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Abstract

Many art critics and scholars have engaged with the question of how works of art ought
to be interpreted — that is, how to understand them — and have proposed various criteria
for interpretive correctness. These criteria, however, have been challenged by modern
hermeneutic theory, which asserts that interpretation can never be entirely independent
of the interpreter’s perspective. As a result, any proposed interpretation claiming to be
‘correct’ or ‘true’ remains fundamentally questionable. In addition to this critique, many
interpretive approaches have been accused of reducing art to a single aspect, thereby

overlooking the multiplicity that characterizes it.

This study seeks to address both critiques by shifting the fundamental interpretive
question from an epistemological one — ‘How can we interpret?” — to an ethical one:
‘How ought we to interpret?’. Drawing on the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas,
I propose a new approach to art that offers a stable foundation beneath all interpretive
methods, once adjusted accordingly. Through the ethical stance outlined here, it
becomes possible to attain ‘correctness’ and even ‘truth’ in interpretation — concepts
that are redefined within Levinas’s philosophical framework. Furthermore, this
approach encourages attentiveness to the multiple dimensions of the artwork and avoids

reducing it to a single — or even a few — isolated components.

The first part of the study is a theoretical introduction that presents the interpretive
approach I see as emerging from Levinas’s thought. Central to this section is a discussion
of the concept of peshat, drawn from Jewish hermeneutics, which I consider helpful also
in clarifying the subject of interpreting visual art. This discussion leads to the main thesis
of the work: that Levinasian phenomenology leads us to regard the individual artwork

as the artist’s ‘speech’ —and that this is how it both can and ought to be understood.

The second part of the study applies this approach to the interpretation of a specific work
of art: a self—portrait by Jean—Siméon Chardin. In analyzing the portrait, I consider the
immediacy of the visual encounter, the optimal way to integrate relevant historical

context, the living, mythic illusion the work conveys, and the meaning I understand as



the peshat of the piece. I also briefly address an interpretive proposal which, in my view,
fails to meet the criteria set by the Levinasian interpretive approach. Throughout this

discussion, I seek to ‘listen’ to the artist’s speech — the speech that is the artwork itself.
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