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Art history in streaming television 
fiction: Painting and sculpture 
as narrative devices

Abstract. This article examines how paintings and sculptures function as 
narrative devices in streaming television fiction. Focusing on The White 
Lotus season 2, Severance season 1, and Gold Diggers (or Russian Affairs) 
season 1, the study analyzes how artworks help organize atmosphere, 
symbolism, dramatic progression, and ideological critique within serial 
television narratives. Methodologically, the article combines qualitative 
visual discourse analysis, descriptive scene analysis, and iconographic 
interpretation informed by Panofsky’s approach to symbolic meaning. 
Rather than treating artworks as neutral set decoration, the study argues that 
they operate as active elements of mise-en-scène that guide interpretation, 
structure affect, and intensify thematic meaning. The comparison 
demonstrates that art objects do not perform a single stable role across 
the three series. In The White Lotus, paintings, sculptures, and Sicilian 
folklore objects function as allegorical mirrors of desire, betrayal, class 
satire, and gendered violence. In Severance, paintings become instruments 
of corporate myth, institutional memory, and ideological control within 
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the closed symbolic universe of Lumon Industries. In Gold Diggers, art is 
tied to prestige, aspiration, cultural capital, and exclusion in the elite social 
world of Moscow. By proposing an analytical matrix structured around 
aesthetic, symbolic, dramatic, and ideological functions, the article offers 
a comparative framework for studying the role of art-historical imagery 
in contemporary streaming television. It therefore contributes to current 
debates on television aesthetics, visual culture, and serial narration by 
showing how artworks function not as decorative supplements but as 
structuring devices of narrative meaning. At the same time, the article argues 
that comparing three culturally distinct cases makes it possible to identify 
both shared narrative strategies and context-specific variations in the use 
of visual art. In this respect, the study positions art history as an important 
analytical resource for understanding contemporary screen storytelling.

Keywords: streaming television fiction, art history, television aesthetics, 
visual discourse analysis, iconography, serial narration, mise-en-scène, 
painting, sculpture, comparative analysis, The White Lotus, Severance, Gold 
Diggers

Introduction
Streaming television has become one of the main sites in which 

contemporary popular culture constructs complex visual narratives. Within 
these narratives, paintings, sculptures, and art-historical references increasingly 
function as more than atmospheric decoration. Placed in carefully designed 
interiors, framed by camera movement, and associated with specific characters 
or institutions, they can guide interpretation, condense themes, and intensify the 
ideological texture of a scene. Recent scholarship on streaming television likewise 
emphasizes that platform distribution is reshaping television aesthetics, genre 
localization, and the visual organization of serial storytelling (Ildır, 2024; Johnson, 
2025; Lynch & Albarrán-Torres, 2025).

The problem addressed in this article is that artworks in television fiction 
are still often treated as secondary visual ornaments, even though they may 
direct meaning within the narrative itself. Recent studies have shown that art 
references can reflect corporate ideology, power relations, identity formation, 
and social hierarchy in contemporary screen culture (Ünal Gerdan & Dartar, 2025, 
pp. 759, 763–764). In The White Lotus, for example, artworks are presented not 
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simply as décor but as silent witnesses and allegorical clues within the drama of 
wealth, power, and sexuality (Oscar & Fahd, 2022). For this reason, the article asks 
how painting and sculpture are mobilized as narrative devices in three different 
streaming-era productions.

The aim of the study is to identify and compare the narrative functions 
of artworks in The White Lotus season 2, Severance season 1, and Gold Diggers1 
season 1. More specifically, the article examines how artworks contribute to 
four analytical dimensions: aesthetic atmosphere, symbolic meaning, dramatic 
development, and ideological critique. To make the argument transparent, the 
article is organized into five sections: problem and theoretical framework, method, 
empirical case analyses, comparative evaluation, and conclusion. 

Theoretical framework
Art History, Visual Storytelling, and Narration
The theoretical point of departure is that visual art provides cinema and 

television with a historically sedimented repertoire of images, compositional 
models, and cultural associations. McIver argues that art history is useful for visual 
storytelling because it offers filmmakers resources for composition, color, lighting, 
genre coding, and period detail (McIver, 2019). From this perspective, artworks 
embedded in screen fiction should be read as part of a broader visual language 
rather than as neutral décor.

A second theoretical anchor is Bordwell’s account of narration. For Bordwell, 
narration is not limited to plot summary; it emerges from the patterned interaction 
between style and story information, through which viewers infer relationships, 
motives, and meanings (Bordwell, 1985). This perspective is especially useful for 
the present study because artworks in the mise-en-scène can function as cues 
that guide viewer inference. Hall, Evans, and Nixon likewise emphasize that visual 
representations operate as signifying practices rather than transparent reflections 
of reality (Hall et al., 2013, p. 34).

1	 The series has the following official version of the international title: Russian Affairs. At the 
same time, Gold Diggers is the most succinct and evocative version of the title, under which its 
brand has gained a certain recognition. In addition, a number of the qualities described in the 
article can be systematically extrapolated to the elites of various countries. For this reason, the 
author’s version of the name seems to be the most appropriate—Editor’s Note.
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Recent work in television aesthetics similarly calls for closer stylistic 
analysis of serial television and for more precise vocabularies for describing 
how television generates aesthetic effects through form and narration (Walters, 
2024; Lavik, 2024).

The article also draws on iconographic analysis. Panofsky emphasizes 
the importance of moving beyond the surface depiction of an image in order 
to examine its deeper symbolic and cultural meanings (Panofsky, 1955, p. 34). 
Together, these approaches make it possible to examine not only what an artwork 
depicts, but also how it is framed, repeated, and activated within a dramatic 
context.

Analytical Categories
On this basis, the study uses four analytical categories. The aesthetic 

function refers to the contribution of artworks to atmosphere, texture, and visual 
world-building. The symbolic function concerns the way artworks condense 
themes, foreshadow events, or mirror characters’ inner states. The dramatic 
function concerns moments in which artworks intensify conflict or mark turning 
points in the plot. The ideological function concerns the relation of artworks to 
broader structures such as class hierarchy, institutional power, gender politics, or 
cultural capital. Because the article is limited to textual and discursive analysis, it 
does not claim to measure audience reception directly. 

Method
The study adopts a qualitative research design. Using purposive sampling, it 

selects three series in which painting and sculpture are clearly integrated into the 
narrative: The White Lotus season 2 (USA, 2022), Severance season 1 (USA, 2022), 
and Gold Diggers season 1 (Russian Federation, first released in 2019). These 
cases were chosen because they offer different generic and cultural settings while 
allowing a shared focus on the narrative use of visual art (Palinkas et al., 2015, 
pp. 534, 540).

The unit of analysis consists of selected episodes in which art-historical 
references are especially visible: The White Lotus season 2, episodes 3–5; Severance 
season 1, episodes 3–5; and Gold Diggers season 1, episodes 1–2. The episodes 
were chosen not to represent the totality of each series, but to concentrate on 
scenes where artworks are narratively foregrounded.

Data were generated through repeated and systematic viewing. The 
analytical procedure involved three successive steps. First, scenes containing 
paintings, sculptures, galleries, auctions, or explicit references to visual art 
were descriptively logged. Second, these scenes were examined through visual 
discourse analysis, with attention to composition, color, light-shadow distribution, 
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camera angle, camera movement, scale, and the framing of artworks. Third, when 
a scene invoked a specific art-historical image or motif, iconographic interpretation 
was used to connect the screen image to broader symbolic traditions (Hall et al., 
2013, p. 34; Panofsky, 1955, p. 34).

The analysis focused on whether artworks were central or peripheral in 
the frame, whether the camera emphasized them, how characters behaved 
toward them, and how the artworks interacted with dialogue, mood, and plot 
development. This method allows the study to move from scene description to 
interpretation without overstating its scope. The article therefore analyzes how 
meaning is organized inside the text of the series, not how real viewers actually 
responded to it.

Empirical case analysis 

The White Lotus Case
The White Lotus season 2

The White Lotus season 2 is set in a  luxury resort in Sicily and stages 
relations of class privilege, desire, betrayal, and moral hypocrisy in a deliberately 
overdetermined visual environment. In this setting, artworks and decorative 
objects are never merely ornamental. The season repeatedly frames paintings, 
sculptures, and Sicilian folklore objects as if they were silent commentators on 
the actions of the characters (Oscar & Fahd, 2022).

The most visible example is the recurring ceramic bust of the Testa di Moro. 
Because the object is tied to a local legend of jealousy, infidelity, and revenge, its 
repetition establishes a symbolic horizon for the season. When one of these busts 
falls and shatters during a moment of marital confrontation, the object ceases to 
be décor and becomes a dramatic marker: it externalizes the crisis of trust and 
visually materializes the collapse of a relationship’s moral equilibrium (Oscar & 
Fahd, 2022).

Classical paintings in the hotel interior perform a  similar function. By 
invoking stories of violence, sacrifice, or violated femininity, they establish 
analogies between art-historical narratives and the series’ contemporary conflicts. 
The effect is double. On the one hand, the paintings thicken the aesthetic texture 
of the Sicilian setting; on the other, they create an ideological counterpoint by 
exposing the persistence of gendered violence, class entitlement, and voyeuristic 
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consumption beneath the surface glamour of elite tourism (Oscar & Fahd, 2022; 
Sharma, 2022).

From a  visual-discourse perspective, these artworks are often held in 
medium shots or positioned in the background of tense exchanges, allowing the 
mise-en-scène to preserve them as legible interpretive cues rather than decorative 
detail.

Case-based Inferences
Aesthetic function: Historical paintings and sculptural objects create a dense 

Mediterranean atmosphere and lend the resort a coded visual richness.

Symbolic function: The artworks act as allegorical mirrors of betrayal, desire, 
jealousy, and vulnerability.

Dramatic function: Recurring objects such as the Testa di Moro become 
visual markers of crisis and narrative turning points.

Ideological function: Art references sharpen the series’ critique of patriarchy, 
privilege, and the colonial gaze embedded in luxury tourism.

Severance Case
Severance season 1

Severance transfers the relation between art and narrative to a radically 
different space: the sterile office world of Lumon Industries. Here, paintings are 
strategically installed within corridors, wellness rooms, and corporate interiors 
so that they help build the mythology of the company. Artworks do not simply 
decorate the office; they participate in the institutional production of truth (Ünal 
Gerdan & Dartar, 2025, pp. 759, 763).

Several paintings depict founder Kier Eagan in quasi-religious or heroic 
terms, while others stage exaggerated scenes of interdepartmental hostility. These 
images resemble propaganda in that they naturalize hierarchy, produce fear, and 
guide employee perception. Because the severed workers have restricted memory 
and limited access to external reality, the paintings help to organize a closed 
symbolic universe in which corporate values appear self-evident and sacred (Ünal 
Gerdan & Dartar, 2025, p. 767; Walker, 2022).

At the same time, Severance demonstrates that ideological images are 
unstable. When the fabricated nature of some paintings becomes legible, the 
authority they once carried begins to erode. This gives the artworks a dramatic 
function: rather than merely symbolizing power, they become sites at which the 
narrative tests the fragility of ideological control. The visual field of the office 
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therefore becomes a struggle over memory, obedience, and the right to interpret 
reality (Ünal Gerdan & Dartar, 2025, p. 770).

Visually, the paintings are reinforced by frontal framing, stark lighting, and 
the symmetry of Lumon’s interiors, which magnify their authority and make them 
appear as integral parts of the company’s disciplinary environment.

Case-based Inferences
Aesthetic function: Large-scale paintings interrupt the minimalist office 

design and intensify the uncanny atmosphere of Lumon.

Symbolic function: The paintings condense fear, obedience, company 
mythology, and fractured identity into recurring visual signs.

Dramatic function: The exposure of fabricated images helps trigger doubt, 
conflict, and rupture inside the institution.

Ideological function: Art functions as a corporate technology of myth-making, 
discipline, and symbolic control.

Gold Diggers Case
Gold Diggers season 1

Gold Diggers introduces art through the (conditional) social world of 
Moscow’s elite, where galleries, auctions, and luxury interiors are closely tied to 
aspiration and power. The main character, Dasha, is an art historian whose entry 
into elite circles depends on the circulation of artworks and the prestige attached 
to them. This makes the series especially valuable for the present comparison 
because it links art not to mythic propaganda, as in Severance, but to social mobility 
and class performance (Sinelschikova, 2019; Seliverstova, 2020, pp. 540, 548).

In this series, art is both a professional field and a status language. Collecting, 
exhibiting, and discussing art enable wealthy characters to display refinement, 
while the same practices expose how cultural capital is inseparable from economic 
capital. Dasha’s ambitions are mediated by patrons, collectors, and institutions, 
which means that the art world is represented not as an autonomous sphere but 
as a space saturated with unequal power relations (Seliverstova, 2020, pp. 540, 548).

The recurring use of galleries, auction scenes, and art-filled interiors gives 
the series an unmistakable aesthetic signature, yet these settings also sharpen its 
critique of consumerist glamor. Artworks become signs through which the series 
comments on self-fashioning, commodified intimacy, and the moral emptiness 
of elite sociability. As a result, the series frames art simultaneously as promise, 
spectacle, and mechanism of exclusion.
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The series also repeatedly aligns artworks with polished interiors, controlled 
camera movement, and display-oriented compositions, thereby linking visual 
luxury to aspiration, performance, and social exclusion.

Case-based Inferences
Aesthetic function: Galleries, auctions, and curated interiors create 

a luxurious and socially coded visual world.

Symbolic function: Art signifies ambition, refinement, and the desire for 
upward mobility, while also exposing vulnerability and dependency.

Dramatic function: Art-centered encounters and institutional settings trigger 
alliances, negotiations, and decisive shifts in Dasha’s trajectory.

Ideological function: The series uses art to criticize the fusion of cultural 
prestige, capital, and elite hypocrisy.

Comparative evaluation
Across the three cases, artworks are narratively active but they are activated 

in different ways. The White Lotus relies on pre-existing art-historical and folkloric 
references to create allegorical resonance; Severance converts paintings into 
instruments of institutional discourse; Gold Diggers ties art to prestige economies 
and classed performance. Symbolic and ideological functions dominate in all three 
series, but each case distributes them differently. The White Lotus foregrounds 
allegorical mirroring, Severance foregrounds ideological control, and Gold Diggers 
foregrounds the social circulation of cultural capital. This comparative perspective 
is also consistent with recent streaming scholarship that treats platform visualities 
and paratexts as meaningful components of television culture rather than neutral 
packaging (Ceuterick & Malet, 2024).

This comparison clarifies the article’s main contribution. Instead of treating 
art references in television fiction as isolated curiosities, the study shows that they 
can be mapped through a transferable matrix of functions. The same object may 
contribute aesthetically, symbolically, dramatically, and ideologically at once, but 
the balance among these functions changes according to genre, institution, and 
cultural context. This is why a comparative approach is methodologically productive: 
it reveals both the recurrence of a narrative strategy and its local reconfiguration.
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Table 1 
Comparison of Art Usage Forms in the Analyzed Series

Function The White Lotus season 2 Severance season 1 Gold Diggers season 1

Aesthetic Historical paintings and 
sculptural objects create 
a dense Mediterranean 
atmosphere and lend 
the resort a coded visual 
richness.

Large-scale paint-
ings interrupt the 
minimalist office 
design and intensify 
the uncanny atmo-
sphere of Lumon.

Galleries, auctions, and 
curated interiors create 
a luxurious and socially 
coded visual world.

Symbolic Artworks act as allegorical 
mirrors of betrayal, desire, 
jealousy, and vulnera-
bility.

Paintings condense 
fear, obedience, 
company mythology, 
and fractured iden-
tity into recurring 
visual signs.

Art signifies ambition, 
refinement, and upward 
mobility, while also ex-
posing vulnerability and 
dependency.

Dramatic Recurring objects such as 
the Testa di Moro become 
visual markers of crisis 
and narrative turning 
points.

The exposure of 
fabricated images 
helps trigger doubt, 
conflict, and rupture 
inside the institution.

Art-centered encounters 
and institutional settings 
trigger alliances, negotia-
tions, and decisive shifts 
in Dasha’s trajectory.

Ideological Art references sharpen 
the critique of patriarchy, 
privilege, and the colonial 
gaze embedded in luxury 
tourism.

Art functions as 
a corporate technol-
ogy of myth-making, 
discipline, and sym-
bolic control.

The series uses art to 
criticize the fusion of 
cultural prestige, capital, 
and elite hypocrisy.

Table 1 summarizes the four fundamental functions of artworks in the 
narrative across the three series. The aesthetic function in the table refers to their 
contribution to enriching the atmosphere and visual language of the series, while 
the symbolic function shows how they represent the characters’ psychological 
states and thematic threads through art. The dramatic function defines the 
effects of art that transform the plot (e.g., a scene being a turning point), while 
the ideological function defines art’s relationship with structures such as power 
relations, class order, or institutional propaganda. Within this framework, The 
White Lotus and Severance series stand out on the ideological and symbolic 
planes, while Gold Diggers draws attention more to its aesthetic and dramatic 
narrative functions. The table provides a clear structural framework of how art is 
functionalized in each series.
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Conclusion
The analysis demonstrates that paintings and sculptures in streaming 

television fiction can operate as structuring devices of narration rather than as 
decorative supplements. In The White Lotus, artworks serve as allegorical witnesses 
that deepen the series’ critique of privilege and desire. In Severance, paintings 
become instruments of corporate mythology and ideological discipline. In Gold 
Diggers, art organizes the relation between status, aspiration, and exclusion in an 
elite urban milieu. Taken together, these cases show that art-historical imagery can 
shape atmosphere, guide interpretation, mark dramatic thresholds, and expose 
broader social logics.

The theoretical significance of the article lies in its comparative framework. 
By combining visual discourse analysis with iconographic interpretation, the 
study offers a clear model for examining how artworks function inside serial 
television narratives. Its practical significance lies in the fact that the fourfold 
matrix proposed here—aesthetic, symbolic, dramatic, and ideological—can be 
used in future analyses of production design, mise-en-scène, adaptation, and 
streaming-era visual culture.

The study is limited by its focus on three case studies and by its restriction 
to textual analysis. It does not claim to generalize statistically, nor does it measure 
audience reception. Future research could extend the framework to other 
geographies, genres, and platforms, or combine textual analysis with reception 
studies and interviews with production designers. Even with these limits, the 
findings support the argument that contemporary television fiction establishes 
a productive dialogue between art history and popular narrative, transforming 
visual artworks into active carriers of memory, critique, and narrative meaning.
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