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Content:  
 
This   study   attempts   to   investigate   the   grotesque   in   four   paintings   of   the   artist   Domenikos   Theotokopoulos   or   El  

Greco   as   he   is   most   commonly   called.   The   concept   of   the   grotesque   originated   from   the   finding   of   Domus   Aurea  

in   the   1480s.   These   grottoes   had   once   been   part   of   Nero’s   palace,   and   the   images   and   paintings   that   were   found   on  

its   walls   were   to   result   in   a   break   with   the   formal   and   naturalistic   ideals   of   the   Quattrocento   and   the  

mid-renaissance.   By   the   end   of   the   Cinquecento,   artists   were   working   in   the   mannerist   style   that   had   developed  

from   these   new   ideas   of   innovativeness,   where   excess   and   artificiality   were   praised,   and   artists   like   El   Greco  

worked   from   the   standpoint   of   creating   art   that   were    more   perfect   than   perfect.   The   grotesque   became   an   end   to  

reach   this   goal.   While   Mannerism   is   a   style,   the   grotesque   is   rather   an   effect   of   the   ‘fantastic’.By   searching   for  

common   denominators   from   earlier   and   contemporary   studies   of   the   grotesque,   and   by   investigating   the   grotesque  

origin    and   its   development   through   history,   I   have   summarized   the   grotesque   concept   into   three   categories:  

between   form,   beyond   language   and   beside   the   sublime.   By   applying   these   categories   to   four   works   of   El   Greco   I  

set   out   to   get   a   more   nuanced   and   deepened   understanding   of   the   art   of   El   Greco   and   the   grotesque.  
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Why,   then,   'tis   none   to   you,   for   there   is   nothing   either   good   or  
bad,   but   thinking   makes   it   so.   To   me   it   is   a   prison.   -   Hamlet  1

 
INTRODUCTION  

Domenikos   Theotokopoulos,   or   El   Greco   as   he   is   more   commonly   referred   to,   was   born  

in   Crete   1541,   then   unbeknowingly   in   the   midst   of   an   aesthetic   revolution.   In   the   century   before,  

art   centered   around   rules   and   ideals   of   beauty,   idealising   Nature,   symmetry,   harmony   and  

mathematics   in   the   Renaissance   Quattrocento.   But   a   catalyst   for   an   aesthetic   shift   that   was   to  

come,   with   the   discovery   of   the   Domus   Aurea   in   the   1450s.   Domus   Aurea   was   the   underground  

palace   of   Nero,and   it   contained   paintings   and   images   which   “seemed   to   prioritize   artistic  

innovation   over   and   above   the   reproduction   of   realistic   appearances” .   Inspired   by   the  2

ornamental   and   pictorial   abundance   that   seemed   to   challenge   description   of   reality   and   relished  

in   imaginative   forms   and   joyful   wonders,   artists   like   Raphael,   Pontormo,   and   Romano,   to   name   a  

few,   turned   away   from   the   Quattrocento’s   obsession   with   rules,   and   moved   toward   artistic  

innovation   and   artificiality.   The   images   found   in   the   grottoes,   were   called   ‘grotesques’,   and   by  

the   mid   1500s,   they   had   evolved   in   the   hands   and   minds   of   the   artists   into   a   new   style,  

Mannerism.   This   style   can   be   seen   as   a   turning   away   from   the    Renaissance   classical   canonized  

art,   where   the   mannerist   artist   broke   with   reality   and   created   a   subjective   imaginative   reality  

based   on   his   inner   creative   inspiration.   And   within   this   style   with   its   aim   to   be   more   perfect   than  3

perfect   the   phenomenon   of   the   grotesque   emerged.   The   grotesque,   as   we   shall   see,   is   still   an  

inconclusive   term,   still   being   evaluated,   connected   as   it   is   both   to   sensory,   cultural   and   formal  

processes.   In   newer   studies,   the   negative   connotations   of   the   word,   that   originated   in   the   1700s,  

have   been   removed,   and   the   grotesque   is   partly   restored   to   its   original   semantic   roots   of   the  

Italian   1500s,   the   Cinquecento,   relating   to   the   fantastic.  

Despite   the   disparages   in   the   historical   connotations,   there   seems   to   be   a   consensus   that  

in   art   the   grotesque   is   a   form   used   to   break   boundaries   between   what   you   know   to   be   true   and  

what   may   be   true.   It   creates   a   play   between   the   figurative   and   the   literal,   the   real   and   the  

1   William   Shakespeare.    Hamlet,   Prince   of   Denmark.    Ed.   Philip   Edwards.   Cambridge   University   Press,   Cambridge   UK   2006.   Act   
         2   Scene   2   p141  
2   Michael   Squire.   “Fantasies   so   varied   and   bizarre”:   The   Domus   Aurea,   the   Renaissance,   and   the   “grotesque”’,   in   M.   Dinter   and  
E.   Buckley   (eds.),   The   Blackwell   Companion   to   the   Age   of   Nero   (Malden,   MA:   Wiley-Blackwell),   pp.   444–464.   2012.   p.444  
3   Josef   Vojvodík.   "A   World   of   ‘Purely   Artistic   Conception’   and   a   ‘Universal   Art   of   the   Spirit’:   Max   Dvořák   and   Karel   Teige  
between   Phenomenology   and   Surrealism."   Slovo   a   Smysl   12,   no.   24   (2015):   25-41.   ff  
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fantastic,   the   traditional   and   the   exotic,   the   funny   and   frightening,   and   it   “combines   two  

emotional   poles   in   one;   when   one   of   them   comes   to   the   fore,   the   other,   still   present,   retreats   into  

the   background.”   It   is   chaos   and   flux   between   what   you   perceive   and   what   you   believe,   making  4

the   viewer   participate   imaginatively   to   understand.   It   is   like   in   the   quote   above,   by   William  

Shakespeare,   where   Hamlet   refers   to   Denmark   as   a   prison,   but   literally   of   course   it   isn’t   one   but  

as   Hamlet   points   out,   his   imagination   and   mind   makes   it   so   from   what   he   is   seeing.   In   that   sense,  

Denmark   has   become   a   grotesque   phenomenon   to   Hamlet.   

The   grotesque   is   rather   an   effect   than   a   style,   and   originating   from   the   images   in   the   caves  

of   the   Domus   Aurea,   and   developed   by   the   mannerist   artists   it   can   be   found,   as   I   shall   claim,   to  

be   a   phenomena   existing   between   form,    beyond   language   and   beside   the   sublime.   

 

1.1   PURPOSE   THESIS   AND   METHOD  

  I   began   this   study   with   two   questions,   what   is   the   grotesque,   and   in   what   way   does   it  

manifest   itself   in   El   Greco’s   art?    In   this   study   I   will   explore   the   art   of   El   Greco   through   the  

phenomena   of   the   grotesque.   I   will   try   to   discern   in   what   forms   the   grotesque   can   be   perceived   in  

El   Greco’s   work   by   doing   close   readings   of   four   paintings   with   different   subject   matter,   portrait,  

religious,   landscape   and   history.    As   I   have   pointed   out,   while   Mannerism   is   a   style,   the  

grotesque   is   more   of   an   effect   which   appears   in   a   flux,   “a   transitional,   in-between   state   of   being”,  

almost   existing   in   the   gaps   between   dichotomies.    And   by   searching   for   elements   that   play   in   the  5

gaps   that   appear   between   form,   beyond   language   and   beside   the   sublime   I   set   out   to   get   a   more  

nuanced   and   deepened   understanding   of   the   art   of   El   Greco   and   the   grotesque.   

1.2   LIMITATIONS   AND   DISPOSITION   

Due   to   the   limitations   of   space   in   this   essay,   I   will   only   be   able   to   fit   in   close   readings   of  

four   works   by   El   Greco.   Therefore,   the   study   is   by   no   means   conclusive,   but   aims   to   give   a  

starting   point   to   investigate   the   grotesque   in   art   in   general,   and   El   Greco   specifically.   Since   the  

grotesque   as   a   concept   is   still   being   evaluated,   I   have   focused   on   the   newer   and   more   nuances  

4   Shun-liang   Chao.    Rethinking   the   Concept   of   the   Grotesque   -Crashaw,   Baudelaire,   Magritte.    Modern   Humanities   Research  
Association   and   Maney   Publishing.   London,     2010.   p.   4  
5   Frances   S.   Connelly.    The   Grotesque   in   Western   Art   and   Culture   -   The   Image   at   Play. New   York;   Cambridge   University   Press,  
2012.     s.   5  
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academic   studies   which   to   some   extent   lean   on   earlier   studies,   but   rather   aim   to   generalise   the  

term   of   the   grotesque.   Not   entirely   neglecting   earlier   studies,   but   steering   away   from   the  

historically   and   culturally   shifting   connotations   of   the   grotesque,   I   am   joining   the   contemporary  

academic   consensuses   which   is   in   part   returning   to   the   original   understanding   of   the   grotesque   of  

the   Cinquecento.   To   be   able   to   discern   the   origin   and   the   effect   of   the   grotesque,   I   will   give   a  

rather   brief   overview   to   the   previous   research   of   the   grotesque.   It   is   also   important   to   be   able   to  

discern   the   style   Mannerism   as   not   to   confuse   it   with   the   grotesque,   and   I   make   an   attempt   to  

summarize   the   style’s   most   common   traits,   and   then   I   move   on   to   giving   an   account   of   the  

historical   origin   of   the   grotesque.   It   will   not   be   an   exhaustive   text   but   rather   a   short   summary.   

In    PREVIOUS   RESEARCH    I   start   out   with   the   older   texts   of   Schlegel,   Ruskin,   Kayser   and  

Bakhtin   and   then   I   move   on   to   even   older   texts   from   the   Cinquecento,   followed   by   newer,  

contemporary   studies.   Due   to   the   limited   space   of   this   essay,   it   can   still   only   be   an   academic  

overview,   and   hopefully   a   bibliographic   summary   for   the   interested   reader.     By   choosing   to   form  

my   own   grotesque   categories,   (rather   than   following   suit   of   another   scholarly   text),    I   am   free   to  

explore   the   grotesque   from   a   generic   point   of   view,   not   being   subjugated   to   the   many   other  

categories   of   the   phenomenon   suggested   through   the   history.   By   doing   so,   I   am   aware   that   I   turn  

my   back   on   such   art   scholars   as   Ruskin,   Kayser   and   Bakhtin,   but   I   think   I   gain   points   by   rather  

returning   to   the   origin   of   the   1500,   which   is   what   contemporary   scholars   tend   to   do.    But   I   realise  

that   my   study   can   be   no   more   than   a   sketch,   a   starting   point   for   the   study   of   the   grotesque   in   El  

Greco.   

In   the   section    THEORY    I   will   elucidate   the   theoretical   intentions   and   methods   and   I   will  

justify   why   my   three   categories   -   between   form,   beyond   language,   and   beside   the   sublime   -   are  

valid   starting   points   for   a   study   of   the   grotesque,   by   explaining   them   further   and   connecting   them  

to   art   theory.   The   actual   analysis   that   follows   will   be   conducted   after   the   three   categories,   and  

the   paintings   I   will   do   readings   of   are,     Portrait   of   Fray   Hortensio   Félix   Paraicino,   Magdalena  

in   Penitance,   View   of   Toledo    and    Laocoön .   
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1.3   HISTORY   

MANNERISM  

It   is   important   to   be   able   to   recognize   the   usual   traits   of   the   mannerist   style,   so   as   not   to  

apply   these   as   grotesque   in   themselves.   Walter   Friedlaender   was   one   of   the   first   to   describe   the  

style,   and   in   the   preface   to    Mannerism   &   Anti-Mannerism   in   Italian   Painting,    David   Posnan  

remarks   that   the   term   Mannerism   is   still   being   evaluated   and   that   it   is   even   now   a   floating  

concept,   but   that   there   is   a   consensus   of   the   most   common   traits.   These   traits   are   corroborated  6

by   Max   Dvorák   in   the   highly   quoted   article   “Über   Greco   und   den   Manierismus”,   published   in  

“Kunstgeschichte   als   Geistesgeschichte”   in   1924,   and   by   Anne   Armstrong   Wallis   in   her   short   but  

pithy   article   “A   Pictorial   Principle   of   Mannerism”,   and   most   importantly   by   Sjoerd   van   Tuinens  

"Mannerism,   Baroque,   and   Modernism:   Deleuze   and   the   Essence   of   Art”(2014).   The   most  

common   traits   are   elongated   or   distorted   bodies,   a   play   with   the   surface   flatness   and   verticality,  

its   asymmetry   (especially   moving   away   from   the   golden   rate   proportions),   and   the   typical  

serpentine   shape.   Furthermore   it   is   recognized   by   the   crowded   compositions,   its   artificiality,  

poses,   and   excess.   

  El   Greco   worked   in   a   mannerist   style,   and   the   style   and   his   art   were   discarded   for  

centuries   for   being   non-mimetic,   non-classical,   and   artificial.   Heinrich   Wölfflin   omitted   the   style  

in    Principles   of   Art   History,   The   Problem   of   the   Development   of   Style   in   Later   Years   (1915),    and  

in   his   other   important   works,   where   he   moved   straight   from   The   Renaissance   to   the   Baroque   as  

he   introduced   his   iconic   dichotomies   to   distinguish   styles   in   the   Quattrocento   and   Cinquecento.  

With   the   rise   of   Modernism,   the   Mannerist   style   was   rediscovered,   and   overlooked   artists   such   as  

Bronzino,   Tintoretto   and   El   Greco   became   popular,   giving   influences   to   Cezanne,   Klee,   Kollwitz  

and   Amedeo   Modigliani   to   name   a   few.   Mannerism   as   a   style   was   then,   as   mentioned,   first  7

defined   by   Walter   Friedländer   in   his    Mannerism   and   Anti-Mannerism   in   Italian   Art,    and   it   is   now  

an   acknowledged   artistic   style   that   is   not   just   set   to   a   period   in   time.   In   contrast,   the   grotesque   is,  

as   stated,   not   so   much   a   style   like   mannerism,   as   an   effect.   It   can   occur   in   mannerism,   surrealism  

6  Walter    Friedlaender,    Mannerism   &   Anti-Mannerism   in   Italian   Painting.    Schocken   Books.   New   York,   1965   p.    xvi  
7Sjoerd   vanTuinen,   "Mannerism,   Baroque,   and   Modernism:   Deleuze   and   the   Essence   of   Art."    SubStance ,   vol.   43   no.   1,   2014,   pp.  
166-190.    p.   167  
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and   other   styles,   but   just   because   an   image   is   Mannered,   it   doesn’t   have   to   be   grotesque.   Then  

what   is   the   grotesque?  

THE   GROTESQUE 

The  semantic  origin  of  the  grotesque  comes  with  the  discovery  of  Domus  Aurea  hidden               

under  the  ruins  of  the  Baths  of  Titus,  around  1480.  It  was  Nero’s  palace  that  had  been  found  in                    8

grottoes,  and  on  the  walls  were  painted  decorations  and  images  that  would  have  a  great  impact                 

on  the  late  1400s  and  on  the  whole  Cinquecento,  and  beyond  to  our  days.  Michael  Squire  points                  

out  that  it  was  the  first  archeological  find  that  revealed  images  from  the  ancient  world,  a  time  so                   

significant  to  the  Renaissance.  These  murals  and  pictures  contained  images  of  “a  jumble  of               9

human  and  animal  forms,  strangely  interwoven  with  fruits,  flowers,  and  foliage.”  They  were              10

paintings  “in  vivid  use  of  color”  and  with  a  “formal  design  and  composition.”  Many  images  had                 

frames  painted  around  them  with  fantastical  decorations  in  between  them  and  this  challenged  the               

illusion  of  depth  and  perspective  because  it  simultaneously  made  the  viewer  aware  of  the  flatness                

of  the  surface.  Domus  Aurea  were  and  instant  hit.  People  went  there  to  see  the  wonders  of  Nero’s                   

Palace,  and  since  these  were  mostly  underground,  visitors  had  to  go  through  holes,  crawl  on                

their  knees,  carry  torches  and  bring  food  for  pick-nicks  in  the  underground  rooms,  to  behold                

these   images   from   the   ancient   world.  11

According  to  Vasari  in his  Lives  of  the  Most  Eminent  Painters,  Sculptors,  and  Architects               

(1550),  the  artist  Giovanni  da  Udine  together  with  the  great  Raphael  were  among  the  earliest                

visitors  to  the  grottoes.  By  the  early  1500  these  images  of  the  Domus  Aurea  are  referred  to  as                   12

groteschs,  or  grotesques,  stemming  from  the  word  grotto  (cave)  in  which  they  were  found.  First                

it  was  just  the  ornamental  images  that  were  being  replicated  by  artists,  the  grotesque               

metamorphoses  of  human  bodies  with  beasts,  foliage  and  odd  juxtapositions  of  creatures  and              

imaginative  patterns;  all  taken  from  imagination  rather  than  from  Nature.  With  the  help  of  the                

8   Michael   Squire.   “Fantasies   so   varied   and   bizarre”:   The   Domus   Aurea,   the   Renaissance,   and   the   “grotesque”’,   in   M.   Dinter   and  
E.   Buckley   (eds.),   The   Blackwell   Companion   to   the   Age   of   Nero   (Malden,   MA:   Wiley-Blackwell),   pp.   464.   2012.    Squire   refers  
to   Dacos   -   who   asserts   that   the   exact   time   for   its   discovery   is   a   mystery   still.  
9   Squire   (2012) .   P   448  
10   Shun-liang   Chao.     Rethinking   the   Concept   of   the   Grotesque   -Crashaw,   Baudelaire,   Magritte.    Modern   Humanities   Research  
Association   and   Maney   Publishing.   London,     2010.   -   According   to   Chao   they   were   made   by   Roman   Painter   Fabullus.   p.1  
11   Squire   (2012),   p.450  
12   Squire   (2012),   p.446   
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printing  press  the “ [g]rotesque  style  spread  throughout  European  court  culture,  where  influential             

patrons,  most  notably  the  Medici,  Francis  I  of  France,  and  the  Habsburgs,  enthusiastically              

fostered  the  sophisticated  style”.  The  images  began  having  an  impact  on  not  just  decorations               13

but  paintings  as  well.  Squire  points  out  that  Domenico  Ghirlandaio,  Filippino  Lippi,  Luca              

Signorelli  and  Pietro  Perugino  were  “among  the  earliest  artists  who  exploited  the  grotesque  to               

rethink  the  literal  and metaphorical  boundaries  of  the  painted  surface  -  the  relationship  not  only                

between  centre  and  periphery,  but  also  between  reality  and  fiction  by  interrogating  the              

boundaries  between  surround  and  surrounded”,  and  by  doing  so  “they  pose  questions  about  the               

relationship   between   reality   and   two-dimensional   replication.”     14

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Image  from  inside    

Domus   Aurea  15

Raphael,  was  also  hugely  inspired  by  the  paintings  at  Domus  Aurea,  and  his  work               

(together  with  da  Udine)  in  the  Loggia  in  Cardinal  Bibbiena  1516  show  a  mix  of  elaborate                 

imaginative  decoration  and  two-dimensional  illusions  being  manipulated  with,  creating  what  is            

one  of  the  most  signifying  traits  of  the  grotesque:  “the  multi-stable  ambiguity  between  order  and                

chaos”.  That  is,  it  is  forcing  the  viewer  to  having  to  participate  in  the  work  with  their  own                   

13   Chao   p34  
14  Squire   p.   553-4  
15   https://www.tripadvisor.com/AttractionProductReview-g187791-d19497592-Nero_s_  
Golden_House_virtual_reality_tour-Rome_Lazio.html  
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imagination  as  Raphael  “exploits  the  mechanics  of  both  image  and  imagination”,  order  and              

non-order,  creating  images  where  meaning  were  at  best  implied  and  viewer  participation             

necessary.    16

Michelangelo  proceeded  to  elaborate  the  grotesque,  and  by  the  mid  sixteenth  century,  the              

style  of  maniera  were  dominant  with  Rosso, Parmigianino and  Archimboldo  in  the  front,  and  in                

this  new  style,  that  premiered  the  imaginative  inventions  of  the  artist  instead  of  imitative               

replication,   the   grotesque   as   a   phenomena   would   appear   as   an   effect   of   this   inventiveness. 

 By  the  mid  1600  the  meaning  of  the  term  grotesque  began  to  shift,  and  the                 

“fantastic”  of  the  earlier  century,  became  to  mean  the  carnivalesque,  and  comical,  and  the               

metamorphic  decorations  of  the  Domus,  developed  into  arabesque  ornaments.  And  in  another             

100  years,  the  meaning  of  the  grotesque  twisted  to  be  related  to  the  terrible  fantastic,  the  horrific                  

and  fearful  rather  than  the  excellent,  and  up  until  the  last  50  years,  it  was  still  rather  read  as  the                     

monstrous.  But  there  is  a  scholarly  shift  in  the  conceptualization  of  the  grotesque  that  is  turning                 

back  to  its  Cinquecento  roots.  And  there  seem  to  be  a  scholarly  consensus,  a  common                

denominator,  and  that  is  not  what  the  grotesque  is,  but  what  it  does,  and  the  categories  suggested                  

by  scholars  over  the  centuries  are  generalisations  of  how  artists  have  achieved  this  effect.  Chao                

contends  that  the  “scholarly  consensus  is  that  the  grotesque  combines  two  emotional  poles  in               

one;  when  one  of  them  comes  to  the  fore,  the  other,  still  present,  retreats  into  the  background,                  

and  by  “inviting  viewers  to  look,  the  grotesque  invited  meta-reflection  on  how  we  find  sense  in                 

what   we   see.”  17

 

1.4   PREVIOUS   RESEARCH   AND   LITERATURE   

The  first  scholarly  text  about  the  grotesque  was  written  by  Friedrich  Schlegel.  In  the  first  volume                 

of   the   Athenäum   (1798),      Wolfgang   Kayser   summarizes   Schlegel,   where:  

‘grotesqueness  is  constituted  by  a  clashing  contrast  between  form  and  content,            

the  unstable  mixture  of  heterogeneous  elements,  the  explosive  force  of  the            

paradoxical,   which   is   both   ridiculous   and   terrifying’.”  18

16   Squire.   p.446  
17   Chao   (2010)    p.4  
18   Chao.   (2010)    p.   2.   Chao   is   taking   his   quote   from   Wolfgang   Kayser’s   summary   of   Schlegel’s   fragments   75,   305,   389   in   the   first  
volume   of   the   “Athenäum”   (1798)   -    Kayser,   The   Grotesque   in   Art   and   Literature ,   trans.   by   Ulrich   Weisstein   (New   York:  
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In Stones  of  Venice  (1851-53), John  Ruskin  gives  a  detailed  account  of  the  grotesque  in                

chapter  three  titelled  “Grotesque  Renaissance”.  Ruskin  discusses  the  grotesque  ‘corruption’  of            

the  Renaissance  style,  and  continues  to  divide  the  grotesque  into  two  segments:  the  ludicrous               19

and  the  fearful,  and  calling  them  sportive  grotesque  and  terrible  grotesque.  Furthermore,             20

Ruskin  stresses  that  the  grotesque  in  almost  all  cases  are  composed  of  two  elements  where  one                 

prevails.  Ruskin  has  been  one  of  the  leading  figures  to  pejatorize  the  grotesque  concept,  but                

nevertheless   has   some   fundamental   descriptions   of   the   grotesque   which   are   still   vital   today:   

"A  fine  grotesque  is  the  expression,  in  a  moment,  by  a  series  of  symbols               

thrown  together  in  bold  and  fearless  connection,  of  truths  which  it  would  have              

taken  a  long  time  to  express  in  any  verbal  way,  and  of  which  the  connection  is                 

left  for  the  beholder  to  work  out  for  himself;  the  gaps,  left  or  over-leaped  by                

the   haste   of   the   imagination,   forming   the   grotesque   character"   (97-98)  21

 

In The  Grotesque  in  Art  and  Literature, first  published  in  1933 , Wolfgang  Kayser  proposes  that                

“the  grotesque  resides  in  three  realms:  the  process  of  its  creation  (the  artist’s  psychological  state),                

the  artwork  itself,  and  the  impact  it  makes  on  the  observer,”  thus  verbalizing  reception  theory                

and  connects  it  to  the  aesthetics  of  the  grotesque.  But  Kayser  still  connotes  it  to  terror  and  fear                   22

and   the   funny.  

In  Rabelais  and  his  world  (1965),  Mikhael  Bakthin  begins  to  turn  the  grotesque  back  to  the                 

meaning  of  the  1500,  but  he  stresses  that  the  grotesque  even  then  incarnated  the  carnivalesque                

but  it  was  “devoid  of  fear”.  According  to  Chao,  Bakhtin  initiates  the  playfulness  that  exist                

between  the  extremes  of  the  grotesque  and  the  metamorphosis  in  the  grotesque  body:  “a  body  in                 

the   act   of   becoming:   it   is   never   finished,   never   completed.”  23

Columbia   University   Press,   1957),   p.   53.   4.   Victor   Hugo,   ‘La   Préface   de   Cromwell’,   in   Cromwell,   ed.   by   Annie   Ubersfeld   (Paris:  
Garnier  
19   Mariano   Akerman  
http://www.artandpopularculture.com/John_Ruskin_advances_his_theory_of_the_grotesque_in_Modern_Painters_and_The_Ston 
es_of_Venice  
20   Chao.(2010)   p.180  
21Akerman.   -   Quote   taken   from   “Modern   Painters”  
22   Chao.   (2010)   p . 180  
23   Chao.   (2010)   p.8  
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Lee  B.  Jennings  tries  to  arrive  at  a  “more  precise  idea  of  the  grotesque”  in The  Ludicrous                  

Demon:  Aspects  of  the  Grotesque  In  German  Post-Romantic (1963).  Jennings  moves  further             24

away  from  the  ludicrous  and  the  fearful  toward  a  concept  more  related  to  that  of  the  1500s,  that                   

of  a  fantastic  effect.  He  introduces  the  double  aspect,  and  the  “play”  between  two  realms,  a  play                  

that  is  “on  the  verge  of  collapse”  and  removes  the  pejorative  attitude  towards  the  distortional                

aspect  of  the  grotesque.  Peter  Fingesten,  believes  that  it  is  the  “unity  between  concept,  subject,                

and   form”   that   leads   to   the   grotesque,   in   “Delimitating   the   Concept   of   the   Grotesque”,   (1984):  

“Technically  speaking,  a  grotesque  consists  of  the  presence  and  clash,           

incongruity,  or  juxtaposition  of  two  or  more  different  or  even  contradictory            

elements  within  the  same  work  that  may  result  in  a  visual  and/or  psychological              

surprise   or   shock.”  25

As  we  see,  the  newer  studies  move  away  from  the  fearful  and  ludicrous  and  lean  toward  its                  

original  meaning  -  while  it  relies  somewhat  on  Kayser’s  idea  of  the  impact  on  the  observer  and                  

Ruskin’s  gaps  and  difficulty  of  verbal  expression  and  viewer  participation. And  a  common  thread               

begins  to  crystallize,  involving  form  and  its  relation  to  real  and  not  real,  truth  and  untruth,  and                  

language  as  the  grotesque  involves  both  communication,  difficulty  of  verbalisation,  metaphor,            

and  it  move  side  by  side  of  the  sublime  as  the  aesthetics  of  the  grotesque  touches  the  grand,                   

fantastic   and   metaphysical. 

Since  the  recent  studies  return  to  the  Cinquecento,  it  is  important  to  acknowledge  the               

texts  that  were  available  for  the  artists  of  the  1500s.  The  humanists  of  the  1400-1500s  were  well                  

read  in  the  antique  literature  that  had  been  discovered,  which  through  the  invention  of  the                

printing   press   were   being   spread   throughout   Europe.  

In Metaphysics (300  Bc) , Aristotle  takes  a  constructivist  view  of  the  statement  by  the               

philosopher   Protagoras:   

[H]e  [Protagoras]  said  that man  is  the  measure  of  all  things ,  by  which  he  meant                

simply  that  each  individual's  impressions  are  positively  true.  But  if  this  is  so,  it               

24   Jennings.   p.vii  
25   Peter   Fingesten.   “Delimitating   the   Concept   of   the   Grotesque.”    The   Journal   of   Aesthetics   and   Art   Criticism ,   vol.   42,   no.   4,  
1984,   pp.   419–426.    JSTOR ,     www.jstor.org/stable/430215 .   P   420- 21  
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follows  that  the  same  thing  is  and  is  not,  and  is  bad  and  good,  and  that  all  the                   

other  implications  of  opposite  statements  are  true  ...  if  reality  is  of  this  nature,               

everyone   will   be   right.   26

This  interpretation  resonates  with  the  grotesque,  and  its  ambiguous  relationship  to  the  truth,  and               

man’s  imagination  and  invention  of  it.  Paula  Blank  in  "The  Renaissance  Art  of  Measurement”,               

stresses  the  importance  of  the  philosophical  discussions  of  these  ancient  writers,  and  the  impact               

it  had  on  the  humanists  of  the  1400-1500s.  In  a  mannerist  fashion,  Leonardo  da  Vinci’s  Vitruvian                 

Man  is  not  measured  in  scientific  methods,  and  “was  not  revealing  a  truth  so  much  as  picturing  it                   

-   creating   an   image,   promoting   a   fiction.”   I   would   even   call   it   a   metaphor   of   man.   27

Interestingly  enough,  the  fanciful,  colorful  and  boundary  breaking  images  of  the  Domus  Aurea,              

were  reviewed  by  Vitruvius  in De  architectura  written  in  30-15  BC,  a  text,  that  according  to                 

Una  Roman  D’Elia  in  “Grotesque  Painting  and  Paintings  as  Grotesque  in  the  Renaissance”              

(2014),  were  accessible  for  the  contemporary  humanist.  In  book  7,  chapter  V  titled  “Decadent               28

Painting”,   Vitruvius   derides   what   he   sees:   

”But  these  images,  which  were  modelled  on  reality,  are  now  condemned  in  the              

light  of  the  current  depraved  tastes:  now  monstrosities  rather  than  faithful            

representations  of  definable  entities  are  painted  in  frescoes.  […]  These  things            

do  not  exist,  cannot  exist,  and  never  have  existed.  For  how,  in  the  real  world,                

could  a  reed  possibly  support  a  roof,  or  a  candelabrum  the  mouldings  of  a               

pediment---  But  people  when  they  see  these  falsities  they  do  not  criticize  them,              

but  find  them  delightful,  ignoring  the  problem  of  whether  any  of  them  can  exist               

or   not.”  29

 
It  seems  though,  that  Raphel  in  contrast  to  Vitruvius,  was  delighted  with  the  images  he  saw  when                  

he  visited  Domus  Aurea,  and  if  he  had  read De  Architectura,  had  not  been discouraged  by                 

Vitruvious’  bad  review.  It  is  vital  though,  that  Vitruvius  points  to  the  dichotomy  of  exist  and  not                  

exist  -  since  the  images  are  painted  in  Domus,  they  most  clearly  are  images  to  be  experienced  by                   

26   Blank,   Paula.   "The   Renaissance   Art   of   Measurement”   In    Shakespeare   and   the   Mismeasure   of   Renaissance   Man ,   14-40.   Ithaca;  
London:   Cornell   University   Press,   2006.   P   18  
27   Blank,   Paula.   2006.   p.16  
28   Una   Roman     D'Elia,   Una   Roman.   "Grotesque   Painting   and   Paintings   as   Grotesque   in   the   Renaissance.."    Source:   Notes   in   the  
History   of   Art    33,   no.   2   (2014):   5-12.    www.jstor.org/stable/23611168 .     ff.  
29   Vitruvius.    On   Architecture.    Penguin   Group.   London,   2009.   P.   207  
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vision  and  created  to  delight  the  mind  and  imagination  of  the  viewer,  but  they  are,  as  Vitruvius                  

points  out,  not  imitations  from  something  existing  in  nature,  and  in  that  sense  they  are  grotesque                 

because   they   hover   in   the   gap   between   existing   and   not   existing,   and   between   either    or.   

In  his  dialogue  “Disegno”  (1549),  Anton  Francesco  Doni  “gave  a  complex  reading  of  the               

relationship   between   nature   and   artifice   in   grotesques”;  

ART  (to PAINTING ):  When  you  depict  in  painting  a  sketchy  landscape  [...],  do              
you   not   often   see   there   animals,   men,   heads,   and   other   fantastic   creatures?  

PAINTING :  It  is  in  the  clouds  that  I  see  fantastic  animals  and  castles  with               
infinite   and   diverse   people   and   figures.   

ART :   Do   you   believe   that   these   are   actually   in   the   clouds?   

PAINTING :   No   ...   in   the   chaos   of   my   brain   ...   castles   in   the   air.” 30

 
Chaos  is  a  recurring  theme  in  the  grotesque,  and  it  is  a  sort  of  chaos  of  the  brain  as  Doni  writes  in                       

the  passage  above,  because  it  is  created  between  form  and  figures  where  the  brain  -  that  is  the                   

imagination  of  the  viewer  -  has  to  participate  to  make  sense  of  what  he  sees  and  that  in  turn  lead                     

to  a  grotesque  chaos  connected  to  language  and  rhetoric.  Written  in  Milan  1587,  G.P  Lomazzo                

describes   the   grotesque   in   his   poem   “Rime   ad   imitazione   di   grotteschi”   :  31

The   grotesque   is   not   any   less   valuable 

when   it   takes   one   thing   to   make   another. 

Therefore   its   concepts   are   so   obscure   and   clear 

That   they   seem   to   have   come   out   of   chaos.   (Lomazzo,   1587)  

Lomazzo  uses  the  dichotomy  -  obscure  and  clear  -  to  describe  the  grotesque  concept,  as  it  is                  

birthed  out  of  chaos.  Lomazzo  therefore  recognizes  the  difficulty  of  verbalizing  the  grotesque              

essence.  Later  studies  follow  this  idea  that  the  grotesque  exists  in  a  space  where  language  has                 

lost  its  didactic  capability.  In  “Grotesque  Painting  and  Paintings  as  Grotesque  in  the              

Renaissance”  (2014),  Una  Roman  D'Elia  describes  grotesque  as  a  “cognitive  confusion  of  -  two               

or  more  forms  that  one  single  object  contains”,  and  such  an  interval  or  confusion  disturbs  the                 

30     D'Elia.    p   13  
31   Maorini.   p.   126   “Il   grottesco   non   meno   anche   vale/Quando   in   far   una   cosa   un’altra   prende./Quindi   i   concetti   son   si   oscuri  
chiari   /ch’usciti   paion   fuor   dal   gran   caosse.”   
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familiar,  threatens  to  paralyse  language,  and  leads  us  into  the  domain  of  logical  impossibility,  of                

a  ‘category  mistake’.  FranÇois  Rigolot  in  "The  Renaissance  Fascination  with  Error:            32

Mannerism  and  Early  Modern  Poetry”  (2004),  also  draws  attention  to  the  fascination  with  error               

and  truth  in  the  Renaissance  artists.  Error  “signals  another  order  of  truth  one  that  the  common                 

reader  might  not  have  grasped  if  it  had  been  couched  in  the  straightforward  language  of  truth.”                  33

Even  if  this  is  connected  to  writing,  it  is  applicable  to  painting  and  the  fascination  with  illusion                  

and   imagination,    and   the   pictured   “mistakes”   that   are   beyond   language   to   formulate.   

The  rhetoric  of  the  grotesque  is  one  of  a  tautological  nature;  it  is  liminal,  and  existing  in                  

between  two  or  more  dichotomies.  Giancarlo  Maiorino  discusses  what  he  calls  the  mannerist              

grotesque,  in The  Portrait  of  Eccentricity:  Arcimboldo  and  the  Mannerist  Grotesque (1991),  and              

Maiorino  takes  on  a  tautological  approach,  starting  from  Vasari’s  “tautological  sequence”  of  “a              

much  more  absolute  perfection”,  that  made  the  mannerist  of  the  1500  to  believe  that  perfection                

could  be  ‘outdone’”.  Perfection  therefore  became  a  point  of  departure  for  the  mannerists.              34

Maiorino  means  that  hyperbole,  metaphor,  repetition  and  other  rhetorical  tropes  are  means  to              

achieve   the   grotesque.   

In  The The  Grotesque  in  Western  Art  and  Culture  -  The  Image  at  Play,  (2012), Frances  S.                  

Connelly  introduces  the  concept  of Spielraum ,  which  is  the  space  where  the  two  (or  more)                

disparate  realities  meet  and  create  meaning,  and  it  is  the  viewer  who  has  to  fill  in  and  contribute                   

to  creating  this  meaning.  Connelly  also  separates  the  grotesque  into  more/other  categories;  the              

improvisational/witty  grotesque  which  interrogates  the  forms  and  conventions  of  visual  and            

literal  representation,  testing  the  limits  of  art, the  subversive  grotesque  which  puts  social  roles               

and  hierarchies  as  well  as  cultural  conventions  into  play,  challenging  the  limits  of  propriety,  the                

traumatic  grotesque  which  threatens  the  limits  of  our  identity,  rapturing  the  boundaries  between              

the   self   and   oblivion   through   the   monstrous,   the   uncanny,   or   the   abject.   35

32   D’elia     (2014)   p   6  
33  FranÇois   Rigolot.   "The   Renaissance   Fascination   with   Error:   Mannerism   and   Early   Modern   Poetry."    Renaissance   Quarterly    57,  
no.   4   (2004):   p.   1219  
34   Giancarlo   Maiorino.    The   Portrait   of   Eccentricity:   Arcimboldo   and   the   Mannerist   Grotesque .The   Pennsylvania   State   University  
Press.   USA,   1991.   P.   16  
35   Connelly   ff.  
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Shun-liang  Chao,  aims  to  describe  the  grotesque  as  a  corporeal  metaphor  in Rethinking  the               

Concept   of   the   Grotesque   -Crashaw,   Baudelaire,   Magritte    (2010).     Chao   contends   that:  

“ One  can  say  that  the  grotesque  (in  the  proper  sense)  functions  like  a              

constitutive  metaphor  born  of  ‘fancy’  or  ‘partial  similarities’,  one  which  prefers            

accident  to  accuracy,  literalness  to  figurativeness,  concrete  discordance  to          

conceptual   harmony.”  36

The  grotesque  also  touches  the  sublime.  Edmund  Burke  relates  the  sublime  to  nature,  and  the                

terrific.   He   says:   

The  passion  caused  by  the  great  and  the  sublime  in  nature,  when  those  causes               

operate  most  powerfully,  is  Astonishment;  and  astonishment  is  that  state  of  the             

soul,   in   which   all   its   motions   are   suspended,   with   some   degree   of   horror.   37

Astonishment  is  of  course  connected  to  the  grotesque,  in  that  its  form  is  congruent  with                

incompleteness  and  imaginary  uncertainty.  Bart  Vandenabeele,  introduces  the mannerist  sublime           

and  the matterist  sublime  in  “The  Sublime  in  Art:  Kant,  the  Mannerist,  and  the  Matterist                

Sublime.”  Vandenabeele  relates  his  sublime  from  the  Kantian  one,  where  he  bases  to  some               38

extent  his  claims  on  Kant’s  mathematical  sublime,  but  does  not  agree  with  him  that  it  is  size                  

alone   that   manifests   the   sublime,   but   the   magnitude   of   incomprehension.  

“Mannerist  art  does  not  present  sublime  contents  by  means  of  beautiful  forms             

but  sets  out  to  derange  the  imagination  by  distorting  the  formal  harmony,             

through  which  the  imagination  expands  in  an  unlimited  way  and  ultimately            

realizes  and  enjoys  the  purposiveness  of  its  expansion  and  its  failing            

comprehension.  This  kind  of  art  expresses  a  unity  that  seems  to  emphasize  the              

immense  diversity  of  the  manifold.  Aesthetic  ideas  evoke  an  endless  diversity            

of  meanings  and  images,  representations  and  connections  that  we  can  scan  in             

principle  with  our  imagination—technically  speaking,  aesthetic  apprehension        

proceeds  without  any  problem,  but  we  cannot  reduce  it  to  a  single  semantic              

36   Chao   (2010)   p13  
37   https://wordsworth.org.uk/blog/2015/03/02/edmund-burke-and-the-sublime/    28/12-2019  
38   Bart   Van denabeele..   “The   Sublime   in   Art:   Kant,   the   Mannerist,   and   the   Matterist   Sublime.”    The   Journal   of   Aesthetic  
Education ,   vol.   49,   no.   3,   2015,   pp.   32–49.    JSTOR ,    www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/jaesteduc.49.3.0032 .  
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whole  or  image,  for  comprehension  breaks  down.  This  elicits  the  artistic            

sublime.  39

Vandenabeele  also  insists  that  the  feeling  of  the  sublime  can  arise  in  grotesque  figures,  as  the                 

distortion  and  “the  free  yet  harmonious  play  of  imagination  and  understanding”  can  elicit  what               

Vandenabele   calls   ‘sublime   reflection’,   which   is  

“a  complex  and  heightened  cognitive  activity  that  grapples  with  the  immense             

richness,  the  abundance  of  forms  and  ideas,  the  numerous  allusions,  and  the             

expressive  and  semantic  complexity  of  the  work,  but  fails  to  “comprehend”  all             

of  the  allusions,  intimations,  and  distortions  in  a  single  image,  let  alone  in  a               

single   determinate   concept.”   40

This  makes  me  argue  that  the  grotesque  is  present  beside  the  sublime,  and  grotesque               

aesthetics   and   the   emotions   it   evokes   can   be   found   to   be   parallel   to   the   sublime.   

1.5   THEORY   

I  have  divided  the  grotesque  into  three  groups;  between  form,  beyond  language  and  beside  the                

sublime,   and   I   shall   here   describe   what   theoretically   are   incorporated   in   these   captions.   

BEYOND   FORM :  

As  we  have  seen,  the  grotesque  exists  in  the  gaps  between  dichotomies  where  it  plays  in  a                  

continuous  flux.  It  is  a  metamorphosis  of  form  where  reality  is  undefined  as  it  is  neither  real  nor                   

unreal.  In  a  structuralistic  sense,  the  grotesque  plays  with  mimesis  by  putting  things  together               

while  at  the  same  time  tearing  them  apart.  In  a  formalist  manner  it  is  not  really  optimal  to  use                    

binary  oppositions  like  real  or  unreal,  imitation  or  invention  because  the  grotesque  form  is               

hovering  in  a  chaos  in  between  -  it  is  neither either  -  or ,  nor  is  it both .  At  the  same  time  it  is                        

convenient  to  use  binary  oppositions  to  locate  and  describe  where  the  gaps  or  Spielraums  are                

found  and  where  the  grotesque  is  giving  its  effect.  The  effect  is  of  course  reliable  on  the                  

reception  of  the  viewer.  Gombrich  -  called  it  “‘the  beholder’s  share”  -  the  stock  of  images  stored                  

39   Vandenabeele   (2015)   p.   39  
40   Vandenabeele   (2015)   p.   40  
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in  the  viewer’s  mind  that  she  brings  to  the  process  of  viewing  art.”  When  these  stored  images                  41

are  not  congruent  with  the  grotesque  aesthetics,  the  mind  has  to  use  imagination  to  fill  in  the                  

missing  form,  or  try  to  figure  out  how  the  image  is  held  together,  and  there  meaning  can  arise,                   

that   is   deeper   than   the   image   first   let   on.   

BEYOND   LANGUAGE 

In Lives  of  the  Most  Eminent  Painters,  Sculptors,  and  Architects ,  Vasari  praises  the  artist  of  what                 

he  calls  “the  third  style”  and  even  his  diction  has  taken  on  a  mannered  style  of  excess  as  he  uses                     

a  tautological  rhetoric  like  “wholly  perfect”,  “a  not  too  small  perfection”  and  “a  much  more                

absolute  perfection”  to  describe  the  works  of  Raphael,  Michelangelo  and  Titian.  This             42

hyperbolic  discourse  created  a  point  of  departure  for  the  coming  mannerist  artist  where  they               

believed  that  “perfection  could  be  ‘outdone”,  and  perhaps  also  had  to  be  outdone.  This  was  the                 43

artistic  landscape  El  Greco  and  his  contemporary  painters  were  confronted  with,  to  be  more               

perfect  than  perfect,  and  used  innovative  and  imaginative  means  to  reach  this  higher  state,  and                

thus  by  pushing  the  boundaries,  the  effect  of  the  grotesque  became  a  means  to  reach  this  state.                  

The  tautological  narrative,  and  hyperbolic  images  are  therefore  closely  connected  to  the             

grotesque.  It  is  also  clear  that  the  grotesque  causes  a  collapse  of  rhetoric  and  a  “logical                 

confusion”  which  paralyzes  and  thus  urges  for  an  imaginative  discourse  beyond  language,  where              

imagination  staggers,  and  words  are  lost.  The  grotesque  effect  appears  in  the  excessive  and               

tautologically  exaggerated,  where  a  literal  reading  is  impossible,  and  the  viewer  has  to  go  beyond                

language  to  verbalise  the  unwritten/unformulated.  It  also  appears  in  the  broken  down,  in  the               

“castles   in   the   skies”.  

BESIDE   THE   SUBLIME 

Theoretically  I  am  to  a  great  extent  leaning  on  the  study  of  Vandenabeele  and  his  study  “ The                  

Sublime  in  Art:  Kant,  the  Mannerist,  and  the  Matterist  Sublime”  published  in  2015. The  theory  is                 

that  of  artistic  expression  and  reception  theory.  I  propose  that  the  grotesque  is  connected  to  the                 

sublime,  as  it  elicits  a  similar  feeling,  but  it  exists  beside  the  sublime,  on  the  rim,  perhaps  even                   

41   D’Alleva   p.   106  
42   Georgio   Vasari.    Lives   of   the   Most   Eminent   Painters,   Sculptors,   and   Architects    p.256  
43Maiorino,   Giancarlo.    The   Portrait   of   Eccentricity:   Arcimboldo   and   the   Mannerist   Grotesque .The   Pennsylvania   State   University  
Press.   USA,   1991.   P.   16  
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parallel  to  it;  with  the  grotesque  aesthetic  effect  originating  from  disharmony  and  amazement  of               

“the  experience  of  the  tremendous  expansion  as  well  as  the  painful  powerlessness  of  the               

imagination”  rather  than  from  the  amazement  of  size,  and  nature.  The  sublime  is  also               44

connected  to  distortion  of  form  and  rhetoric  miscommunication,  as  the  sublime  appears  in  the               

grotesque   when   comprehension   breaks   down.  

II.   ANALYSIS  

2.1   BETWEEN    FORM  

The  paintings Portrait  of  Fray  Hortensio  Félix  Paraicino  (1609) and Magdalena  in  Penitence              

(1582-85)  are  both  typically  mannerist  paintings.  Both  are  asymmetric  in  composition  and  play              

with  surface  and  depth.  Magdalena  has  the  typical  S-shape,  and  Fray  Hortensio  shows  the  typical                

mannerist   stylized   way   of   painting   hands,   where   the   two   middle   fingers   are   tightly   knit   together.   

But  the  grotesque  in  these  paintings  lie  in  other  aspects.  By  the  first  glance  of Portrait  of  Fray                   

Hortensio  Félix  Paraicino, the  painting  shows  a        

man  sitting  in  a  chair,  leaning  his  arms  on  the           

armrests.  Two  books  are  present  to  the  right,         

where  the  smaller  book  is  held  open  by  the          

man’s  finger.  The  man  looks  directly  at  the         

viewer.  But  our  eyes  do  not  rest  harmoniously         

on  the  man’s  face,  but  our  gaze  is  rather  drawn           

to  the  black  cloth  separating  the  man’s  face  and          

lower  body.  There  is  a  sense  that  something  is          

wrong  in  the  proportions  and  the  head  does  not          

seem  connected  to  the  body  but  rather  it  looks          

like  two  bodies  in  one.  It  is  the  abyss  of  this            

black  that  gives  a  first  effect  of  the  grotesque          

between   form.   

PICTURE   I     Portrait   of   Fray   Hortensio   Félix   Paraicino,   circa   1609     45

44   Vandenabeele,   (20   )   p   42  
45   El   Greco,    Portrait   of   Fray   Hortensio   Félix   Paraicino    ,   112.1   ×   86.1   cm,   Oil   On   Canvas,   circa   1609,    Boston   Museum   of   Fine  
Arts ,    Boston ,   USA.  
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As  our  eyes  are  drawn  to  the  black  mass,  the  body  gets  divided,  cut  in  two  separate  realities,  and                    

the  viewer  has  to  try  to  connect  the  two  parts  to  find  meaning.  The  part  above  the  black  cloth                    

displays  a  serene  face  turned  slightly  to  the  left,  but  there  are  distortions,  and  it  fluctuates                 

between  being  harmonious  and  discordant.  The  ear  is  not  placed  anatomically  right,  and  the               

shadow  and  beard  cuts  off  the  face,  making  it  masklike,  making  it  hover  between  real  and  unreal.                  

Below  the  black  cape,  the  priest’s  body  is  concealed  by  the  white  robe,  and  it  has  a  thin                   

rectangular  cross  stitched  to  it.  The  folding  of  the  robe  is  distorting  the  perception  of  the  body,                  

and   it   looks   like   the   man   is   standing,   but   that   does   not   compute   with   the   chair,   and   therefore   

“exceeds  the  uniformity  of  nature”,  and  “contingency  falls  back  on  fantasy”  to  try  to  fit  the                 

anomaly  of  parts  put  together.  And  the  viewer  has  to  actively  use  “combinatory  imagination”  to                

finalize   the   image   in   a   way   that   makes   sense.   And   that   brings   forward   the   grotesque   effect.   46

 

Magdalena  in  Penitence ,  is  a  religious       

portrait  and  shows  another  feature  of  the        

grotesque  which  I  like  to  address.  As        

mentioned  above,  it  has  the  customary       

mannerist  traits;  you  can  follow  the       

serpentine  shape  from  Magdalena’s  clasped      

hands,  through  the  curved  line  of  her  forearm         

and  elbow,  follow  the  white  cloth  to  bend         

back  again  at  her  neck  and  then  it  goes          

through  her  face  continuing  through  the       

direction  of  her  gaze.  To  her  right  on  a  sill  in            

the  rock  where  she  is  sitting,  a  flask  and  a           

skull   is   visible   in   the   shadow   of   her   figure.  

       PICTURE   II,      Magdalena   in   Penitence ,   1582-85   47

In   proportion   to   her   head,   her   arm   seems   to   be   too   large,   but   as   Fingesten   points   out;  

  [h]owever   exaggerated   the   forms,   this   is   still   not   enough   to   characterize   such   works   as   

46   Maiorini   p.   46  
47   El   Greco,    Magdalena   in   Penitence ,   1582-85,   108   x   87.   William   Rockhill   Nelson   Art   Gallery,   Kansas   City,   USA.  
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grotesque,  nor  would  the  mere  presence  of  a  skeleton  or  a  skull  in  a  painting  qualify  it  as  a                    

grotesque   either.”   48

The  grotesque  in Magdalena  in  Penitence ,  I  would  suggest,  is  in  the  distorted  form  of  her  eyes                  

and  the  gaze.  The  eyes  are  not  mimetically  portrayed,  but  as  Squire  puts  it,  they  are  “combining                  

the   real   with   the   fantastic”   to   make   the   viewer   imagine   the   gaze   continuing   upward.   49

Maiorino  holds  that  “fantasy  often  steered  originality  toward  the  excessive  mode  of  the              

grotesque”  and  that  it  favored  invention  over  imitation.  And  Magdalena’s  eyes  are  excessive,              50

mirror-like,  and  almost  theatrical  in  the  way  they  steer  the  viewer  to  follow  the  line  of  their  gaze,                   

and  even  though  we  cannot  see  what  she  sees,  the  distorted  exaggerated  eyes  are  suggesting                

something  awesome,  and  revered.  It  invites  the  viewer  to  finalize  the  image,  to  form  a  narrative                 

that  hovers  in  the  gap  between  what  we  see  and  what  we  imagine,  and  this  creates  a  grotesque                   

effect.  Behind  the  head  of  Magdalena,  but  at  the  same  time  hovering  above  her,  are  what  you                  

first  perceive  to  be  clouds.  But  the  idea  of  clouds  is  just  a  reactional  interpretation  stemming                 

from  a  traditional  mimetic  composition:  the  beholder’s  share  of  learned  images.  But  they  do  not                

at  all  look  like  clouds,  rather  they  can  be  a  bunny  or  an  ugly  man  beside  Magdalena’s  face,  and                    

you  have  to  use  an  “active,  combinatory  imagination  -  which  continually  recombines  sensory              

impressions,  visualizing  new  compounds”  to  account  for  them  being  clouds  at  all,  and  not  just                

distorted   figures   in   grey   and   blue.   D’Elia   describes   it   like   this:  51

An  artist  sees  grotesques  in  the  landscape,  sketched  in  blots  of  paint,  and  in  the                

shifting  forms  of  clouds—or  possibly  paintings  of  clouds.  These  inchoate           

shapes   are   transformed   by   "the   chaos"   of   an   artist's   fantasy   into   grotesques.  52

 

The  clouds  both  are  and  are  not  clouds,  they  require  an  imaginary  completion  of  the  viewer,  and                  

are  grotesque  in  their  indeterminacy;  they  play  in  the  Spielraum  of  our  perception,  and  both  awe                 

and   are   frightening   in   their   unfixed   state.   

In View  of  Toledo, the  clouds  are  not  as  grotesque  as  in Magdalena  in  Penitence. They  are                  

48   Fingesten   p.420  
49   Squire   p.459  
50   Maiorino   p.46  
51   Mairino   ff  
52   D’Elia   p.13  
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still  formless,  and  suggestive  but  it  is  rather  the  dark  blackness  over  the  horizon  behind  the  city                  

to  the  right,  that  immediately  stands  out  as  grotesque.  The  sky  above  the  black  area  is  brighter,                  

and  reads  as  being  lit  by  an  absent  sun.  But  the  darkness  behind  the  city  is  a  meaningless  mass,                    

and  it  is  playing  between  being  awful  and  filled  with  awe,  an  indicator  of  something  to  come,                  

something  ominous  and  destructive,  and  its  lack  of  literality  rather  enhances  the  imagination              

towards  the  gruesome.  The  city  to  the  left  is  almost  ghostlike  in  its  lack  of  colour,  and  a  large                    

square  building  towers  over  the  city  which  continues,  from  its  masses  of  buildings,  to  buildings                

queuing  or  rather  meandering  down  a       

hill  toward  a  bridge.  The  bridge       

connects  two  elliptical  land  areas,  and       

at  the  end  of  the  bridge  is  a  tower  and           

beyond  that  a  small  road  and  people        

are  walking  upon  it.  The  city  both  is         

and  is  not  a  city.  It  has  the  forms  of           

houses,  connecting  our  imagination  to      

a  town,  but  it  confuses  by  its  ghostly         

colours,  and  the  ominous     

undetermined  darkness  behind  it.  The      

contrast  of  the  green  in  the  foreground,        

seem  idyllic  at  first,  connoting  to       

conceptual  harmony  of  the     

countryside,  but  then  the  flood  and       

small  lake  begin  to  worry,  with  its        

PICTURE   III.   View   of   Toledo,   1599-1600.                                         darkness,   evoking   a   grotesque   effect.  53

 

 

 

 

There  are  people  in  the  water  that  is  located  beneath  the  two  elliptical  shapes,  and  there  are                  

people  on  the  shore  to  the  right,  and  they  are  the  same  size  as  the  people  in  the  river  even  though                      

they  dimensionally  should  be  smaller  the  further  away  they  are.  It  is  both  a  two-dimensional                

53   PICTURE   III.   El   Greco,    View   of   Toledo    121.3   x   108.6   cm   oil   on   canvas   1599-1600   The   Metropolitan   Museum   of   Art,   New  
York.   USA.  
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landscape  and  a  flat  surface  with  no  depth,  and  due  to  the  same  size  of  the  figures  both  in  the                     

distance  and  in  the  foreground  it  hovers  between  real  and  becomes  unstable.  It  is  also  grotesque                 

because  the  image  remains  in  a  constant  metamorphosis  between  harmonious  and  discordant             

forms.  That  is,  “the  original  form  is  not  changed  so  completely  that  it  is  no  longer  recognizable;                  

the  new  form  reflects  or  suggests  the  old  one.”  It  is  clearly  a  landscape,  but  it  is  also  not                    54

connected  to  reality,  and  both  is  and  is  not  real.  And  it  creates  chaos  and  flux  between  mimetic                   

belief,   and   what   you   actually   perceive.   

 
PICTURE   IV..   El   Greco.    Laocoön,     1610-1614 55

 
In  El  Greco’s  painting Laocoön, the  forms  of  the  human  bodies  are  still  recognizable  as                

human  but  they  are  heavily  distorted,  both  in  form  and  colour.  The  human  figures  are  naked,  and                  

54   Jennings   .   p.   8  
55   PICTURE   III.   El   Greco.    Laocoön,    83x113   cm,   Oil   on   canvas,   1610-1614,    National   Gallery   of   Art,   Washington   D.C.   USA.  
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in  the  foreground.  To  the  left,  almost  at  the  edge  of  the  painting  a  man  is  holding  a  snake  by  its                      

tail  in  one  hand  and  by  the  body  in  the  other.  The  man  is  looking  up  in  the  sky  as  the  snake,                       

which  is  forming  an  artificial  circular  shape,  is  trying  to  bite  the  side  of  the  man’s  body.  Below                   

him  lies  a  bearded  man  on  his  back,  legs  parted,  a  snake  slithering  under  him.  The  man  holds  the                    

snake’s  body  with  one  hand  and  with  his  right  hand  he  has  got  it  by  its  neck,  but  the  man’s  gaze                      

is  directed  toward  the  man  on  his  left.  Directly  to  the  right  of  the  older  man’s  shoulder,  another                   

man  lies  on  his  back  with  his  head  pointing  toward  the  viewer,  arm  over  his  head,  and  legs  bent                    

so   as   they   look   somewhat   like   they   have   been   cut   off   below   the   knee.   

To   the   far   right   a   figure   stands   with   his   back   to   the   viewer   and   seems   to   be   watching   the   three  

other   men.   Further   right,   almost   touching   the   edge   of   the   frame,   there   is   another   figure   which   is  

looking   away   from   the   mens’   struggle,   and   behind   him   a   hint   of   another   man   as   you   see   only   a  

face   and   a   knee.   In   the   middle   of   the   painting,   way   off   in   the   distance,   is   a   horse   in   full   gallop,  

and   the   backdrop   of   the   image   is   a   hill   with   a   city   perched   on   it,   and   a   dark   blue   sky   with   lighter  

formations   on   it.   Compared   to    View   of   Toledo ,   the   city   in   the   background   of   the   painting  

Laocoön,    is   not   grotesque,   it   is   nothing   remarkable   that   stands   out   and   confuses.   The   grotesque   is  

first   found   in   the   distorted   bodies,   forms   that   are   in   the   between   state   of   being,   not   only  

physically   but   also   metaphorically,   as   they   hover   between   life   and   death.   The   colours   of   the  

flesh,   also   have   a   tinge   of   death   to   them,   and   the   contours   of   the   human   forms   are   blurred,   as   if  

there   are   no   boundaries   to   hold   them   in   place.   The   two   snakes   are   stylized   and   ornamental   at  

best,   and   their   unnatural   form,   and   the   perceived   agony   of   the   writhing   men,   form   a   grotesque  

ambiguity   where   it   combines   two   emotional   poles,   one   of   fear   and   danger   with   the   men,   and   one  

ludicrous   and   theatrical   with   the   artificial   and   stylized   snakes.   “The   grotesque   body   draws  

attention   to   an   apparent   contradiction   or   discrepancy   between   (bio)logical   categories   that   teases  

the   mind,   plays   with   rational   discourse,   and   disrupts   the   normal   functioning   of   language.”   And  56

the   bodies   in    Laocöon    are   physically   in    between   or   trans formal   in   the   way   that   they   challenge   the  

real   and   unreal.   The   bearded   man’s   eyes   are   like   Magdalena’s;   grotesque   in   formation   as   they  

seem   to   participate   in   the   struggle   of   the   man   to   the   left,   who   he   is   looking   at.   It   is   as   if   he   has  

56  Chao   p.   12  
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forgotten   the   snake   that   is   threatening   his   own   life,   and   the   connections   between   the   figures   are  

left   to   the   beholder   to   figure   out,   by   contributing   with   his   own   imagination.   

 

2.2    BEYOND   LANGUAGE  

We   have   seen   that   the   grotesque   aesthetic   form   is   something   that   exists   in   distortion,   and  

mimetic   error,   and    between   an   undefined   and   unsettling   undetermined   reality.   Some   would  

argue   that   El   Greco   just   made   a   mistake   in   finding   the   right   proportions   in   his   subjects   and   in   his  

compositions,   but   Rigolot   and   others   point   out   that   errors   or   mistakes   were   made   consciously  

during   the   1500s,   and   was   “something   [the   artist]   should   be   proud   of,   because   it   signals   another  

order   of   truth,   one   that   the   common   reader   might   not   have   grasped   if   it   had   been   couched   in   the  

straightforward   language   of   truth.”   To   describe     Portrait   of   Fray   Hortensio   Félix   Paraicino,    as  57

a   painting   of   a   man   in   priest   clothes   sitting   in   a   chair,   leaning   his   arms   on   the   armrests,   are   then  

not   sufficient,   because   the   errors,   the   proportional   discrepancies,   the   body   cut   in   two,    are   rather  

flesh   made   metaphors    “which   produces   within   itself   (and   within   the   reader/viewer’s   response)  

intellectual   uncertainty,   emotional   disharmony,   and   hermeneutic   indeterminacy”.    The   black  58

form   dividing   the   two   parts   can   both   be   just   a   part   of   the   priests   clothes,   and   at   the   same   time   a  

metaphoric   device   to   conceal   the   truth   of   the   priests   body   and   operate   as   the   Spielraum   where   the  

two   poles   -   that   of    the   intellect   and   the   lustful   corporeal   lower   body   -   play   in   a   metaphysical  

struggle.   It   becomes   a   grotesque   metaphoric   black   abyss   of   something   hidden,   and   the  

imagination   of   the   viewer   must   complete   the   two   parts,   either   by   fluctuating   his   gaze   between   the  

two   halves,   or   by   letting   the   grotesque   effect   serve   as   an   awesome   rhetorical   hyperbole,   an  

exaggeration   of   the   truth.   Chao   means   that   it   is   through   “the   idea   of   metaphor   that   the   grotesque,  

which   is   primarily   visual   or   pictorial,   becomes   also   verbal   and   thus   invites   a   comparative   study.” 

  The   feeling   or   effect   of   the   grotesque   is   there   immediately,   but   the   viewer   has   to   go   beyond  59

language   to   describe   it,   and   because   of   the   indeterminacy   of   the   grotesque,   the   words   are   not  

apparent.   

57   Rigolot   p.   1219  
58   Chao   (2010)   p13  
59   Chao   p.13  
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In    Magdalena   in   Penetence,    Magdalena’s   eyes   are,   as   noted   above,   more   than   eyes.   They  

are   both   biological   entities   for   sight,   but   also   metaphors   for   grieving   and   seeing   into   imagination.  

El   Greco   has   painted   the   eyes   using   visual   hyperbole,   grotesquely   letting   the   eyes   be   more   than  

eyes,   they   are   metaphors   for   seeing,   and   imaging   and   grieving,   and   thus   are   beyond   language   to  

describe,   or   as   Ruskin   puts   it;   “as   something   visual   that   can   be   grasped   in   a   moment   but   takes   a  

very   long   time   to   describe   in   words.”     As   described,   the   direction   of   the   gaze,   where   the   eyes  60

display   a   sense   that   they   actually   see   something,   make   the   viewer   uncertain   and   it   invokes   the  

viewer   to   use   his   imagination   to   fill   in   the   missing   part   of   what   it   is   he   sees,   and   as   language   is  

not   based   on   a   visual   content   in   the   painting   itself,   and   thus   is   not   a   visual   description,   it   rather  

becomes   a   fictional   narration   from   the   viewer   who   is   filling   the   suggested   gap   with   his   own  

imagination   and   fictional   language.   

 

In   the    View   of   Toledo,    there   are   forms   and   parts,   like   a   bridge,   a   town,   a   river,   and   a   green  

field    that   are   put   together   to   create   the   illusion   of   a   landscape.   But   it   gives   a   grotesque   effect  

because   it   creates   an   intellectual   uncertainty   with   the   viewer   as   image   is   caught   between   a  

mapped   and   a   metaphorical   landscape.   The   different   parts   of   the   landscape   can   be   literal   mapped  

parts   copied   from   reality,   or   they   can   be   metaphorical   mappings   of   the   mind   of   the   artist,   and   his  

moods.    The   grotesque    metaphor   again   then   produces   within   itself    intellectual   uncertainty   and  

hermeneutic   indeterminacy.  

 

The   distorted   grotesque   forms   of   the   human   bodies   in    Laocoön,    “dramatizes   the  

subversive   power   of   the   semiotic   to   activate   ‘the   play   of   the   structure’,   thereby   waging   a   war   on  

structural   totality.”   Either   we   can   accept   the   distorted   bodies   as   human   forms,   or   discard   the  61

structures   as   nonsensical:   in   the   first   case   the   language   and   sign   of   the   word   man   will   not   signify  

what   we   visually   are   seeing,   and   in   the   second   case   by   rendering   them   nonsensical   we   have   to  

discard   the   obvious   similarities   to   human   form,   and   lose   meaning.   “The   grotesque,   [...]   brings  

into   itself   the   schizophrenic   manner   of   identifying   one   term   or   signifier   with   another   which  

60   Connelly   p.   47  
61   Maorini   p   126  
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unsettles   the   transfer   of   sense   through   nonsense.”   The   artificiality   and   stylized   snakes   are  62

tautological,   not   just   snakes   but   ornamental   snakes,   and   at   the   same   time   the   obvious   danger   of  

the   pictorial   narrative.   But   the   snake   to   the   left   is   shaped   like   a   bow,   and   as   such   it   is  

metaphorically   the   man’s   own   weapon   that   turns   against   him.  

The   grotesque   forms   of   the   men   in   the   foreground   leave   the   town   in   the   background   to  

be,   in   comparison,   almost   mimetical,   because   in   contrast   it   looks   more   real   than   the   figures   in  

front.   This   falls   back   on   our   literal   conceptualization   of   the   world   through   comparisons,   and   one  

can   say   that   the   “grotesque   (in   the   proper   sense)   functions   like   a   constitutive   metaphor   born   of  

‘fancy’   or   ‘partial   similarities’.   The   town   being   just   partly   mimetic,   it   is   only   through  63

imaginative   fancy   that   it   can   be   considered   to   be   real,   and   it   rather   becomes   an   artificial   and  

semiotic   idea   of   a   town   suggested   to   the   viewer.   It   is   the   liminality   between   something   more   real  

than   the   other,   that   pushes   the   viewer   to   see   the   town   as   truer.   Maiorino,   establishes   that   “the  

grotesque   prospers   at   the   outer   reaches   of   liminality:   not   between   art   and   life   but   between   art   and  

artificiality.”   The   rhetorical   language   when   discussing   the   Laocoön,   and   other   grotesque  64

paintings,   has   to   face   the   problem   of   putting   into   words   visual   effects   that   are   beyond   literality,  

and   can   hover   between   the   intertextuality   of   the   painting   itself,   or   construct   meaningful  

descriptions   of   metaphorical   tropes.  

 

62   Maorini   p   126  
63   Maorini   p   46  
64   Maorini   p   125  
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2.3   BESIDE   THE   SUBLIME  

We  have  now  examined  and  untangled  how  the  grotesque  works  in  between  form,  in  the                

metamorphosis,  and  flux  between  real  and  unreal,  mimesis  and  artificiality,  and  how  it  goes               

beyond  language  as  it  rejects  literal  readings  in  favor  of  tautological  metaphors,  and  hyperbolic               

excess.   These   effects   can   lead   to   a   passion   similar   to   the   sublime.  

In  the Portrait  of  Fray  Hortensio  Félix  Paraicino, a  sublime  astonishment  occurs  as  the               

grotesque  element “ disturbes  the  harmony  between  form  and  content”  in  the  picture.  The  priest,               

who  is  supposed  to  be  a  man  of  prayer,  religion  and  truth,  a  whole  figure  of  worship,  is  instead                    

grotesquely  cut  in  two.  When  the  viewer  realizes  the  cut  up  body,  and  as  the  harmony  of  content                   

-  the  serene  priest  -  and  form  -  the  divided  distorted  figure  -  a  sublime  reflection  is  installed  in                    

the  viewer.  The  lower  body  is  a  metaphor  for  lust  and  the  head  for  intellect  -  and  they  are  unified                     

by  a  black  abyss,  and  to  unite  them  the  viewer  will  be  forced  to  “expand  her  imagination  in                   

unlimited  ways”  to  comprehend  this  “aesthetic  apprehension”.  Vandenabeel  means  that           

“technically  speaking,  aesthetic  apprehension  proceeds  without  any  problem,  but  we  cannot            

reduce  it  to  a  single  semantic  whole  or  image,  for  comprehension  breaks  down.  This  elicits  the                 

artistic  sublime.  So  it  is  in  the  breakdown  of  comprehension  and  the  incapability  to  unify  words                 65

to   describe   it,   that   a   sublime-like   feeling   might   follow.   

It  is  impossible  to  reduce  the  expression,  form  and  metaphor  of  Magdalena’s  eyes  in               

Magdalena  in  Penitence, to  a  whole.  This  expression  of  the  eyes  and  the  meaningful  gaze  which                 

in  itself  are  not  complete  but  adds  to  an  imaginary  uncertainty,  rendering  a  feeling  of  something                 

next  to  the  sublime.  Vandenabeele  connects  the  mannerist  sublime  to  “the  expression  of  a               

tormented  soul  [which]  demands  a  mutilation  of  the  face  and  the  facial  expression.”  I  did  not                 66

characterize  Magdalena’s  body  as  grotesque,  but  rather  mannerist,  and  Vandenabeele  means  that             

the  mannerist  sublimity  “is  to  be  situated  generally  in  the  virtuoso,  and  often  obsessive,               

preoccupation  with  composition,  stylistic  ornamentation,  the  subjugation  of  natural  pose  and            

65   Vandenabele   (2015)   p.   39  
66   Vandenabeele   p.45  
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movements  to  deviant,  often  seemingly  abstract  poses  [...  ]can  yield  sublime  pleasure” .  The              67

serpentine   figure   of   Magdalena   would   then   submit   a   sublime   feeling.   

It  might  be  worth  mentioning  this  so  as  to  not  give  the  impression  that  all  grotesque                 

forms  are  beside  the  sublime,  and  that  the  sublime  indeed  can  be  found  in  other  parts  of                  

mannerist  art  like  mentioned  above.  Even  so,  Vandenabeele  explains  the  mannerist  sublime  as              

not  beautiful  in  form,  but  something  that  “derange  the  imagination  by  distorting  the  formal               

harmony”,  and  this  resonates  with  the  concept  of  the  grotesque.  The  formal  harmony  is               68

disrupted  in View  of  Toledo, first  by  its  form,  as  the  landscape  is  broken  apart  in  different  pieces.                   

The  grotesque  shapes  of  the  city,  with  its  ghostly  colouring  in  contrast  to  the  black  backdrop                 

produces  a  feeling  of  awe  and  astonishment.  And  this  is  echoed,  in  failing  to  unify  the  separate                  

parts  of  the  image,  which  seems  rather  like  a  broken  map,  and  the  inability  for  the  viewer  to                   

“produce   a   purposive   whole”   creates   a   feeling   that   parallel   the   sublime.  

This  is  also  true  for Laocoön. The        

mannerist  sublime  is  present  as  it       

“transcends  serene  beauty  through     

excessive  and  often  unsettling  whirling      

and  abundance  of  forms.”  The      69

deformity  of  the  bodies,  create  an       

imagery  uncertainty,  and  “the  power  of       

imagination  fails  to  exhibit  harmonious      

configurations”,  and  comprehension    

surrenders  itself  in  the  sublime-like      

feeling   the   forms   evoke.   70

 

67   Vandenabeele   p.   43  
68   Vandenabeele   p.   39  
69   Vandenabeele   p.   45   
70   Vandenabeele   p.45-46  
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III.   CONCLUSION  

El  Greco  is  obviously  working  in  the  mannerist  style,  and  in  this  study  it  has  become  clear  that                   

the  effect  of  the  grotesque  is  also  imminent  in  the  selected  work  in  the  study.  I  find  that  my                    

categories  are  applicable  as  generic  starting  points  for  studying  the  grotesque,  but  realise  they  are                

not  conclusive,  as  they  do  not  necessarily  lean  on  one  particular  study,  but  as  a  concoction  from                  

general  ideas  of  many.  All  selected  works  show  the  effects  of  the  grotesque  between  form,                

beyond  language  and  beside  the  sublime,  and  during  my  study  it  became  clear  just  how                

important   viewer   response,   as   a   theoretical   standpoint,    was.   

Some  would  argue  that  it  is  not  viable  to  do  a  study  based  on  generic  categories  to  locate  the                    

grotesque  as  it  can  be  held  that  the  grotesque  is  too  much  connected  to  its  historical  context,  and                   

connotations.  To  some  extent  that  is  true.  If  we  want  to  follow  a  more  historical  reading  of  the                   

selected  artists  and  their  work,  then  it  would  have  been  prudent  to  examine  the  grotesque  in  its                  

historical  setting,  but  as  my  study  is  not  a  historical  one,  but  rather  formalistic,  it  was  never  my                   

aim  to  establish  historical  connotations.  Rather  I  have  like  many  contemporary  studies  of  the               

grotesque  returned  to  a  more  original  idea  of  the  grotesque,  and  applied  it  to  an  artist  that  was                   

working   in   the   culmination   and   perhaps   the   end   of   the   grotesque   of   the   Cinquecento.   

Another  study  based  on  the  same  categories  would  of  course  be  helpful  to  establish  if  they  work                  

as  generic  categories,  but  as  this  was  not  the  aim  of  the  study  it  will  have  to  wait  for  another                     

paper  to  explore.  My  aim  was  to  get  a  deeper  understanding  of  El  Greco’s  art,  and  how  the                   

grotesque  phenomenon  worked  through  them  and  I  feel  I  have,  in  a  limited  way,  accomplished                

that.   

IV.   SUMMARY  

The  concept  of  the  grotesque  originated  from  the  finding  of  Domus  Aurea  in  the  1480s.  These                 

grottoes  had  once  been  part  of  Nero’s  palace,  and  the  images  and  paintings  that  were  found  on  its                   

walls  were  to  result  in  a  break  with  the  formal  and  naturalistic  ideals  of  the  Quattrocento  and  the                   

mid-renaissance.  The  images  inspired  artists  to  move  away  from  nature  as  their  inspiration              

toward  the  innovative,  and  imaginative  limitlessness  of  the  artist’s  mind  were  to  become  the               
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praised  standard  approach  for  art.  And  by  the  end  of  the  Cinquecento,  artists  were  working  in  the                  

mannerist  style  that  had  developed  from  these  new  ideas  of  innovativeness.  In  mannerism,              

excess  and  artificiality  were  praised  and  artists  like  El  Greco  worked  from  the  standpoint  of                

creating  art  that  was  more  perfect  than  perfect.  The  grotesque  became  an  end  to  reach  this  goal.                  

While  Mannerism  is  a  style,  the  grotesque  is  rather  an  effect  of  the  ‘fantastic’.  In  this  study  I                   

have,  in  accordance  with  newer  studies  of  the  grotesque,  returned  to  the  original  meaning  of  the                 

phenomena,  and  foregone  the  historical  connotations  and  pejorative  terms  it  had  accumulated             

during  the  centuries.  I  have  found  that  the  grotesque  can  be  described  in  a  more  generic  term,                  

and  that  three  new  categories  that  I  base  my  study  on,  between  form,  beyond  language,  and                 

beside  the  sublime  work  as  starting  points  for  the  study  of  the  grotesque  in  El  Greco.  In  the  four                    

works  I  have  investigated  I  have  found  that  the  grotesque  resides  in  the  gap  between  real  and  not                   

real,  and  the  chaos  and  flux  between  what  you  believe  and  what  you  perceive,  and  that  it  is                   

closely  related  to  viewer-response  where  the  viewer  has  to  participate  imaginatively  to  complete              

the  image  to  understand  it.  Verbalization  becomes  difficult  with  the  grotesque  as  it  is  also  deeply                 

connected  to  metaphor  and  rhetorical  tropes  like  hyperbole  and  tautology.  It  also  became              

apparent  that  the  grotesque  works  beside  the  sublime  by  evoking  a  feeling  of  astonishment  as  it                 

hovers  between  finitude  and  infinity,  limitedness  and  unlimitedness,  transcendence  and           

immanence.  And  since  the  grotesque  is  always  fluctuating,  never  settling  on  one  dichotomy  or               

the  other,  it  will  never  be  definitive,  but  rather  elicit  this  elusive  feeling  with  the  disturbance  of                  

harmony.   
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