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Old Masters’ Madonnas in 

“New World” Photographs: 

Instances and Impact of Interpictoriality 

in Lewis W. Hine’s Photography 

 

 
KLARA STEPHANIE SZLEZÁK 

 

 

I. Introduction 

In a lecture presented in 1909 at the National Conference of Charities and Correction 

in Buffalo, New York, American photographer Lewis W. Hine described the power of 

pictures as follows: “Whether it be a painting or a photograph, the picture is a symbol 

that brings one immediately into close touch with reality. It speaks a language learned 

early in the race and in the individual. . . . The picture is the language of all nationalities 

and all ages.”1 And with specific reference to the photographic picture, he claims that 

“the photograph has an added realism of its own; it has an inherent attraction not 

found in other forms of illustration” (356). Although Hine makes several valid 

observations in these passages, his views on photography seem rather simplistic. The 

alleged “realism” of photography has long been drawn into question. Miles Orvell 

more accurately speaks of photography’s “ambiguous quality,” asserting that “it is 

both objective and subjective at the same time, a window into ‘reality’ and a 

constructed language.”2 

More striking than Hine’s somewhat naïve assessment of photography’s 

unique quality is his claim that “painting” and “photograph” share a universal and 

intuitive pictorial language that transgresses the borders of country or nation and 

generation or era. This universalist claim literally seems to call for objection from the 

culturalist camp, from whose viewpoint Hine’s notion of a visual “language of all 

nationalities and all ages” crudely neglects culture-specific aspects of the visual 

rhetoric. Rather than framing Hine’s notion of pictorial language as understandable 

across nationalities and ages in terms of the dichotomous perspective of universalism 

versus culturalism, a more fruitful approach, as this article proposes, may be its 



understanding in terms of interpictoriality explored in a transnational dimension. So, 

rather than inquiring as to whether pictures, including Hine’s photographs, speak a 

universal language or whether they derive their connection to “reality” from the 

immediate culture-specific circumstances of their production and reception, this 

article investigates the transnational flows of visual motifs and rhetoric that have 

informed the composition and reception of Hine’s photography. 

In proposing such a reading of Lewis Hine’s photography, this article partakes 

in the debates and reflections instigated by the “transnational turn” in American 

Studies, which has lastingly challenged the grand narrative of American 

exceptionalism and has instead redirected attention to “the historical roots of 

multidirectional flows of people, ideas, and goods and the social, political, linguistic, 

cultural, and economic crossroads generated in the process.”3 A large portion of 

American Studies research has since been (more) explicitly characterized by the 

“desire to transcend the national paradigm”4 and by the interpretation of the United 

States as a “trans-nationality.”5 Decades before the discipline’s turn toward 

transnational research trajectories, Randolph Bourne, a contemporary of Hine who 

shared his concern with Progressive Era creeds and politics, famously described the 

notion of “trans-national America” as “a weaving back and forth, with the other lands, 

of many threads of all sizes and colors.”6 The following reading of Hine’s photography 

aims at understanding the pictures in terms of their “weaving back and forth” with 

other pictures from “other lands” as well as from preceding and succeeding 

generations. 

Once pictures from different “nationalities” and “ages” are brought into 

dialogue with each other, it is their transnational interpictoriality that secures their 

meaningfulness and comprehensibility. In an attempt to tackle the question of why 

and how Lewis Hine’s photographs speak to viewers across national and generational 

borders, despite their firm anchoring in the photographer’s commitments and the 

politics and aesthetics of his time, this article arrives at a conclusion similarly 

ambiguous as Orvell’s characterization of the very nature of photography. Hine’s 

photographs are most accurately understood in their sociohistorical and cultural 

contexts and unfold their pictorial potential most forcefully when viewed against their 

culture-specific backdrop. Yet, at the same time, Hine sought recourse to icons of 

Western visual culture, the dialogue with which, based on their tradition and 

international fame, was likely to transform his pictures into widely and enduringly 

intelligible visual “language.” Indeed the culture-specific dimension of his 

photographs is often mediated through implicit or explicit references to pictorial 

precedents from other “nationalities” and “ages,” and the transnational web of 

references and aesthetic exchanges can be traced beyond Hine’s oeuvre and into the 

present day. In the following sections, this argument will be laid out with the help of 

selected case studies. 

 



II. On Copies and Quotations: Characteristics and Variants of Interpictoriality 

In very broad terms, instances of pictures that relate to other pictures, as well as to 

the processes and ways in which they are transferred, can be called cases of 

interpictoriality.7 As this phenomenon has a long tradition in the visual arts, a myriad 

of related terms used to describe it has evolved, such as imitation, copy, citation, 

allusion, homage, paraphrase, and parody, to name just the central ones.8 The 

distinctions between these terms, however, are not always clear-cut. 

Taking the term “citation” as their point of departure,9 Martina Sitt and Attila 

Horányi, for instance, delimit “paraphrases” as cases in which artists tackle problems 

that previous artists have dealt with using their own means, and “homage” as a form 

of reference that, in most cases, establishes the connection (only) in the title, thus 

provoking the viewer to look closer and recognize the point(s) of reference (17). The 

term “copy” proves to be particularly complex, fanning out into four subcategories 

ranging from mere reproductions to revised versions and from creative copies to 

copies of canonized models, with an increasing degree of reinterpretation and 

distance from the original (15–17). 

Leo Steinberg, reflecting on “the reappearance of old motifs in new art,” 

deplored the fact that there are “plenty of bad-mouthing caconyms for the 

phenomenon under discussion, but no decent name”10 and suggested a separation of 

the competing terms into two groups. The terms in the first group, such as 

“inspiration” or “influence,” characterize the phenomenon as an involuntary process, 

denying the artist’s conscious choices. On the other hand, terms in the second group, 

such as “quotation,” “borrowing,” or even “stealing,” admit the artist’s intention but 

add the notion of wrongfulness.11 All these variants share the basic common feature of 

establishing and expressing a relationship between two artists and their works; clear 

dividing lines between the natures of this relationship, however, often cannot be 

drawn.12 

According to Valeska von Rosen, the fairly recently introduced term 

“interpictoriality,” which was coined following the introduction of the term 

“intertextuality” in the field of literary studies in the 1960s and 1970s, benefits the field 

of pictorial analysis in two ways. First, “interpictoriality” as a “neutral generic term” 

covers and subsumes the broad range of closely related or overlapping terms roughly 

outlined above.13 Second, the term “interpictoriality” shifts the focus and objective of 

investigation: While more traditional approaches to the phenomenon sought to 

retrace the origins of cited features and determine the relations between two (or 

more) works, interpictoriality is primarily interested in “the function cited elements 

assume in a work and how they alter and contribute to its meaning” (209). In view of 

the multitude of interconnected, at times hardly distinguishable, terms—a 

disentanglement of which is not the purpose of this article—and following the focus 

of recent research on the constitution of meaning through interpictorial references, I 



do not differentiate any further between the various (sub)kinds of visual reference and 

hereafter exclusively use the term “interpictoriality.” 

Many of Lewis Hine’s photographs, as the following analysis of selected case 

studies show, make clear implicit and/or explicit interpictorial references. In these 

pictures, as I will show, Hine ventures beyond the depiction of his photographic 

subjects, mostly women and children, thereby expanding his photographic repertoire 

as well as the pictures’ meanings. By referring more or less overtly to other artworks 

and art forms, Hine not only adds to the appeal, the implications, and thus the 

effectiveness of his pictures (in the context of social documentary) but also redefines 

and repositions himself as a photographer in between the two “poles” of social 

documentary and art photography. 

 

III. Instances of Interpictoriality in Lewis W. Hine’s Photography 

Born in Wisconsin in 1874, Lewis Wickes Hine took up photography in 1903, one year 

before he was appointed school photographer at the Ethical Culture School in New 

York City, where he had been teaching since 1901.14 His first major assignment led him 

to Ellis Island, where he worked on a project that aimed to “reveal the new Americans 

as individuals, and to counter any idea that they were the worthless scourings of 

Europe.”15 In 1908, Hine gave up teaching and first posted the advertisement “Lewis 

W. Hine, Social Photography.”16 That same year, Hine was employed as a photographer 

by the National Child Labor Committee, which made him travel all over the United 

States for thirteen years with the mission of bringing to the public’s attention and 

fighting social injustice. Ten years later, he was widely recognized as “the nation’s 

leading social photographer.”17 When he died in New York in 1940, largely 

unappreciated and impoverished, he left a rich legacy of photographs. Among the best 

known of his photographs are his pictures of child labor throughout the US, of World 

War I refugees in Europe, and of the construction of the Empire State Building. 

Lewis Hine’s self-conception as an artist was very complex. Although Hine 

categorized his work as social photography and although the larger part of this work 

served reformist purposes, he “defined himself as an artist and even wrote about 

photography as an educational and artistic tool” (xx). However, in the eyes of many of 

Hine’s contemporaries, the perception of photography as a tool for social criticism 

stood in stark contrast with its appreciation as a new art form, and the phrase “artistic 

tool” would have seemed an oxymoron. Photographers with a purely artistic agenda 

and an unambiguous self-perception as artists did not consider these two approaches 

to camera work compatible. Yet, as recent studies argue,18 and as the following 

analysis will show, Lewis Hine did think of the divide as surmountable. Assessing the 

particular character of Hine’s photographs, art historian Beaumont Newhall identified 

the “emotional quality” of Hine’s “records” as the origin of their status as “works of 

art.”19 I suggest that the photographs’ “emotional quality” was not the only source of 

their aspiration to the status of art. 



Categorically drawing the differentiation into question, Berenice Abbott, in 

reference to Hine, stresses that the strict distinction between documentary 

photography and artistic photography reflects “simply labels,” and thus “the 

American desire to reduce everything to a formula.”20 The photographs addressed 

below as case studies can be read as an attempt by Hine to overcome this conventional 

divide, to reveal it as merely discursive, and to enlarge his photographic repertoire 

without compromising the reformist intent behind his work. 

The analysis and interpretation of three of Hine’s photographs as case studies, 

as well as their relation to preceding visuals, or “source pictures,” will support this 

claim. One of the most striking instances of interpictoriality in the body of Hine’s 

photography is the picture he titled Mona Lisa Madonna – Ellis Island 1905,21 in which 

clear allusions to pictures by artists from other “nationalities” and “ages” can be 

identified.22 The scene shows a woman with (her?) two children,23 recent immigrants 

from Russia, in a hall on Ellis Island, probably the Registry Room or the so-called Great 

Hall.24 The three are seated on a wooden bench: the baby, wrapped up warmly on the 

woman’s lap, is on the right, and the toddler, clinging tightly to the woman, is on the 

left. Both children are smiling; the woman gazes downward dreamily. The group 

occupies approximately the lower half of the picture, while the background of the hall 

fills the upper part of the picture. The railing and gates to the left of the group, which 

helped process the immigrants, remind the viewer of the immigration context. The 

white of the light coming in through the window at the back is set off against the black 

of the walls. The window’s large dimensions, reaching all the way up to the ceiling, its 

semicircular shape, and its subdivision into regular, ornamented squares create a 

church-like atmosphere. Albeit not explicitly associating the background with a church 

interior, Hine himself suggested a religious dimension of the picture by designating the 

white semicircle as a halo; in a caption to the picture, Hine wrote, “The large window 

in the background becomes a halo for this Russian family, who might have been a 

suitable subject for a Renaissance painter.”25 

By titling his photograph Mona Lisa Madonna, Hine directly evokes Leonardo da 

Vinci’s (1452–1519) famous painting Mona Lisa, also known as La Gioconda, of the early 

sixteenth century (ca. 1503–1506).26 He draws parallels to da Vinci’s Mona Lisa explicitly 

in the title as well as implicitly in the picture’s visual rhetoric.27 Looking at da Vinci’s 

legendary painting, it becomes evident that neither the settings nor the women’s 

positions correspond in the two pictures, so similarities must lie elsewhere. It is the 

two women’s facial expressions that prove to share common features. Both faces are 

oval and surrounded by dark hair or a dark scarf. Leonardo da Vinci’s “Mona Lisa” 

smiles enigmatically, inducing art historians to declare that “the inscrutable smile is         

. . . the most famous and tantalizing thing about the face. It is a knowing but equivocal 

expression, prompting numerous, sometimes farfetched theories.”28 Hine’s “Mona 

Lisa” smiles so vaguely that it is impossible to tell whether she is happy or sad, relieved 

to have reached the longed-for shores or melancholy about having left home and loved 

ones behind. Neither woman’s smile reveals what she might think or feel. 



Apart from the more immediate parallels between the pictures (i.e., between 

the physiognomies of the women and the composition as a half-portrait), their aura 

and a particular reading of the pictures grant further insights.29 Art historians have 

discussed the possibility that, at some point in the creative process, da Vinci may have 

considered painting “Mona Lisa” as a religious personage.30 Roy McMullen 

enumerates the features that prompt such a reading: “A somewhat saintly effect is 

produced by the partly undone hair falling in little curls to the shoulders, by the lack of 

jewelry, by the simple, undatable dress, and especially by the transparent mantle 

(which may be a combination of two or three large veils of varying thickness) that is 

draped over the head, caught in the crook of the right arm, and thrown over the left 

shoulder in a Greco-Roman manner” (56). The painting “does seem to belong in the 

series of Leonardesque religious pictures”; yet, due to the lack of “traditional 

identifying accessory,” McMullen asserts that “Mona Lisa” was “not finally meant to 

be read as a Christian heroine” (57). In such a reading of the painting, “Mona Lisa” 

partakes in sacred imagery, while retaining a nonspecific position beyond any 

denominational canon. 

In addition to the ambivalent religious repertoire of the painting, the Mona Lisa 

has fascinated viewers and puzzled art historians because of the ambiguous sexuality 

of its subject. As McMullen elaborates, “On a more philosophical level, there was the 

idea that the best image of universal humanity was one that united the characteristics 

of both sexes and thus abolished all discord: Renaissance Neoplatonists were notably 

fond of the theory . . . that human beings were originally androgynous and will return 

to that perfect state when the divided Many are at last reintegrated into the divine 

One” (84). I have neither evidence nor reason to claim that Hine adhered to 

Neoplatonist thought, nor do I intend to discuss the degree of ambiguity in the 

sexuality of Hine’s “Mona Lisa.” The crucial point in this reading of da Vinci’s “Mona 

Lisa” that relates to Hine’s photograph is her association with “universal humanity.” 

Echoing McMullen’s view, art critic David Bourdon states that the “Mona Lisa has a 

universality that completely overshadows the individuality of its model or models.”31 

Referencing the Mona Lisa means referencing Renaissance thought, including the 

notion of universal humanity. Even if the compositional elements shared by the 

painting and the photograph may seem minor, the interpictorial references are 

traceable on a more abstract level. Rather than sharing landscape or clothing details, 

Hine’s “Mona Lisa” shares da Vinci’s “Mona Lisa’s” vague yet manifest sacredness, as 

well as her symbolic value as representative of a universal humanity. The fact that Hine 

established this connection in the title of his photograph indicates that he perceived 

these connections as being of central importance. 

In addition, the significance that Hine ascribed to the interpictorial reference 

might have been secondary (i.e., rooted in the Mona Lisa’s impact and reception), 

rather than primary (i.e., located in the picture’s visual code proper). Leonardo da 

Vinci’s Mona Lisa is widely recognized as “a Renaissance masterpiece and one of the 

great artworks of all time,” with an astonishing and unparalleled number of copies and 



reproductions made over the centuries and around the globe (5–6). Bourdon points 

out that pictures “assume a touch of class when they are called ‘Mona Lisa’” and that 

the “name . . . implies high quality” (6), adding the dimension of cachet to the visible 

pictorial reference of the Mona Lisa. 

The foremost reason why the Mona Lisa has proven to be such a prolific source 

of both inspiration and validation for later pictures is its very universality,32 as well as 

its ambiguity, the latter being primarily grounded in the subject’s “inscrutable smile.”33 

These conclusions drawn by art historians make this approach to Hine’s photograph 

come full circle. As an artist, Hine drew parallels to the world-famous painting explicitly 

in composition, title, and caption, yet the actual interpictorial reference originated less 

from compositional features than from the aura and effect of the source picture. As a 

social reformer who aimed to direct the public’s attention to societal problems, such 

as prejudice against recent immigrants, invoking this renowned painting would almost 

have counted as “publicity work” for the cause he pursued and supported. 

The second part of the photograph’s title, “Madonna,” redirects the viewers’ 

attention (and their reading of the picture) away from the immediate context of 

Renaissance art toward religious iconography.34 It allows for not only the connection 

to a certain repertoire but also the interpictorial reference to a specific set of pictures 

by another photographer.35 

More specifically, Hine’s photograph is strikingly evocative of Julia Margaret 

Cameron’s (1815–1879) photograph Madonna with Children (1864), one of Cameron’s 

numerous photographs with a Madonna motif.36 Not only do the pictures’ titles 

overlap in their use of the word “Madonna,” details in the visual composition of the 

two photographs are also remarkably similar, and they both deploy characteristic 

features of the Madonna iconography, despite their different photographic styles and 

techniques. The parallels in the constellation of the photographic subjects in the two 

pictures are plainly visible: both Mona Lisa Madonna and Madonna with Children center 

around a dark-haired woman, a mother figure, framed by an infant on the right and an 

older child on the left. Both groups are positioned inside, and the scenes are vaulted 

by, an arch separating light from dark. This bright semicircle, which suggests and is 

readily identifiable as a halo, is the most conspicuous indicator of sainthood, a halo 

being “a symbol of the sun . . . now most commonly associated with Christian saints.”37 

The connection between the two images via the shared Madonna motif is thus easily 

conceivable. 

The idealized, dream-like, blurred scene in Madonna with Children is 

characteristic of Cameron’s idyllic imagery.38 It is very likely that Lewis Hine was 

familiar with Cameron’s photographs. Not only was she “amongst the pre-eminent 

artistic photographers of the nineteenth century,”39 but she was also the one who 

popularized religious-themed genre photography, which made its way from Europe to 

the US in the 1890s.40 As even a cursory glance at her oeuvre shows, Cameron was 

guided in her work by an “interest in Christian subjects, usually the Madonna or 

Madonna and Child.”41 Indeed Madonna motifs, with or without a child or two children, 



are frequent in Cameron’s overall work, and the repertoire includes headscarves, 

halos, and gazes into the distance: the works Goodness (1864), Madonna and Two 

Children (1864), or Madonna and Child (1864) exemplify this.42 

While Madonna or Virgin Mary iconography, or Mariology, is more commonly 

associated with Roman Catholicism, theology professor and priest George H. Tavard, 

in his book The Thousand Faces of the Virgin Mary, points out that “the widespread 

assertion that the Reformers ignored the Virgin Mary and had no Mariology is not 

tenable. The continental Reformers were at one in subordinating all Mariology to 

Christology and in condemning prayer to the Virgin as to a mediator, but also in 

respecting the traditional doctrines . . . on [Mary’s] sinlessness.”43 More crucial than 

the actual role that is attributed to the Madonna are the associations she evokes, 

independent of religious denomination: “sinlessness” is complemented by such 

virtues as motherly love, sacrifice, charity, faith, and strength. Similarly, literary scholar 

John Gatta traces the significance of the Marian mythology in American literary works 

emerging from distinctly Protestant contexts and more generally observes that “a 

notable undercurrent of interest in Mary as mythical Madonna has persisted in 

American life and letters from fairly early in the nineteenth century” into the present.44 

Hine’s reference to Madonna iconography needs to be set against this 

backdrop, and where Hine deviates from Cameron’s use of the Madonna iconography 

is just as relevant as where he concurs with hers. Unlike Cameron’s scene with its 

characteristic ethereal quality, Hine’s scene is set in the specific environment of Ellis 

Island, as is unmistakably recognizable from the background, the title, and the caption. 

It is crucial that the semicircle, which harbors the association with a halo, is constituted 

by a window, as windows often symbolize freedom.45 Given the political context of the 

photograph, this is not an insignificant detail. In the context of (mass) immigration, the 

notion of freedom is crucial as it was at the center of America’s promise to its 

newcomers. As Emma Lazarus’s poem on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty 

proclaims, those who had left behind “[Europe’s] teeming shore” in search of a better 

and self-determined life and were “yearning to breathe free” were to turn towards 

America’s “world-wide welcome.”46 Hine’s fusion in the photograph of a pronounced 

symbolism and the very specific context of immigration via Ellis Island assumes 

considerable rhetorical power in the early twentieth century, at a time when nativist, 

anti-immigration voices tried to undermine one of the core values and founding 

principles of the US—the sacrosanct freedom to try to make a better life for oneself. 

Cameron’s work on the Madonna theme is, however, not the only realm in 

which her photography enters into an interpictorial dialogue with Hine’s. It deserves 

further attention that her aim was to create “high” art at a time when photography 

was still struggling to win ground beside the established visual arts. Cameron “looked 

to the old masters for inspiration,”47 and Pre-Raphaelite art has been identified as a 

major influence on her work.48 This, too, seems relevant for the investigation of the 

interpictorial relation between her work and Lewis Hine’s. In all likelihood she served 

as a source of inspiration for Hine in her own right, with her idiosyncratic response to 



“Old World” art. Hine’s Mona Lisa Madonna provides an intricate case of interpictorial 

dialogue as it responds both to the visual rhetoric of “old masters” outside the field of 

photography and to what could be called an “old master” in the art of photography. 

Hine’s photograph appropriates elements of foreign visual traditions, both of 

European Renaissance painting and British photographic traditions, and sets them 

within a distinctly American context. He thus achieves at least three goals: First, he 

showcases his familiarity with European art and his command of its visual rhetoric. 

Second, he presents his individual and innovative take on artists who have come 

before him without crudely copying from them. And third, he manages to smoothly 

fuse the popularity of his source pictures—the unequaled fame of the Mona Lisa and 

the popularity of Cameron’s religious-genre photographs—with his picture, while 

aiming to unite artistic aspiration with a reformist political agenda. 

The second case study ties in with the first on the basis of both the Madonna 

motif and the unambiguous reference to Renaissance painting. Hine’s 1905 

photograph A Madonna of the Tenements takes the immigration theme off Ellis Island 

and into the bleak tenements of New York City’s Lower East Side.49 The photograph 

depicts a mother sitting in a chair in a tenement room, together with her two children. 

The little girl is sitting on her mother’s lap, barefoot, and her hair and clothes look 

tattered. The mother is dressed poorly as well: she is not wearing any jewelry and has 

her sleeves rolled up to keep them from getting dirty from the housework. The third 

person in the picture, a young boy, is sitting on the right, looking just as disheveled. 

None of them are smiling: the mother is staring straight ahead; the little girl, with her 

mouth slightly open, is apathetically gazing into the distance; and the son is sadly 

looking up at his family. The strong emotional ties among the three figures are 

reflected in their physical contact: the mother clasps the girl to her breast, and the boy 

rests his arm on the girl’s leg. Despite this image of family union, the picture 

communicates a feeling of desolation and disillusionment, symbolizing the shattered 

hopes of many immigrants whose dreams of a better life in the “New World” did not 

materialize. 

Hine’s A Madonna of the Tenements very clearly references another world-

famous Renaissance painting, Raphael’s (1483–1520) Madonna della Seggiola (Madonna 

of the Chair, 1513).50 Unlike Mona Lisa Madonna – Ellis Island 1905, this photograph 

appears to be quite meticulously arranged after the famous model. The three subjects 

sit in the exact same positions in relation to each other and are strongly reminiscent of 

the Italian masterpiece. Yet, while Hine references the composition of the painting, 

significant differences are to be found in the details. Raphael’s painting speaks of 

wealth, evident in the carved chair and the ornamented clothing; it speaks of optimism 

and self-confidence, evident in the facial expressions; and it speaks of faith, evident in 

the praying, cherubic child. Hine’s photograph, by contrast, speaks of poverty, evident 

in the stained clothes and bare feet; it speaks of pessimism, evident in the closed door 

in the background, which can symbolize a dead-end, barring escape, and a lack of 

prospects for the future, and thus hopelessness; and it speaks of despair, evident in 



the bleak background and the facial expressions and empty gazes. While structurally 

and formally the two pictures are very similar, they diverge drastically in the 

atmosphere they communicate. Hine’s picture draws its power precisely from this 

discrepancy. Hine interpictorially appropriated those aspects of Raphael’s work that 

he deemed would add to the strength of his own pictorial rhetoric and modified them 

according to his design. He thus achieved an effect that captivates the viewer in a state 

between the satisfaction of recognition and curiosity about change and novelty. 

Unlike the popularity that Leonardo da Vinci and the Mona Lisa enjoy “on every 

continent from Asia to America,”51 “the significant role that Raphael—his reputation 

and his works—played in American cultural life is not well known” today.52 His 

paintings were often about “themes from ancient life, depicted in classic language,” 

which “were remote . . . from ordinary human concerns” (17). Nevertheless one 

feature of Raphael’s work “appealed to the prevailing taste for portraits and scenes of 

everyday life—his Madonnas” (17). From the nineteenth and well into the twentieth 

century, “America, no less than Europe, developed a pronounced taste for the 

Madonnas” (22), and Raphael was among those painters of Madonnas whose works 

were in high demand. His Madonnas were copied in large quantities, and the copies 

were “admired and bought and sold as reputable works of art” (22). 

Hine’s photograph can be seen as an indicator that Raphael’s paintings inspired 

not only American painters, such as John Trumbull or Benjamin West, but also 

American photographers, and that they also inspired looser forms of interpictoriality 

than copies. More importantly, it testifies to Hine’s adroit response to the fact that 

Madonna of the Chair was a favorite of the American public (24). David Alan Brown 

elaborates, 

 
The painting appealed to later generations more for its 

sentiment than for its composition. For Raphael not only 

solved the difficult problem of composing figures in a circle, 

he also made divinity seem accessible. The legends that 

grew up around the picture—that it was painted on the end 

of a barrel or that the model for the Virgin was Raphael’s 

mistress—gave it the quality of belonging to everyday life. 

At the same time the painting represented a divine mystery. 

. . . Indeed, the Madonna of the Chair was a cultural icon. Like 

the Mona Lisa in our own day, it was recognized by people 

who knew nothing else about art. And it was enjoyed by 

people who were not experts. (24–25) 

 

Brown’s explanation of why Raphael’s famous painting proved to be such a success 

with the American public provides a clue as to why Hine chose to reference it in his 

photograph. Qualities such as “accessible,” “divinity,” “belonging to everyday life,” 

“divine mystery,” as well as cultural iconicity, were clear assets for a social 



photographer. Referencing an easily recognizable picture, appreciated for its “secular, 

sentimental nature” (17) and acknowledged as a masterpiece, allowed Hine to claim 

those same values for his picture and thus implicitly for his cause: facing social injustice 

is presented as an everyday concern and calls on the “sacred virtues” of charity and 

the Corporal Works of Mercy. 

In my third case study, Lewis Hine’s photograph Another Madonna,53 I present 

and discuss another version of interpictoriality, which is markedly different from the 

first two cases and comparatively underrepresented in studies on interpictoriality. I 

propose that in this picture Hine interpictorially references his own photographic 

corpus. Unlike the first two examples, this photograph was taken not in the United 

States but in Europe, in 1918 at the end or in the immediate aftermath of World War I. 

As “after 1915 Reformist ideals and programs withered as American energies were 

redirected to the crisis occasioned by the first World War” and “social issues reced[ed] 

in importance” in the US,”54 Hine migrated to where social issues were more 

prominent—to where the war had happened. He joined the American Red Cross, 

documented relief programs, and created both “images designed for fundraising” and 

street photographs,55 like the image discussed here. Out of his stay abroad came a 

substantial body of photographs that documented the destruction brought about by 

war and the plight and sorrows of war refugees. 

In Another Madonna, Hine draws on the familiar, basic Madonna iconography: 

a mother figure in a head scarf, holding on tightly to her child, in the absence of a father 

figure. I see this photograph as an instance of Hine engaging in an interpictorial 

dialogue with his own artwork for a number of reasons. One hint lies in the title of the 

picture.56 “Another” means “being one more in addition to one or more of the same 

kind.”57 The picture can thus be understood as an addition to Hine’s prior Madonna-

themed photographs. “Another” further denotes being “different . . . from the one 

first considered,”58 thus no longer the same. In that sense, Hine chose a familiar theme 

and pattern of composition and purposefully created a variation on it. In this version 

of the Madonna theme, the pathos of the earlier Renaissance-referencing versions is 

gone, and Hine’s view is much more clearly marked by sobriety in the face of the 

horrors of World War I. The disillusionment visible in this picture strikingly diverges 

from the disillusionment of the Madonna of the Tenements. In this wartime context, 

the barefoot child no longer reminds the viewers of disappointed hopes for a better 

and more prosperous life but confronts them with the fact that life as such, being alive, 

can no longer be taken for granted. After the experience of a world war, there is no 

longer room for sentimental references to the traditions of the art canon.59 When 

survival is at stake, everything is stripped to the essentials. 

Furthermore, Hine’s take on the question of sacredness has notably altered. 

Again, Hine dispenses with sentimental and conventional features and thus with (the 

intimation of) a halo. Instead he includes the symbol of the cross in his photograph, 

yet in a most adroit and equivocal manner. To the right of the mother-and-child group, 

the viewers see a red cross, which has assumed a sacredness of “another” dimension. 



The literal reference to the work done by the Red Cross in the war coincides with the 

metaphoric reference to sacred iconography, deliberately playing with this duality and 

offering a reinterpretation of where holiness resides. If Hine’s earlier Madonnas were 

secularized versions of Renaissance Madonnas, this Madonna takes secularization one 

step further, while paradoxically insisting on sacredness to alleviate the pain, harm, 

and sense of loss caused by war. 

Lastly, Hine’s photograph is sufficiently out of touch with his earlier Madonna-

themed photographs, both in time and space, to be seen as a comment on them. While 

there are only about fifteen years between the photographs, by 1918 the world had 

entered a new era. And Hine had temporarily left the “New World,” which had not 

seen war action on its territory, and had entered the “Old World,” at the moment 

following upheaval on a scale unprecedented in its history. It did not take decades to 

create enough distance between Hine’s earlier work and his later work. Distance was 

created immediately through the way world history turned out, enabling Hine to 

comment on his own themes and compositions. 

While interpictoriality within the work of one single artist is a rare case and one 

that has been just as rarely explored, I would nevertheless argue that this is what the 

viewers encounter in Another Madonna. As in the first two case studies, the criteria for 

interpictoriality are fulfilled. While the first case study was an example in which the 

source picture(s) were referenced less evidently than in the second case study, the 

third study shows the degree of abstraction that interpictorial references may assume. 

 

IV. Impact of Interpictoriality in Hine’s Photography 

Lewis Hine was acutely aware of the impact Madonna iconography had on artists and 

their works, as well as on viewers. In the aforementioned lecture from 1909, Lewis Hine 

cited George Eliot on the need for social photography: “paint us a Madonna turning 

her mild face upward, and opening her arms to welcome the divine glory, but do not 

impose on us any esthetic rules which shall banish from the reign of art those old 

women with work-worn hands scraping carrots, those heavy clowns taking holiday in 

a dingy pothouse, those rounded backs and weather-beaten faces that have been bent 

over the spade and done the rough work in the world. . . . let art always remind us of 

them.”60 The extent to which Hine seems to have taken Eliot’s admonition seriously 

can be derived from the frequency with which he turned to the theme of the Madonna. 

The selection of pictures from Hine’s extensive photographic oeuvre examined 

above—and these are by no means the only Madonna-themed pictures Hine took—

shows that he formulated his own “esthetic rules” for the inclusion of subjects into 

the Madonna iconography. 

The above analysis of case studies has demonstrated the presence of (different 

forms of) interpictorial references in photographs by Lewis Hine. Looking for and 

pinning down these references can only be the first step. According to Valeska von 

Rosen, as cited above, the very value of the introduction of the concept of 



“interpictoriality” lies in its objective to explore “the function cited elements assume 

in a work and how they alter and contribute to its meaning.”61 Calling to mind Hine’s 

complex role as an artist and social reformer, cherishing and embracing art but not 

exclusively for art’s sake, this functionality of interpictorial references and their 

contribution to his works’ meanings are also manifold. 

First, through interpictorial references, Hine as an artist managed to enter into 

a dialogue with other artists. Secondary sources unanimously portray Hine as a 

dedicated artist, who did not wish to devalue his artistic output through documentary 

purposes but rather sought to reunite both. “Hine was happiest when he was 

creating,” Judith Mara Gutman concluded,62 and Walter Rosenblum simply called him 

“one of America’s great artists.”63 Next to photography’s reformist impetus, Hine was 

not only aware of “the aesthetics of photography” (13) but inscribed his work into the 

discourse of photographic aesthetics. Responses to earlier artists, acclaimed works of 

art, and iconographic repertoires allowed him to interact meaningfully with other 

renowned artists, without compromising his individuality and personal emphases as 

an artist. Despite Hine’s aspirations as an artist, however, he “never put his political 

goals aside in order to satisfy the world of art.”64 

Furthermore, Hine’s specific choice to reference Madonna iconography, with 

both its religious and its universal humanitarian implications, can be explained by his 

desire to appeal to the moral consciousness of a nation that practiced xenophobia, 

tolerated social injustice, and sanctioned child labor while at the same time invoking 

Christian values. Representing often “undesired” “newcomers,” the urban and rural 

poor, and refugees in the classic pose of the Madonna and the Child not only evidenced 

their capability of living Christian and/or moral values, independent of social rank and 

national origins, it also reminded audiences that the desirable values epitomized in the 

nuclear family were under threat if urgently needed reforms were not set in motion. 

Finally, interpictorial references allowed Hine to reinforce the effect of his 

photographs as weapons in his fight for social reform. By 1918, when Another Madonna 

was taken, “Hine . . . was recognized as the nation’s leading social photographer.”65 

Hine’s photographs were acknowledged to be powerful and rich testimonies to the 

social wrongs, such as exploitation, xenophobia, and child labor, that the nation kept 

sweeping under the rug. Occasional interpictorial references to famed, if not 

legendary, pictures could only add to the potency of his pictures. Such references not 

only “provoke[d] instant shocks of recognition” in the viewers but also let the 

photographs participate in the source picture’s popularity and influence.66 

 

V. “Inter-Art Traffic” on End? Madonna Turned Supermother 

Leo Steinberg, in his contribution to the volume Art about Art, uses the phrase “inter-

art traffic” to refer to the phenomenon of interpictorality—a phrase that is as thorny 

as it is intriguing for the connotations it holds.67 “Traffic” implies trade and business, 

but, more importantly, it implies movement, transportation, and intersections. Traffic, 



trade, and travel are basic parts of the human experience, just as much as they are 

basic parts of cultural production. More often than not, pictorial motifs do not travel 

independently; they travel within the frameworks of pictures that use them and in 

which they are encountered, viewed, and studied. Correspondingly, the Madonna 

motif does not necessarily “travel” throughout the world and the ages of art freely but 

rather as part of pictures that are continuously produced, reproduced, transferred, 

and consumed. It traveled to the US in a myriad of forms, including Renaissance 

painting and early European photography, and will continue traveling in an art world 

that is increasingly transnational. 

The discussion of yet another picture testifies to the ongoing transnational 

“traffic” and appropriation of art, motifs, and images. Elżbieta Jabłońska’s 2002 

photograph Supermother presents a recent take on the Madonna motif.68 While the 

artist does not evoke the Madonna in the title, the iconography is readily perceived: 

the woman/mother figure with the son in her lap, gently holding him and gazing in the 

distance, a family group without a father figure. An “ironic comment on the situation 

of women in Poland,” the photograph turns the male hero into a female hero, 

Supermother, performing “everyday heroic deeds.”69 

The photograph takes the interpictorial dialogue traced in Hine’s photography 

to another level. Supermother references many variants of the Madonna iconography 

and daringly connects them with the very worldly repertoire of the comics genre, with 

the mother figure dressed in a Superman costume.70 Whereas the more traditional 

source pictures implied the source of strength for a single mother comes from a higher 

being, this modern version ascribes inherent supernatural powers to the woman—or 

at least the expectations of such powers by the mother herself and the viewers. 

Inspirations from painting, photography, and comics merge in this picture to continue 

the interpictorial dialogue in a transnational dimension. Just as Lewis Hine inscribed 

European icons into his photographs, Polish photographer Elżbieta Jabłońska 

integrates icons from American popular culture into her art. 

In addition, Jabłońska’s treatment of the motif provides a female perspective, 

commenting on an array of mostly male precedents. Her work is an example of a 

recent trend in women’s art, as described by Whitney Chadwick: “women’s art can no 

longer be considered in national or even regional terms, since it reflects transnational 

developments in contemporary practice as well as the forces of a global art market. 

And it has included a wider range of materials, themes, and approaches.”71 The 

“reiteration of performative, narrative, and autobiographical traditions” frequently 

takes the form of “an ironic commentary” (506), as in Jabłońska’s photography, thus 

extending the legitimacy of interpictoriality. 

Nevertheless, Jabłońska’s photograph brings the inherently problematic 

nature of interpictoriality to the fore. Unlike many of Hine’s photographs, her picture 

does not give a clue, either in its composition or in its caption, as to what specific 

visuals could have served as source pictures. Such cases remind us that “art about art” 

can be very hard to trace or to identify, even if many elements seem to suggest other 



pictures. It seems hardly legitimate to speak of interpictoriality on the mere basis of 

one’s feeling familiar with elements in a picture. Yet it is worth studying the field and 

purposefully looking for references: not in order to expose an artist as having “copied” 

or “stolen” but to reveal the multitude of meanings uncovered through interpictorial 

dialogues. In this way, the readings of a picture can multiply, and, as interpictorial 

references transcend the boundaries of nation, time period, and means of artistic 

expression, the pictorial language can be culture-specific and universal at the same 

time. 

 

VI. Concluding Remarks 

In the broadest terms, Jean Lipman and Richard Marshall claim that “art is always 

about art, and art history is a cumulative progression of what has come before,”72 in 

the process transgressing national boundaries. Looking back on the history of 

photography, Hubertus von Amelunxen points to the long tradition among 

photographers of recreating scenes from famous artworks.73 Merely an exercise, this 

practice did not weaken the claim that “photography was not a bastard left by science 

on the doorstep of art, but a legitimate child of the Western pictorial tradition.”74 To 

some extent, Lewis Hine participated in this tradition. And yet he deviated from it. He 

did not reference or recreate for the sake of art alone. He positioned himself in the line 

of artists who did and yet crossed over the line to instrumentalize art—both his own 

and that of his artist predecessors. 

In her seminal work On Photography, Susan Sontag reflects on the relation 

between the contexts and uses of photographs: 

 
Socially concerned photographers assume that their work 

can convey some kind of stable meaning, can reveal truth. 

But partly because the photograph is, always, an object in a 

context, this meaning is bound to drain away; that is, the 

context which shapes whatever immediate—in particular, 

political—uses the photograph may have is inevitably 

succeeded by contexts in which such uses are weakened 

and become progressively less relevant. One of the central 

characteristics of photography is that process by which 

original uses are modified, eventually supplanted by 

subsequent uses—most notably, by the discourse of art into 

which any photograph can be absorbed. And, being images 

themselves, some photographs right from the start refer us 

to other images as well as to life.75 

 

What Sontag describes here applies to Hine’s Madonna photographs: the “immediate 

. . . political” use of the pictures has faded and they have been “absorbed” “by the 

discourse of art.” If we, however, call to mind Abbott’s claim that the distinction is 



largely a titular one, and if we read the pictures against the backdrop of their inherent 

(functional) interpictoriality, this is neither surprising nor negative. Hine rejected a 

distinction that may not have been legitimate to begin with. 
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