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The Random Placement of Art:
An Alternative Presentation of the Collection
Pamela Bianchi*
Abstract
In recent years, the collection’s presentation has experienced an important development in terms
of display methods and theoretical and ontological reformulation. From the abandonment of the
diachronic approach, to the “narrativity” of the collection’s set-up, to the Carte Blanche given to artists,
or the performing arts’ interaction: among the main goals, there is the collection’s re-thinking and the
museum’s enhancement, through the highlighting of its “spectacular” nature. Event strategies.
On the basis of these considerations, this essay focuses on the aleatory method of presentation
(based on the computer choice) and its relation to traditional exhibition approaches, as a new form of
“spectacular” event. The paper studies the relationship between the new exhibition practices and the
discourses of art history, alongside the analysis of historical examples. The exhibition organized by Rudy
Fuchs in 1983 at the Van Abbe Museum, as well as exhibition experiences of John Cage, introduce the
main case study: the cycle of homonym exhibitions, Rolywholyover (2007-2009), at the MAMCO of Geneva.
These examples, by introducing the idea of random arrangement, propose a new and different gaze
on the concept of Collection, which erases the implicit subjective nature of a traditional exhibition
arrangement. Therefore, a (seemingly) “non-narrative” form of collection emerges, relying on the
mechanical matching and the ephemeral juxtaposition of works.
Considering the Collection as an “abstract” place of possible and endless exhibitions, it emerges
not only the holistic nature of the art’s museographic placement but also a trend in the contemporary
practices of collection’s presentation that chooses the new, the spectacular, the unusual.
Keywords: collection, exhibition display, randomness, museums, contemporary art.

Museum installations have always been
under reconsideration. Simultaneously, the
museum collection’s outfitting has experienced
an important development in terms of
contemporary display methodologies and
theoretical and ontological reformulation.
Over the years, the museum language spatial
and
phenomenological
issues,
educational or media strategies, etc. - has
undergone ontological changes that have turned
the Museum Institution into a discursive
instance. The historical curatorial activities, such
as those of Alexander Dorner, Wilhelm von Bode,
Willem Sandberg, Alfred Barr jr, etc. (just to
name the most well-known), have shown how
the changes of display and the implementation
of alternative practices may influence and
modified the collection’s meaning. Since the
1960s, the organization of museum spaces, the
collections’ setting, and the proposal of
temporary exhibitions have highlighted the
museographic narrative power. At this regard,
* University of Paris VIII, Paris

the notion of narrativity is well developed within
the institutional criticism of the 70s and
subsequent interrogations. Afterward, starting
from the 1980s, the era of communication has
produced new priorities and new exhibition
strategies. The not-museographic curatorial
practices – artistic manifestations, biennales,
festivals, etc. - have, for example, influenced the
museum policy. The enhancement of the
permanent collection was thus obfuscated by
the frenetic rhythm of temporary exhibitions. To
keep up with economic and extra-aesthetic
needs, it has therefore become necessary to
adapt the collection’s exhibition to the
contemporary logic. In recent years, this
condition has ensured that the collection’s
curating has reconceived and re-thought its
display methods in order to create new forms of
narrativity and new meanings.
At the same time, beyond the narrative
nature of the museographic outfitting, the
museum institution must also be understood as
3
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an instrument of social influence. In recent
decades, the well-known concept of art’s
exploitation has experienced a pragmatic
displacement: from a political necessity to an
economic will. Understood in its negative sense,
the concept can describe the denaturalization of
the art in favor of heterogeneous interests political, ideological, social, etc. In its positive
sense, this “exploitation” is a conscious
involvement of the art in extra-aesthetic
activities. In any case, beyond the well-known
political and social utilitarianism of the early
twentieth century, the Post-Fordist attitude has
subsequently
increased
the
institutional
interdisciplinarity in favor of economic and
social strategies. Cultural attraction, economic
competition, logics of territorial improvement:
the image of the museum has played and still
plays the role of paradigm and social medium
(Scott, 2009: 195).
In short, the current ontological condition
of museums can be translated with the
ambiguous relationship between the new
narration practices and the new strategies of
exploitation, for which the main goal is the
collection’s rethinking and the museum’s
enhancement. From this point of view, by
promoting the Collection through temporary
presentations, museums have generated new
forms of strategies and reformulations that have
invested the setting of the collections. The
abandonment of the diachronic approach
(Museum of Modern Art in New York), the
transnational and transhistorical matching
(Centre Pompidou in Paris), the “narrativity” of
the collection’s set-up and the mixed object
categories, the carte blanche 1 given to artists or
to the authorial curator (Louvre), or even the
performing arts’ interaction with the museum
space2 (Tate Modern in London), etc., must be all
intended as forms of revitalization and
adjustment
to
the
contemporary
interdisciplinarity.
Better
yet,
these
museographic solutions seem to enter into the
logic of the exploitation of the art in the service
of event strategies and museum’s policy. In
other words, the permanent collection can be
viewed not only as an interdisciplinary narrative
instrument but also as a device that the
1

For a historical example, see: Raid the Icebox 1, with Andy
Warhol, 1969-70 at the Rhode Island School of Design, Providence,
USA.
2
See the recent Dancing Museum at the Louvre, or Museum
ON/OFF at the Centre Pompidou.
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Institution uses to respond to contemporary
economic strategies. The Collection is thus a
kind of branding instrument.
Among the contemporary solutions trying to
re-draw the collection, the aleatory method of
presentation, based on the computer choice, is a
new form of “spectacular” event. A recent
example is the exhibition Le mur, La collection
Antoine de Galbert, 3 organized at the Maison
Rouge in Paris in 2014. For this exhibition, which
has not had a real curator, the collector confided
the hanging of its 1200 bi-dimensional works paintings and photographs - to a computer
method developed by an IT engineer. Through
the Monte Carlo method - a class of mathematic
algorithms that rely on repeated random
sampling to obtain results -, the artworks were
randomly hung, thus disrupting the traditional
curatorial approach.
This method install works without hierarchy
or conceptual logic. The objects were listed and
cataloged according to a purely formal principle
which took account only of the works’ shape and
their inventory number. It was a temporary
abandonment of the notions of fame, of worth,
both artistic and financial, and of value, both
formal and historical.
Unlike the current curatorial forms of
“crossing boundaries”, exploiting the notions of
transnational and interdisciplinary to create new
meanings and experimental setups, in this case,
the random association reflects the desire to
experience a non-narrative approach, devoid of
any form of subjectivity. Instead of causing the
audience through a declared curatorial act, in
this case, the “alternative” matchings were the
choice’s result not to choose.
By introducing the idea of random
arrangement through a computer program, this
particular approach has thus proposed a new
and different gaze on the Collection’s concept,
putting into question the meaning of the
traditional collection hanging. Therefore, a
(seemingly) “non-narrative” form of collection
emerges, relying on the mechanical matching
and the ephemeral juxtaposition of works (Gob,
Drouguet, 2006). In any case, this aleatory and
random outfitting allows to define the Collection
as an “abstract” place of possible and endless
exhibitions, and to highlight not only the holistic
nature (Barbier-Bouvet, 1983) of the art’s
3

On the occasion of its 10th anniversary, la Maison Rouge showed
artworks from the private collection of Antoine de Galbert, the
Maison Rouge’s founder.
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museographic placement, but also a trend in the
contemporary
practices
of
collection’s
presentation that chooses the new, the
spectacular, the unusual.

How works can “perform” their meaning?
The exhibition has its own language, which
is neither implicitly focused on exhibits nor
constituted of texts accompanying them. It
is made of a combination of verbal elements
(text) and non-verbal elements [...]. None of
these elements is totally autonomous in the
exhibition: it is their arrangement, their
combination that carries meaning.
(Gob, Drouguet, 2006: 105)
The museographic studies of the past 30
years have highlighted the semiotic nature of the
museum space. In this regard, a notion of literary
space (Silverstone, 1998: 182) emerged: a
symbolic space that visually translates the plot
of a story, and also implies several distinct
degrees of experience and of encounters. That
said, we can consider the museum space as a
syncretic device containing several narrations
which, while maintaining their uniqueness, enter
into mutual dialogue. In this sense, the problem
of
museographic
language
and
visual
verbalization of certain issues is very clear.
Therefore, whilst we can see the museum as a
kind of narrative framework (Deloche, 2010: 39)
containing a number of meaning subsets, we can
also consider an exhibition as a field of
transdisciplinary research (Poli, 2002: 25).
The
exhibition
becomes
thus
metaphorically a medium whose power of
communication depends on the degree of
organization (Gob, Drouguet, 2006: 105) of the
different elements, verbal and nonverbal, that
compose the museum context. Meanwhile, in
addition to the narrative power of the
exhibitions, we must not underestimate the
communicative power of the museum space, or
rather of the museum wall (Bal, 1996). In fact, the
exhibition space plays an important role in the
process of aesthetic creation, for which several
works are displayed within a specific exhibition
logic. In this respect, Carol Duncan, Charles
Saumarez-Smith, Germano Celant, Victoria
Newhouse, etc., have demonstrated the central
role of the works’ outfitting in defining the
aesthetic value of the exhibition and of the
works themselves.

However, we must not forget the
exploitable condition of the collection and the
museum’s attitude to exploiting the art for
economic or strategic needs. Concern about the
public attendance and the audience is, for
example, a factor characterizing the museum
cultural proposal. In fact, the beholder plays an
important role in the definition of new
museographic strategies; he now has an
economic value and an implicit decision power
that affect the nature of museum activities education, research, conservation, cultural
programming. In other words, the public is “at
the center of a communication device” (Jacobi,
2013: 16), typical of the contemporary art system.
Furthermore, from these considerations, we
should probably wonder what it means to show
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett,
1998).
Taking this
sentence from the museographic reflections of
the anthropologist Barbara KirshenblattGimblett, the collection’s exhibition must be
understood as a device influencing the general
status of the artistic proposal. But, how objects
can “perform” their meaning? How specific
setting of display build powerful messages? And,
finally, how can the matching objects draw
possible narrative ways?
By focusing on the role of the permanent
collection and on the museum modalities to
enhance it, a number of historical examples
underline the need to rethink the collection as a
possible form of innovation. In 1983, for
example, Rudi Fuchs organized at the Van
Abbemuseum, Summer Display of the Museum’s
Collection. 4 Through a kind of unplanned
organization and an unconventional spatial
display, Fuchs reorganized the permanent
collection in the form of a temporary exhibition.
He redesigned the display of collection works
through a “random” organization, trying,
however, to highlight the identity of each work.
Thanks to a dialectical presentation that put into
dialogue works of different periods, Fuchs
proposed a temporary exhibition starting from
the permanent collection.
In 1984, Fuchs also organized the first
exhibition of the newly formed Contemporary Art
Museum at the Castello di Rivoli. Overture I was
an exhibition conceived as a model for a future
4

See the “re-enactment” of this exhibition in 2009: Repetition:
Summer Display 1983 Play Van Abbe, at the Van Abbemuseum.
https://vanabbemuseum.nl/en/programme/programme/repetiti
on-summer-display-1983/.
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collection. Including only living artists, Fuchs
outlined a narrative and historical journey about
art since the 1960s, released from the typical
diachronic approach. Moreover, the works’
display setting, dialoguing with the baroque
architecture of the space, advanced the
ideological solipsism typical of the 1990s.
Through a dialectical method, Fuchs thus drew
the first traits of a collection which at that time
did not yet exist.
Subsequently, in 1990, Nicholas Serota,
former director of the Tate Gallery in London,
proposed Past, Present, Future, 5 a series of
exhibitions arisen from the collection. With the
new hanging of the collection, he sought to show
the status of international acquisitions and to
renew the collection with a new display. Two
years later, in 1992, Dominique Bozo, president
of the Centre Pompidou at the time, decided to
reorganize the collection of the museum,
through the logic of temporary exhibitions.
Therefore, Didier Semin organized Manifeste, 30
ans de création en perspective (1960-1990), an
exhibition conceived starting from the
collections of MNAM and CCI, which invested all
of Beaubourg spaces. The following year, JeanPaul Ameline organize Manifeste, une Histoire
parallèle (1960-1990). 6 Understood as the
conceptual continuation of the previous
exhibition, this temporary collection’s rehanging
seemed to be the visual translation of
reflections on the role and value of the
collection as an object of study.

The logic of the randomness
It is just, it is just about to, it is just about to
Rolywholyover (Joyce, 1939: 597)
John Cage is known to use the concept of
randomness not only for his musical
compositions but also for his reflections about
the notion of Exhibition. In 1987, for example, he
realized Writing Through the Essay “On the Duty
of Civil Disobedience” (1985/91), for Documenta 8,
in Kassel. The installation consisted of 36
channels sound recording, 24 theatrical lights
and 6 chairs, which he daily moved according to
5

See: Nicholas Serota, “Foreword”, in Tate Gallery: An illustrated
companion to the national collections of British [and] modern
foreign art, (London: Tate Gallery, 1990).
6
See: Jean-Marc Poinsot, “L’art contemporain et le musée”, in
Cahiers du MNAM, n° 42 (winter 1992): 26-27; Pamela Bianchi.
“1992-1993 : La Collection se manifeste !”, in Catalogue Raisonné
des Expositions du Centre Pompidou, (Paris: Bibliothèque
Kandinsky, 2013). https://histoiredesexpos.hypotheses.org/1299#more1299.
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a spatial and compositional testing logic. Three
years later, Cage more developed this exhibition
approach with the show Changing Installation at
the Mattress factory for the Carnegie
International, Philadelphia (1991). In this case,
while he combined poetry with bi-dimensional
works, he also explored the possibility of
randomness. Trying to control the aleatory
process of the random display, he “played” with
the works and 6 chairs, changing their places,
each day, for the 102 exhibition days. Through
placements outlined by the computer algorithm,
works (by artist invited) became thus devices of
a visual composition whose goal was to
incorporate random sounds and occurrences
into his work. 7
These earlier experimentations culminated
then in the exhibition Rolywholyover. A circus, a
“composition for museum” that he conceived
before died, in 1992. Using chance-generated
method, he structured this show in four
“movements”: Museum circle, in which he
displayed objects borrowed from other
museums, through a random display; Circus,
where he proposed a change display of works by
several artists; Cage Gallery, where he shown his
own works; and finally, Media space, a place
hosting a program of performative, musical and
theatrical actions. It was a large-scale exhibition
which transformed museum spaces into a setting
for change propositions, for performances,
readings, films and video projections.
The first staging of this composition was in
1993, after his death, at the Museum of
Contemporary Art, of Los Angeles. Thereafter,
from 1993 to 1995, the Menil Collection
(Houston), the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum
(New York), the Art Tower Mito Contemporary Art
Center (Japan), and the Philadelphia Museum of
Art have exhibited hundreds of artworks and
objects borrowed from different museums and
collections, through a computerized process of
random distribution (ROVER) realized by Andrew
Culver and Cage. The exhibition has thus
traveled and changed as in a constant flux.
Inspired by Joyce’s novel, Finnegan’s Wake,
from which he took the term Rolywholyover,
Cage gave life to a cyclical and circular
composition based on indeterminacy, on the
dynamic revolution, and on the simultaneity of
events. Without center or boundaries, a chance7

See: David W. Bernstein and Christopher Hatch (eds.), Writings
Through John Cage’s Music, Poetry, & Art, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2000).
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generated score determined the periods of
display and the placement specific of artworks.
Therefore, according to a computergenerated score, this exhibition re-configured
the museum galleries three times a day
throughout the exhibition period, by moving
walls, by adding, matching, taking away or
changing the location of the artworks. With the
idea of creating an exhibition in constant
change, which did not allow to see the same
thing twice, this composition broke with
traditional approaches to the museum
exhibition. Moreover, while he put into
discussion the ontological sense of exhibition,
the artist laid also the foundation for the
fortuitous and random encounter between the
work and the spectator, thus anticipating the
current considerations on the phenomenological
museum experience.
Although this is not a collection’s
presentation, but a temporary and traveling
exhibition, the aleatory and synchronic nature of
this show is an emblematic example of the
concept of holistic exhibition. In fact, within an
exhibition context, the position of each artwork
plays a fundamental role in the process of
aesthetic creation. Thus, by considering the
exhibition as a system not reducible to the
simple sum of its parts, but to the “specific
organization of its supports between them”
(Barbier-Bouvet, 1983: 17), the narrative power of
the artworks’ outfitting deserves now more
attention.

A game of chess with the museum
The museum would cease to function as a
place of celebration, of commemoration, of
consecration, of legitimacy, to become [...] a
place of experimentation, a playground, an
open field to all forms of labor and critique
operations (Damisch, 2000: 23).
The Museum of Modern and Contemporary
art of Geneva, the MAMCO, 8 opened in 1994 in a
former factory of physics instruments (SIP). Since
the beginning, Christian Bernard, 9 the MAMCO’s
director, conceived it as an ambitious project:
“[…] a system of exhibitions related to each
other” (Bernard, 2007: 84). The ontology of the
8

See: Christian Bernard, “Le musée exposé”, in Les lieux de la
muséologie, edited by Pierre Alain Mariaux, (Brussels: Peter Lang,
2007).
9
Christian Bernard has created and directed the MAMCO for more
than 20 years, from 1994 to 2015. In 2016 Lionel Bovier took over
the direction of the Swiss Museum.

museum’s concept is here called into question;
in this sense, we have to consider the Museum
not only as a mere architectural container but as
an aesthetic and conceptual device which
generates a network of artistic propositions
connected each other. Until now, the MAMCO has
been an “exhibition structure” containing
exhibition places that must be understood as
spatial archetypes.10 However, beyond the
spatial and conceptual set-up, typical of this
museum, the exhibition logic that characterizes
its permanent collection deserves a specific
reflection.
Since the beginning, Bernard has tried to
create a democratic exhibition space able to
propose new, possible and unusual aesthetic
encounters. This museum “shows the shows”.11
Better yet, the MAMCO’s exhibition logic has
staged the possible forms of display, thanks to
the variations of setting mode. Underlying this
exhibition logic there are the concepts of
multidisciplinary, experimentation, matching,
dialogue and unexpected encounter with the
public. In this museographic framework, the
outfitting of the collections has arisen from the
concept of temporary exhibitions. In most cases,
temporary and “permanent” exhibitions have
occupied the same space; this has thus allowed
artworks to interact each other, without a real
aesthetic and spatial delimitation or a status
distinction, and within a democratic and not
hierarchical space. In this sense, over the years,
the MAMCO’s collection has become a kind of
virtual, imaginary and likely library. From this
example, we may consider the general concept
of Collection as a collecting of possible
exhibitions. The museum collection is thus, first
of all, a set of artworks that could give rise to
feasible
exhibitions.
Endless
exhibition
possibilities as much as the number of
collection’s works.
In this sense, the cycle of exhibitions
Rolywholyover
(2007-2009),
organized
by
Christian Bernard at the MAMCO, is an
emblematic example of temporary shows arisen
from the collection, that in addition exploit the
10

Pamela Bianchi, Espace de l’œuvre, espace de l’exposition. De
nouvelles formes d’expérience dans l’art contemporain, (Paris:
Connaissances & Savoirs, 2016).
11
See: Christian Bernard, “Le musée exposé”, in L’Art
contemporain et son exposition 2, edited by Elisabeth Caillet,
Catherine Perret (eds), (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2007); Marie-Luz Ceva,
“L’art contemporain demande-t-il de nouvelles formes de
médiation ? ”, in Culture & Musées, n° 3, Les médiations de l’art
contemporain, edited by Elisabeth Caillet & Daniel Jacobi (eds),
2004: 69-96.
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power of random outfitting to draw an aleatory
narration. This series of exhibitions enters into
the museum’s exhibition policy which featured,
three times a year, a new interpretation and a
new redrawing of the permanent collection. Each
re-hanging of the collection was drawn as a
sequence organized in exhibition cycles whose
title indicated the general theme and reflection
below. Starting from the desire to create a
project in progress, this museum has thus staged
a sort of constant movement, a constant
revolution. In this form of conceptual movement,
artworks were relocated within a new narrative
scheme which gave them new identities and new
shades. Regarding Rolywholyover, Bernard
decided explicitly to take advantage of John
Cage’s random logic to install the works of the
museum collection. Without any form of
organization or subjective order, and without an
explicit narrative will, the works were arranged
according to an ephemeral and random process
which created unexpected visual and conceptual
matchings.
We chose the biggest room, and we defined
a number of boxes it could have held. We
assigned a number to each box and to each
work, then we drew lots to match boxes and
works. In the remaining empty space, we
then hung all labels, in order of
appearance, from left to right, from top to
bottom. (Bernard, 2015).
Taking up the Cage’s set-up protocol, which
left to chance the staging of the relations
between the works, Bernard has therefore tried
to redefine the very principle of the exhibition.
In fact, the encounters produced by the random
association have allowed combining works
having historical, logical, form and status
differences. Constantly evolving, Rolywholyover
has been a work in progress exhibition that
showed to the public the polysemy and the
polyphony of images, of references, of dialogues.
From this study, key concepts emerge.
Proximity, juxtaposition, and works’ matching
become the vocabulary of the MAMCO’s narrative
skills. The simultaneity of different shows
sharing the same space, mentioned before,
stages
particular
combinations,
often
unforeseeable, between works whose value,
status, and function, differ depending on the
“narration” in which they appear. This
juxtaposition
between
temporary
and
permanent logic makes the museum a workshop

8

of
democratic
experimentations,
thus
distinguishing it from the rigid spatial separation
typical of the most traditional museography.
In
particular,
this museum
policy
conceptually
evokes
Hubert
Damisch’s
reflections 12 on the value and role of the works’
installation in the aesthetic identification
process. In this sense, his project Moves: Chess
and Playing Cards with the Museum 13, directed in
1997 at the Boijmans Museum in Rotterdam,
reflects the importance of the chance encounter,
of the random staging, and of the explicit game.
This exhibition, the fifth of the series of
temporary exhibitions arisen from the museum’s
collection, was spatially and logically organized
like a game of chess and cards. Placing around
thirty paintings and sculptures on a giant chess
board, and grouping other paper works on the
principle of the card game distribution, Damisch
metaphorically visualized the concept of
randomness. In doing so, the art historian has
suggested the unpredictable side of the unusual,
temporary, and casual matching, thus creating
unexpected dialogues between works and
spectators. The iconological approach, that here
emerges with clarity, reminds the organizational
logic of Malraux, Warburg, and more recently of
Georges Didi-Huberman or Jean-Hubert Martin.
In any case, the result is a dialogue between the
historical and artistic value of a work and its
formal and literal nature. The viewer is thus
invited to experience a diachronic dimension
which does not take effect if not in reflection of
its synchronic dimension, and vice-versa.

Conclusion
Moving away from a mechanistic view of the
works’ arrangement, intended as a neutral form
of a visual and conceptual concatenation of
artistic objects, we have to consider the act of
showing in its transitive sense: put on display,
allow to be seen and perceived, presented in a
way to attract the attention. In this sense, the
mere action to install elements in a specific
place becomes a symbolic act, it turns into an
act which establishes value and meaning to the
object exhibited. For each installation, a specific
work thus acquires a specific identity which
12

See: Hubert Damisch, L’amour m’expose, (Paris: Yves Gevaert
éditeur, 2000); see also: Marc-Olivier Gonseth, “Le dépôt, la
vitrine et l’espace social”. In Les lieux de la muséologie, edited by
Pierre Alain Mariaux, (Bruxelles: Peter Lang, 2007).
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For further information, see: Yve-Alain Bois, “Moves”, in
Artforum, vol. XXXVI, n°4, (Dec. 1997): 114-115.
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changes every time depending on the stylistic,
aesthetics, and spatial matchings, or exhibition
contexts. In this sense, it is precisely the act of
the combination that gives rise to a form of
exhibition. Consequently, the terms of this
combination become symbolic devices that
influence each other. Seen from this point of
view, each artwork could thus play the role of an
associative term for the artwork that flanks. The
organization of an exhibition, beyond the
underlying narrative that directs it, could thus
depend on the Warburg’s “law of the good
neighbor”, according to which, in a library, the
solution of a problem is contained not in the
book we seek, but in the next one.14
The mere construction, devoid of aesthetic
intention, would be, therefore, impossible to
achieve. Install, hang, hold, are thus actions
which could presuppose an aesthetic movement
able to generate new readings, new experiences,
new stories. It is an aesthetic neighborhood,
where one affects the other and vice versa,
within a context deliberately not narrative.
However, use a computerized program to install
artworks, without an implicit sense, logical,
conceptual or narrative, is in itself an ideological
choice which implies an exhibition approach
almost iconological.
From these considerations, a concept of
artwork emerges evoking the Umberto Eco’s
notion of open work. The work would be an open
system, in continuous progression, which
evolves according to its movements, its chains,
its installations, and even according to the
exhibition contexts and to the flanked works. It
seems thus impossible to display twice the same
thing or the same object, without thereby
undergoing conceptual, aesthetic, or simply
abstract changes. Faced with this unveiling, the
random installation of Cage, as well as those of
the Maison Rouge in Paris or of the MAMCO in
Geneva, become theaters of the possible.
Revealing the multifaceted nature of the
artworks, and highlighting their role as semantic
devices, the random installation allowed the
viewer “play a game of chess” with the concept
of Collection, of Narrative and Shows.
Finally, by highlighting the implicit formal
autonomy of the works, these computer
installations have paradoxically underlined the
dependence of the work to the context and the
exhibition process. With a clear non-narrative

will, these rewritings based on the concept of
randomness have, on the contrary, made evident
the implicit narrative power in the very act of the
show.

14

Giorgio Agamben, Image et mémoire : Écrits sur l’image, la
danse et le cinéma, (Paris: Éditions Desclée de Brouwer, 2004).
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"Historiographic Irony":
on Art, Nationality and In-Between Identities
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Abstract
The paper deals with questions of identities of native Israeli artists who chose to live out of the
country, or to move back and forth to and from it. It asks about the ways these wanderings are reflected
in their artwork. "Historiographic Irony" is a hybrid notion, combining criticism of historical narratives
concerning the Israeli state with ironic artistic expression.
The article discusses the work of four contemporary artists who produce artworks in diverse
techniques, such as video, performance and installation art. Yael Bartana, Erez Israeli and Tamir Zadok
are artists who constantly deal with Israeli nationality and history in their artwork, using ironic
components. In comparison, I examined the works of Mika Rottenberg, who is now a New York based
artist. She is concerned with global social issues and neglected specific national identity altogether. All
of them use visual irony as a means of reflecting and criticizing society.
The analysis was done in awareness of the life stories of the artists, in an attempt to trace the ways
they establish their identities through their art. I pre-supposed that these identities will be shaped in the
in-between space of being an Israeli citizen and a citizen of the world. I asked how ironic expression
appears in their work, what kind of irony do they use and in what ways does it serves them.
The methodology combined visual analysis, interviews with the artists and analyzation of
secondary discourses in the media. As theoretical background I used various fields of knowledge such
as literature and language studies, Sociology, and Visual Culture studies. Definitions of Irony from other
fields of knowledge were adjusted to art review and analysis.
The findings point out that visual and artistic irony has many different goals in the use of
historiographic fiction. It can bind an artist to his homeland and native society, or it can help to detach,
or to heal the breaches in the in-between space. In comparison, when a detachment from any
identification with a native origin occurs, the subjects of ironic art become cosmopolitan and ahistorical.
Keywords: irony, identities, visual art, Israel, mockumentary.

Introduction
In this article I would like to offer some
ideas, arguments and interpretations relating to
works of visual art containing elements of what I
refer to as “historiographic irony”. I will attempt
to characterize the “historiographic irony" that is
unique to the art of young Israeli artists, for
whom Israeli history and culture are a source of
inspiration and a formative basis for their works.
Additionally, I will try to show how artists who
grew up in Israel, but reside outside her borders
today, employ this irony to deal with their
complex identities.
My research is based on contemporary
visual artworks that were created since 2001. I
examined the body of works of three artists: Yael
* Faculty of Arts, Kibbutzim College Tel-Aviv, Israel

Bartana, Tamir Zadok and Erez Israeli for whom
Israeli nationalism is a clear and recognizable
part of the content of their work, and how they
deal with this through ironic elements. In
comparison, I will discuss some examples from
the works of Mika Rottenberg, an artist whose
definition as “Israeli” is subject to examination,
and I will ask what is different about the social
and historical attitudes projected in her work.

Methodology
I chose a qualitative methodology based on
socio-visual analysis: decoding and interpreting
the signs and symbols that appear in the social,
cultural and historical meanings of visual
imagery. I did this through interpretive analysis
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of visual texts supported by interviews with the
artists, secondary texts in the media and online,
as well as theoretical discourses that I extracted
from relevant disciplines such as literature,
philosophy and cultural studies.
The following analysis of artworks will
develop interpretations by linking the content of
ironic works with historiographical-social
themes, derived from an awareness of the
artists’ biography and an attempt to trace the
ways in which they construct their identities.

What is 'Historiographic Irony‘?
“Historiography” as opposed to 'history', is a
way to write and understand history in a manner
that conveys one of many possible truths, and
depends on the interpretive vantage point of the
researcher. The term 'irony' (εἰρωνεία; Eironeia)
was investigated as a concept that often appears
in oral, verbal and written representations of
language. 1 Lacking proper references from the
arts I used the different verbal definitions of
irony in order to explain visual and artistic
phenomena.
Paul de Man described irony as an idea that
eludes any definition; he noted that even the
most renowned authors who studied it failed to
fully capture its meaning (De Man, 1996, p. 163-5).
Wayne Booth reached the conclusion that the
spirit of irony, if depleted to the end, can destroy
and dismantle any subject that touches it.
Therefore, a discussion of the rhetoric of irony is
necessary to avoid negativity for its own sake,
while searching for a different meaning of the
term in an attempt to understand its positive
contribution to cultural discourse (Booth, 1974).
Indeed, Margaret Rose formulated a version of
irony that has a positive meaning and which
contributes to the personal, human involvement
of the user (Rose, 1979).
The first century Roman theorist Quintilian
defined 'verbal irony' as a linguistic trope in
which a person says the reverse of what he
actually intended. This type of irony is largely
represented by the sentence: "the stated
meaning is the opposite of the implied meaning"
(for example: the phrase "What a wonderful day!"
when said on a day of storms and floods). In
contrast to this simple structure, linguistic
researchers Tobin and Israel defined irony as a
1

Basic research in the history of the concept was done by Thomson
(1926), Dyson, (1965), Muecke, (1982) and Enright (1986). Claire
Colebrook’s (2004) extensive book presents the structure and history
of irony and postmodern practices based on it.
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phenomenon consisting of at least two
viewpoints: that of the speaker and that of the
receiver. This "double audience," initially
interprets the situation as simple, then
immediately afterwards, connects to the
speaker's ironic intention as it "zooms-out" to a
higher viewpoint, which allows the extraction of
an ironic meaning from what has been said. “In
this interpretive process, a meaning is assessed
from one viewpoint (the ironized) and then,
simultaneously or a little later, re-assessed to a
higher viewpoint (the ironic)" (Tobin and Israel,
2012, p. 28). ‘Romantic irony’, is characteristic of
Schlegel’s writings (1797), as “a sudden bursting
of the individual out of himself and then his
immediate return to skepticism and self-irony”.
"Romantic irony marks the poet as being, at the
same time, subjective and objective, inside the
work and outside of it, both creating and
watching all at once" (Ofrat, 2011).
Historiographic irony, therefore, is a
concept that refers to the links between the
personal to the political and the historical that
are created in ironic works of art. In the present
study, this is analyzed through works of art that
rewrite Jewish-Zionist-Israeli history in an ironic
and critical manner.

Identities in the process of change
The aim of this study is to ask why irony
appears as a common strategy in the works of
young Israeli artists and what role this irony
serves. Historical irony is revealed as an
effective means of relating to a familiar
historical narrative which undergoes change by
turning around its social conception. That is why
I formulated a number of assumptions which I
would like to examine here.
The first assumption is that the source of
historiographic irony is post-traumatic stress, a
constant and persistent element in Israeli
society, which has worsened especially among
the generation who experienced the euphoria of
peace between the years 1992 to 2000, and was
disillusioned with the outbreak of the second
intifada in 2001. The sons and daughters of this
generation commenced their activities in the art
world at the beginning of the decade. Trauma is
shaped in their art as visual forms of sobriety,
disappointment, shock, nihilism, and emotional
alienation. The irony in this case serves as a
distancing away from a subject and as a way to
express a negative outlook in relation to the
figure of irony, namely the State of Israel. I will
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illustrate this idea through works by Yael
Bartana.
The second assumption is that artists
refrain from expressing feelings of caring and
solidarity with the Israeli-Zionist experience in
response to the internal politics of the art field
in which they are expected to convey more
universal, complex messages in the realm of
artistic inner discourse. Therefore, these artists
demonstrate solidarity with what is happening in
the country through the use of visual irony,
because it preserves a degree of differentiation
and sophistication, but nevertheless touches
upon national content. I will illustrate this
through the works of Tamir Zadok and Erez
Israeli.
The third assumption is that the recurrent
situation of emigration and return which is
typical of the millennial generation leads to less
stable place-attachment and cultural belonging.
The multitudes of youth that wander away from
the country are phenomena that can be
described as an Israeli rite of passage. This can
occur in the "big trip," following their release
from the army, in the transition to higher
education abroad, or in residency projects for
artists. This may also be the result of searching
for a better economic future in a globalized
world and the relocation of new immigrants who
leave Israel to countries that had been perceived
as more financially promising - all these are
phenomena which oppose the development of a
world view which is committed to one place, and
thus encourages ironic approaches that offer
relative protection for the vulnerable, exposed
core of the soul. The result of these internal and
external wanderings is increased exposure to
the narratives of other cultures, and the
development of empathy with the constructive
stories of subcultures in which the wanderers
find themselves.
The last assumption deals with global space
and the forms of transfer and acquisition of
knowledge and information in the postmodern
world. When any form of "truth" also
encompasses a variety of competing truths, you
cannot produce an artistic statement committed
to only one point of view. The ability of irony to
shift between at least two viewpoints is a useful
tool for representation of relative perceptions,
transience and randomness, which characterizes
the view of postmodern world. This approach
often leads to a complete disregard of Israeli
identity and the adoption of an alternative

identity as a "universal person," which ironically
examines global themes that are not committed
to a place or a defined political space, as I will
show through the works of Mika Rottenberg.

Socio-Visual Analysis and irony
The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard
argued in his well-known essay On the Concept
of Irony with Continual Reference to Socrates
(1841), that irony is a tool that serves someone
who seeks to leave himself outside the object of
reference, so that the ironic criticism does not
obligate him to commit to anything or take
responsibility for change (Kierkegaard, 1965).
This approach, which defines irony as a
distancing tool from the given object and as a
way to express a negative outlook in relation to
it, will be considered in our discussion of works
by Yael Bartana.
Contrary to this negative view of irony, the
American philosopher and scholar of social
thought Jonathan Lear (2003) concluded that
irony is not sarcasm, which he defined as
defensive, but superficial humor, and that you
can gain "serious" insights from it regarding
caring and inter- human involvement. Thus, Lear
illustrates how in the writings of Kierkegaard,
irony is used to produce the most accurate
meaning which was intended by the sender, and
therefore has a vital therapeutic role. Lear
claims that irony means to casts doubts about
any certain truth, asking fundamental questions,
and exposing "obvious" and transparent beliefs.
Casting doubt points to the tension between
arrogant ambitions and the realization of them
that underlies the establishment of societies.
Hence, the deep questions asked by irony are
indicative of a serious meaning rather than
aimless cleverness. In any case, irony must
undergo a process of restraint and conversion in
order to glean a positive personal and/or social
meaning. This approach is reflected in the works
of Tamir Zadok, and also to some extent, in
those of Erez Israeli. Both artists employ irony to
create emotional distance precisely because of
their caring and deep involvement in society.
Questioning their foundational beliefs stems
from a desire to change the status quo in order
to improve society, and not as a statement of
utter despair.
The American philosopher Richard Rorty
also saw irony as a tool for personal and social
change. In his important book Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity (1989), Rorty paved the way
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for understanding of the contribution of
literature and the arts to the liberation of the
individual on one hand, and to the
establishment of social solidarity on the other.
Rorty's philosophy is based on a stance that
rejects external and metaphysical sources to the
notions of truth, justice, ethics and other
philosophical concepts that are seemingly
absolute. For him, there is no useful distinction
between values and social beliefs, and facts, and
therefore human inquiry cannot be subject to
any constraints except those of discourse, i.e.,
only the agreements which can be reached
within a social framework.
About the concept of "truth," Rorty wrote
that it is based on the contingent, that is,
random and constant change rather than a
stable, absolute or metaphysical core. When any
form of "truth" also has a variety of competing
truths, you cannot produce an artistic statement
committed only to one point of view. The ability
of irony to vacillate between at least two points
of view is a useful tool for representation of
relative, temporary and contingent perceptions,
those which characterize the views of the
postmodern world. Following Rorty, I will try to
show how historiographical irony expresses the
impermanence and relativism of historical truths
in the networked postmodern space, in which
access to information is unlimited, and for every
point of view one can also find alternative ones.
For example, understanding that Israeli identity
is not uniform and it contains multiple subidentities is characteristic of the hyperconnected thinking in our global world. These
reasons can cause a generation of artists, who
are producing works in the second decade of the
millennium, to see things in a broader
perspective. Distancing and estrangement from
the Israeli place produces in them new insights
regarding their Israeli identity as well as their
world citizenship.

“Historiographic meta-fiction"
In her influential books, Canadian literary
scholar Linda Hutcheon, delves deeply into the
politics of irony. One of the key concepts that
Hutcheon introduces is: "historiographic metafiction". 2 According to her, in postmodernism,
2

An example of "historiographic- meta-fiction" is a postmodern
architectural structure which ironically quotes elements that resemble
Greek columns, but it is self-conscious about the impossibility of the
imitation of the classical model. This awareness is made clear by the
use of contemporary materials such as plastic that mimics marble,
materials that reveal the fake and point to the predictable failure in an
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artistic fiction and history are texts that
correspond with one another, and thus gain
equal status, by reprocessing the past in terms
of a parody (Hutcheon, 1988: 122-123). The
researcher claimed that the tools used to re-visit
or ‘recreate’ history are different artistic
expressions, such as photography, video,
painting,
dance,
literature,
music
and
architecture.3
Hutcheon’s discussion of historiographic
metafiction provides an effective theoretical
framework for analyzing the works of Mika
Rottenberg. The bizarre and comical fictions she
creates relate to internationally recognized
forms of organization of corporate work.
Rottenberg 'recreates' these structures by means
of parody in order to reexamine them. Her
parodic videos shed light upon fundamental
issues such as the exploitation of cheap labor,
mistreatment of women, inadequate working
conditions, marketing manipulations in the
world of compulsive consumption, and more. As
an artist who completely moved away from the
Israeli narrative she shows a global and ahistorical sensitivity that can be produced
anywhere on the planet, regardless of the origin
of the artist.

Tamir Zadok: Attached to the place
Tamir Zadok represents for me an artist
affiliated with the Israeli place, attached to it
with every fiber of his being. His criticism of
Israeli culture and society stems from his careful
observation that is filled with humor, but is also
compassionate and loving. Although he did leave
on short stays as an Artist in Residence in Turkey
and Paris, his home port is in Israel, and to this
day, he has never left the country for long
periods. His criticism is kept within "the family"
and his works make use of irony to avoid
sentimentality, while their sensitivity is
nourished by solidarity with the human and
socio-political space in Israel.
In Gaza Canal (2010) 4 Zadok created a
video-collage mockumentary 5 that tells the story
attempt to reconstruct history. The “quote” is stating a culturally
reflective and ironic comment about both ancient and contemporary
times.
3
Hutcheon, Linda, 1988. A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory,
Fiction, New York and London: Routledge.
Hutcheon, Linda, 1994. Irony's Edge: the theory and politics of irony,
London: Routledge.
Hutcheon, Linda, 2000. A theory of parody: the teachings of twentiethcentury art forms, Urbana: Illinois UP.
4
https://vimeo.com/12130736
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of the emergence of an imagined island that was
isolated from the "Gaza strip" by a canal created through the help of international
donations and Israeli entrepreneurship. The
alleged island becomes a thriving tourist site
and a symbol of international peace. Art critic
Galia Yahav wrote about this work that the
sarcasm in it is sharpened in every frame, in the
soundtrack, in the structure and in the deepest
inner meanings. “These are a pungent nine
minutes, witty to the point of being venomous,
rife with pastiches and parodies about a
‘securitism’ loaded with money, about apolitical
sweet talk […] of lying to the people, of
synthesizing a normalized history, cleansed of all
elements of the phlebotomized bloody conflict"
(Yahav, 2010).
In this work, Zadok tried to decode the
artificial production process of a national
historiographical image. He traced the aesthetics
and rhetoric of a well-known genre of short
"recruited" propaganda films in order to turn
their meaning upside down. Zadok describes the
intention behind his art: "In this work, humor
becomes a means of coping with a difficult
reality. It exposes the laundering of words and
actions in a way that you are unable to
distinguish between real and fiction. Using the
same
rhetoric
tools
creates
ethical
contemplation: Is it possible to create an
alternate reality, even if no moral or ethical
question is being asked? I indulge in this option;
it is a tool that I feel comfortable with" (Zadok,
interview, Tel Aviv 2015).
The irony in this work is apparent through
the use of visual language, editing and
soundtrack which are stylized in the same
manner that appear in the “audiovisual shows”
genre, which is common at “visitors’ centers".
These
audiovisual
spectacles
form
an
intersection between leisure tourism and mass
education through a well-laundered narrative.
They make use of historical records,
photographs and documents possessing a
semblance of authenticity and historical
accuracy. But their use is manipulative and the
ironic observer is expected to be aware of the
relativity of the historiographical “truth” which is
aggressively marketed to him.
Despite the irony and scathing social
awareness of this video, it does have optimistic
tones and it inspires hope for the realization of
5

A mockumentary is a type of film or television show in which fictional
events are presented in documentary style to create a parody.

this utopian dream in a future alternative reality.
This work, which went viral on the internet
during the war known in Israel as “Operation
Protective Edge” (Gaza strip, 2014), is actually
comforting in its practical proposal for a better
future in the Middle East region.
The conclusions drawn by Rose (1979) and
Lear (2003) that "serious" insights can be
generated by irony in terms of caring and
personal
and
human
involvement
are
compatible with Zadok’s proclamation that "in
terms of tactics there is a difference between
irony and cynicism, which I perceive as a lack of
compassion. In my works, there is always a love
of human beings. I do not gloat over the misery
of others, but act out of compassion. My position
is not cynical, rather, it stems from a place of
deep caring"(Ibid.).
In his solo exhibition held at the Rosenfeld
Gallery in Tel Aviv in 2014 (Forefathers), less
ironic works were already on display. "At some
point, I got tired of being funny," Zadok stated in
our interview. Referring to his work: Jewish
Wedding in Morocco made following Eugène
Delacroix’s famous painting by the same name
(1841), he said that what interested him was the
cultural disappearance of Jewish life in Morocco;
the cultural eradication of the Moroccan, or
Diaspora Jew, which was the result of their
immigration to Israel. This work found its way to
the viewers’ hearts and was sold in several
copies. The artist concluded that by shedding his
ironic perspective, this actually allowed more
people to connect with and enjoy the work, and
that this new phase of his artistic development
represents "a kind of maturity" (Ibid.). Zadok's
involvement with the historiography of the state
of Israel is fed, then, from his personal
experiences, and relates to the country out of a
sense of belonging, solidarity and a desire to
change it for the better.

Yael Bartana: Double Identity
Yael Bartana's career took off at the
beginning of the 21st century as result of a series
of video works that critically examined the
“tribal” texts of Israeli identity affected by
militarism and aggression. On her website, she
describes the nature of her work as dealing with
the “politics of memory” (yaelbartana.com). Her
starting point was a critical approach to public
ceremonies and "social distractions," as she
defined them, which nourish the Israeli national
identity and aim to endorse the collective
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identity of the Jewish State on the basis of a
repetitive ritual. For example, in her work
Trembling Time (2001), she explored the
standstill of all cars during the minute of silence
on Memorial Day, photographed from a bridge
overlooking the Ayalon Highway, in the midst of
Tel Aviv. In this video, the artist touches upon
the Holy of Holies of Israeli identity, in a
documentary gaze which is apparently
indifferent, yet it awakens thoughts about
identity, collectivism, cultural obedience and
mobilizing masses through sweeping convictions
in the necessity of constant sacrifice, for the
sake of the continuity of Jewish survival in the
national context. Her gaze in this early work is
neither ironic nor critical. Instead, it can be
described as detached, not engaged in any way
other than as a spectator, and certainly not
sentimental.
Between the years 2006-2011, Bartana lived
and worked in Poland. In 2011, in the 54th Venice
Biennale, a well-known international mega art
exhibition, the artist presented her art project at
the Polish Pavilion, as the only Polish
representative that year, a decision that
provoked
both
discomfort
and
much
embarrassment to Israel. Nowadays she divides
her time between Tel Aviv and Amsterdam, but
the Israeli art scene considers her as one of its
most important and brilliant representatives and
her work is regularly displayed in major
museums and galleries in Israel. Bartana's
double identity is expressed in works created
since she moved to Europe, as opposed to her
earlier work that focused mainly on Israeli
reality.
Yael Bartana’s “Polish trilogy” entitled And
Europe Will Be Stunned, is a monumental video
creation, superbly staged, filmed and edited in
three-parts, that engages in the imaginary
activities of a Jewish renaissance movement,
calling for the return of 3.3 million Jews back to
Poland – the number of Jews that resided there
before World War II. In this work Bartana
tightens her use of the expressive tool of the
propaganda-documentary film genre, in the
spirit of Soviet Socialist Realism, in order to
mold an ironic statement about the ethos of the
pre-State tradition of Jewish settlement known
as “Wall and Tower”. Bartana stated in an
interview that the purpose of the work was to
"challenge the status quo both in Israel and in
Poland, to see which ghosts and demons
emerge, and understand what it says about
Israel and Europe" (Yael Bartana, Reshef, 2012).
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The first chapter of the Polish trilogy is Mary
Koszmary or Nightmares, shot in 2007. Bartana
defined the goals of the video as an
"examination of complex systems of political
and social relations between Jews, Poles and
other nationalities in the age of globalization"
(yaelbartana.com). A young Polish activist
delivers a speech in the Polish National Stadium
in Warsaw in front of a huge arena of empty
stone benches. A circular view of the camera
reveals the absence of the imaginary audience
and the abandoned and neglected space. The
sound echoing the voice of the speaker
emphasizes the emptiness. The camera jumps in
quick cuts between extreme close-ups on the
speaker’s face and the empty space. The
cinematic void is parallel to the lack implied in
the text of the speech – raising the viewers’
awareness of the three million missing Polish
Jews who were murdered in the Holocaust. The
speaker’s fiery speech, which is reminiscent of
popular melodramatic Nazi rallies, uses the
structure of Nazi propaganda films in order to
press on sensitive spots of Israeli national
identity as well as those of the Polish. Israeli art
historian Gideon Ofrat noted that Nightmares is
a striking instance of the use of irony in Israeli
art. "It goes without saying: no man in Poland
ever made this kind of call, and also the artist post-Zionist as she is – doesn’t advocate for a
“Jewish return to Poland”. Yael Bartana is an
impostor, and irony is the intellectual and
creative tool she uses in her deception" (Ofrat,
2011).
The video appeals equally, but differently,
to the Israeli and Polish experience. This film
evokes the Polish longing for Poland's cultural
boom days when a prosperous Jewish
community thrived there, but it also reflects
anti-Semitic anxieties about the return of Jews to
Poland and their claim to property that was
stolen during the Holocaust. The speaker’s direct
call for a Jewish return to Poland confronts the
Polish viewer with his/her humanistic-globalist
pretensions that have characterized Europe in
recent decades. On the other hand, the IsraeliZionist viewer grapples with the question of
returning to the Diaspora, a threatening and
disturbing issue that was discussed during the
sobering period after the second intifada which
caused many Israeli youths to seek their futures
elsewhere. Yael Bartana’s ironic videos and her
suggested “return to Europe” are saturated with
deep disappointment and despair over the
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Zionist dream, originating from trauma and
disillusion of the peace dream of the 1990's.
On a personal level, it appears that for
Bartana, who then took her first steps as a
European, this video amplifies personal
questions about immigration, belonging and
identity, that without the mediation of irony, are
probably difficult to confront and to process.
Irony, which serves as a “distancing device from
the object of reference" in the words of
Kierkegaard, helps her to disengage from her
Israeli national identity and find an alternative in
the form of a national Polish-European identity.
In the second chapter of the trilogy, Wall
and Tower (2009), a scene depicting the
construction of a Wall and Tower settlement
takes place in the heart of Warsaw, using all the
familiar cinematic clichés that viewers have seen
before in Israel propaganda Zionist films,
depicting the rise and construction of Wall and
Tower communities. In this work, in which the
pathos reaches its climax, Israeli actors appear
alongside Polish ones. The camera caresses the
young, innocent faces which are full of
ideological vision, as dramatic, festive and
uplifting choral music plays in the background,
following the conventions of the genre. She
deliberately produces congestion and excess of
cinematic means to the level where irony is
distinct.
Comparison
between
this
mockumentary
film
and
an
original
documentation of the time indicates highlighting
the individual - artificial - heroic perspective
versus the naive collective spirit of the original
film.
This creation, which consolidates into one
the artificial and invented Polish-Jewish identity,
is designed in great detail using common
fictional icons like the symbol the young
pioneers are wearing on their chests and
sleeves, comprised of the top half as the Star of
David and the lower half the Polish Eagle, as they
build the settlement of Warsaw.
The rhetoric irony described by Quintilian
which produces a statement encompassing the
opposite meaning, reaches its enhanced and
staged
climax
in
this
chapter.
The
impersonation, in the words of Gideon Ofrat,
responds to suggestions for solving the IsraeliPalestinian conflict, echoing the international
discourse, such as the return of the Jews to
Europe, their "true homeland", according to
some narratives, and stirs contemplation about
the possible consequences of this return.

The concluding chapter in this piece,
Assassination (2011), involves members of the
JRIMP: the Jewish Renaissance Movement in
Poland - a movement that was invented and
established by Bartana. In this video, the
members of the group mourn over the
assassination of their leader; their ceremony
resembles the structural pattern of Memorial
Day rallies in Israel, and is also similar to
ceremonies that take place during the visits of
Israeli
youth
delegations
to
Poland,
commemorating the Holocaust. The reference to
Prime Minister Itzhak Rabin's murder, which
appears in the final chapter of the trilogy,
exploits the most traumatic event of the Israeli
tribal fire by turning it into an idealized text,
saturated with universal messages of Western
and European Enlightenment, acceptance of "the
other" and humanistic openness. The slogan
accompanying the ceremony: "We shall be strong
in our weakness" - represents in a nutshell all
the psycho-social ideas of
Jewish-Zionist
nationalism.
Throughout the trilogy, Bartana appeals to
Israeli viewers directly while bypassing the Poles
and Europeans, communicating with them
through schemes, ceremonial patterns and
formal rituals known only to them. The
construction of wall and tower settlements,
youth delegations to Poland and the
assassination of Rabin are cultural events that
their historiographic irony can only be fully
understood by Israelis.
Bartana's dialogue with her cultural origin
does not cease, then, in all of her work. Rather, it
becomes more complex and refined over the
years. The irony she employs runs through a
transformation and becomes more subtle
alongside her emergence and development as
an artist and as a person. This facilitates the
transitional phase from defiance to acceptance,
and from there she moves to contain her own
“otherness” as an immigrant, a woman and an
artist.

Erez Israeli: The Wandering Jew
In the beginning of the new millennium, the
artist Erez Israeli became identified with the
Israeli ethos and the fundamental myths of
masculinity,
military,
bereavement,
commemoration of the fallen, and national
historical memory. The subjects that he dealt
with back then were the relations between the
individual who is drafted into society, and the
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arbitrariness of this society’s demands for
sacrifice. Deliberately, and often defiantly, Israeli
questioned the mechanism of glorification of the
soldier's symbolic body and projected it on his
own body, in order to disrupt and dismantle the
founding symbols by means of ironic-tragic
redundancy.
His work Sewing made in 2004, shocked
sensitive viewers with a frontal picture of
sticking a needle and thread back and forth into
his chest, meant to sew a round memorial
wreath of red gerbera daisies into his skin (a
symbol of grief over fallen soldiers in Israeli
tradition), only to rip it off in front of the
camera’s eye afterwards. Since then, the act of
suturing the body has become a recurrent motif
in his work. Similar to Yael Bartana at the
beginning of her career, the artist brought to
consciousness the inherent theatricality of
memory and commemoration ceremonies. Also
like her, Israeli chose to touch upon the Holy of
Holies of the local culture, to stimulate critical
thinking and awareness of what seemed a
natural part of every Israeli citizen’s life.
However, in contrast to the distant gaze of
Bartana, Israeli is entirely involved in the
ceremony, even to the point of sewing memorial
flowers onto his own skin.
Irony is not absent from Israeli’s works of
this period, but it is "romantic irony", which
sanctifies the world of the individual subject. The
individual is both the object of irony and the
ironic critic. The first decades of Israeli culture
hallowed emotional restraint, roughness and a
preference for commitment to the collective.
Erez Israeli, on the other hand, is all about
sentimentality and emotionality of the
individual. Irony is used here as a mediating tool
in the gap between these collective and
restrictive attitudes and the flux of sentiments
and abundance of emotions of the individual
artist as a man and as a former soldier. Here it is
helpful to turn to Schlegel’s definition (1797) of
romantic irony: “a sudden bursting of the
individual out of himself and then his immediate
return to skepticism and self-irony”. Even though
Israeli's works are focused on his own private
world - they range from self-pity as a tragic
figure and a sobering, ironic vision of himself –
they are set against the background of the
culture in which he lives. He exposes his
collaboration with militaristic and security ethos,
while subverting his own social construction as a
soldier, one that caused him great personal
suffering. It appears, then, that his way of
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dealing with that suffering is by using emotional
congestion on one hand, and irony on the other.
In 2009, Israeli embarked upon an
exhaustive search for his Israeli-Jewish roots of
anxiety, and from there, it was a short path to
the “immediate suspect"- the shadow of the
Holocaust which hovers over any private or
political activity in Israel. The exhibition Friday
Night (2010) that was shown at the Givon Gallery
in Tel Aviv marked a turning point in his work. In
the gallery space, the video work Jewish Lesson
(2009) was screened, which features Israeli
making a yellow badge in the style of a television
host demonstrating a handicraft, and then
sewing it onto his body. The video is staged and
edited in the style of the 20s silent films. The
images in the film are cut rapidly while the
background music is a swinging melody played
by a "Big Band" – a sweet sound that matches
the spirit of the times and enhances the ironic
gap between form and content. The cinematic
and musical contexts call to mind the powder
keg of Europe between the two wars, in which a
pluralistic, decadent, pro-Jewish and pro-gay
atmosphere prevailed, while the seeds of
destruction of these two populations had
already been sown. The alienation created
between the means of audiovisual expression
and the historical baggage of the yellow star
intensifies the irony and reflects the artist’s
doubts about the possibility of an Israeli-Jewish
identity that you can sew in "a few simple
lessons" according to a "do it yourself"
technique. Here, Israeli raises again the debate
over national identity, but this time, a struggle
between Zionist-Israeli identity and Jewish
Diasporic identity is added.
In recent years this shift in identification
was expressed in the artist's relocation and work
in Berlin. His perception of himself as a victim of
the society in which he lives shifted from the
victimization of a man-soldier in Israeli society
to “otherness” as a foreigner, Jew, homosexual,
an Israeli and an artist living in German society.
Each of these identities is in conflict with
hegemonic currents of European-German
"purity". Life in Berlin stirred in him the need to
look at German society and history and examine
its anti-Semitic and racist stereotypes. His multidimensional foreignness has had an impact on
the content of Israeli’s works and influenced the
nature of irony he expresses.
Untitled (Mensch und Sonne - Man and Sun),
2013, is comprised of a series of six photographs
from the Nazi propaganda book by Hans Surén
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written in 1936, that was a bestseller in its time
and sold hundreds of thousands of copies. The
book calls to the "Aryan" race to venture out into
nature and expose their remarkable toned
bodies to the sun and to the world. It is written
like a manual and demonstrates, sometimes
with photos of Surén himself, how to maintain
the integrity of the Aryan body by exercising
outdoors. Israeli inserted into the pages of the
book a photomontage depicting his own body,
mimicking the exact poses of the photographed
German model. This strategy of inserting a
contemporary image into an archival object in a
pseudo-historical manner produces a semblance
of historical truth in order to raise skeptical
questions about authenticity, impersonation,
imitation and manipulative historical narrative.
In this series, the artist continues to explore
issues loaded with historical baggage using his
personal bodily experiences. When he
appropriates the German physique as if to say: "I
am just like you" or "I look like you", he defies
the stereotypical belief that a Jew cannot have a
sturdy and muscular body. By means of the
ironic comparison between his Jewish body and
the German man's body in the book, Israeli
grapples with anti-Semitic dogma of the weak
and frail Jew, and turns it upside down. At the
same time, he confronts his own origin society
by raising the Israeli-Zionist view of manhood
based upon models of "Aryan" masculinity. In
this work, then, irony is a means of coping with
Jewish tragic history from a more self-assured
and amused perspective.
These days Israeli shuttles back and forth
between Tel Aviv and Berlin and continues to
display his work in museums and galleries in
Israel, while at the same time, he is developing a
career in Europe. The identity that emerges from
his work in recent years is that of the Wandering
Jew, not necessarily attached to one country or
another, but definitely anchored in Jewish
culture and tradition. At the same time, he
cannot or does not want to sever ties with his
Israeli habitat in which he was born and raised.
The center of reference in his work has been
transferred from Israeli identity to Judaism, but
Zionism's founding ideas still permeate it, either
consciously or unconsciously. The physical
identification with the German body and the
connection between masculinity, physicality and
the Holocaust appear as a “diluted vaccine” with
which Israeli seems to inject himself so that he
can be accepted, or integrate into German

society and accept himself as such. The irony he
employs allows him to keep his distance and a
lack of solidarity with the German historical
narrative, while it also enables him to get closer
to his own personal identity story comprised of
all his identities.

Mika Rottenberg: Global Identity
Mika Rottenberg's biography encompasses
three continents and three national identities.
When she was eleven years old, her parents
immigrated to Israel from Argentina. She was
raised, educated and matured in Israel until the
beginning of the third decade of her life. At the
start of the millennium, she moved to New York,
where she completed a BA and a MA in Art and
began to immerse herself in the New York art
scene. Almost overnight, she was accepted as
one of the brightest and most celebrated
representatives of American art, and ever since
that time, she lives, creates and exhibits her
work in the state of New York.
Rottenberg represents a universal identity
without a defined national identity; the topics
with which she is concerned are global, feminist
and anti-corporate. Her criticism of the
exploitation of women is expressed in the work
she exhibited at the Venice Biennale (2015)
entitled NoNoseKnows. According to Rottenberg,
the exploitation of women across the globe is a
sophisticated apparatus to which women
succumb for many different reasons, but they
are always shown in her works as confined
within a rigid structure activating them in an
artificial and patterned way. In a video interview
in 2014, while she was preparing a new work for
the Biennale Art Museum in Taipei, Taiwan, the
artist stated: "In my work I combine spaces
together, thinking about the whole globe as a
single place... the results of cause and effect one thing happens on one side of the world and
I don’t know how that affects things on the other
side of the world. I’m trying to create a kind of
visual connection between things."6
In a filmed interview conducted by the art
website Art21, she explains in detail her fields of
interests to viewers. She deals with images and
representations of American consumer society,
and commercials for unnecessary consumer
products. "I'm in love with infomercials. As an
artist, the way they talk about objects is
6

Ian Cheng 2014. Interview: “TB2014_Mika Rottenberg”, Taipei Fine Arts
Museum (online).
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fascinating to me," she said in the same
interview.7 The language she uses to describe
her works, alongside with the subjects that
interest her are bluntly detached from any
Israeli reference. She is a-historical in the
context of our discussion, even though she is
completely ironic and political.
In the context of our discussion on
nationalism, Rottenberg represents a "control
group" of Israeli artists who completely
abandoned the Israeli national-historical
narrative, and prefer to correspond with global
themes. In some of her biographies that appear
on websites which represent her, Rottenberg's
affiliation with Israel is omitted from her CV. In
interviews, she presents herself as an artist
based in New York, but her work is displayed in
museums and prominent art sites throughout
the world. She has no desire to be represented
by a gallery in Israel, and her target audience is
American and international.
Despite all this, the Israeli art scene refers
to Rottenberg as "one of us". From 2013-2015, her
work was exhibited in the Israeli art collection of
the Tel Aviv Museum, and occasionally, she is
displayed in other prestigious showrooms in
Israel. A comprehensive assembly of her video
works was also exhibited at the Israel Museum in
Jerusalem in 2013 (Squeeze). 8
Rottenberg’s Jewish-Israeli identity as an
artist is, therefore, not easy to detect. For me, it
is possible to identify her as Israeli only in the
deep structure of her artistic language, for
example: questioning and skeptical thinking,
sarcastic irony and higher critical thinking,
human
solidarity
and
compassion
–
characteristic of all the works I explored.
The contingency of truth, which Rorty
pointed out, is seen here as representing the
viewpoint of those who are unable to see the
existence of truth or another reality except for
the one inside which they are trapped. In this
respect, Rottenberg is a "liberal ironist", as Rorty
defines it, someone who demonstrates simple
human solidarity with any person who is
oppressed and trapped, no matter his or hers
national or cultural origin. Rottenberg's
"cosmopolitan irony", therefore, occurs when the
artist does not identify with a specific historical

narrative, culture or place, but expresses an
identity of a “universal person”.

Conclusions
It seems, then, that historiographical irony
has diverse and sometimes contradictory goals.
At times, it allows attachment and connection to
a specific place out of social involvement,
human solidarity, compassion and a desire for
positive change (Zadok). From another angle,
irony is a critical examination of historical and
political themes in the original cultural context
that allows touching the national in order to
detach from it and engage in international
discourse (Bartana). In the case of wandering
back and forth between two cultures, irony
mediates the changing identity and serves both
for remote or critical observation and also for
attachment – to the original society as well as
the host culture (Israeli, Bartana). Sometimes,
the reference to the source is deleted
completely and only the universal, transnational
and international reference remains. In this case,
irony is contingent and aware of the relativity of
perspective; it is also liberal and promotes
solidarity with every human being as such
(Rottenberg).
It is evident that in the reality of the second
decade of the millennium, artists who grew up in
Israel no longer see themselves as obligated to
set down their roots in the physical place, or
identify with the dominant narratives of JewishIsraeli culture. For various reasons they travel
the world and adopt secondary or intermediate
identities, which encompass Israeli identity
along
with
other
national
identities.
Nonetheless, the interest in Israel as a source of
reference has not expired, and artists express it
in different ways. Even when they bother to deny
or ignore their ancestral origins, the structural
depth that is characteristic of Israeli culture still
seeps into their works. These elements are
difficult to define and formulate, but it is easy
for Israelis to feel them. As a 'rule of thumb' it
can perhaps be said that they are comprised of a
mixture of playfulness and daring, sober-minded
world-view, acute critical thinking, selfdeprecating humor, human solidarity and
compassion.

7

Miller, Wesley and Ravich, Nick, 2013. "Mika Rottenberg and the
Amazing Invention Factory", art21.org (online)
8
The exhibition site, Squeeze, Mika Rottenberg, a solo exhibition, The
Israel Museum, Jerusalem (online).
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A Five-Dimensional Approach to Conceptualizing the Interplay of Image,
Emotions, and Senses
Kwok, Yin Ning*
Abstract
The chief objective of this paper is to show in what ways the interplay of image, emotions, and
senses can be conceptualized and analysed by adopting a five-dimensional approach. By doing so,
different kinds of emotional and sensorial engagement with images, especially painting and their
origins can be traced in the process of art reception during which an embodied multisensory perception
of images and the interaction of emotion and cognition are carried out as well as the interplay of the
senses in the process of constitution of meanings and feelings. The five dimensions from which
sensorial and emotional engagements take place are the expressed, which is what a painting’s general
message understood by the viewer; the dimension of the method, which includes the methods,
techniques, or approaches adopted by a painter to represent the expressed; the dimension of the
picture, which is the painting itself as an object showing the presented features on the canvas or on a
surface as a denotation system presenting the pictorial cues of the painting; the dimension of the
unfolding process, which is carried out by the spectator when unfolding the development of a painting’s
pictorial features; and the dimension of the dwelling process, which encompasses the effects or
emotions experienced by the spectator as induced in the process of contemplating a painting. The
major scholarly works selected in this paper are Ernst Gombrich’s Art and Illusion; Nelson Goodman’s Of
Mind and Other Matter; Alberti’s On Painting; Svetlana Alpers’s The Art of Describing; Norman Bryson’s
Vision and Painting; Gilles Deleuze’s Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation; and Michael Fried’s
Absorption and Theatricality. These scholarly analyses bring light to the cognitive, sensorial and
emotional engagements taking place on the five dimensions.
Keywords: painting, art reception, sensorial experience, sensational engagement, emotional
reactions, and feelings.

Introduction
The major argument of this paper is that art
reception and visual perception are complex
mechanism involving cognitions, emotions, and
sensations which can be understood and
analyzed on five dimensions. By doing so, this
paper not only lays out an organizing
categorization to analyze the interplay of
artworks and art viewers but also introduces an
approach to analyzing such a complexly
intertwining process through which different
kinds of cognitive, emotional and sensational
engagement with artworks, especially painting
can be understood. The five dimensions are the
expressed, which is what a painting’s general
message understood by the viewer; the
dimension of the method, which includes the
methods, techniques, or approaches adopted by
a painter to depict the represented; the
* The University of Hong Kong

dimension of the picture, which is the painting
itself as an object displaying the visual features
on the canvas or on a surface as a denotation
system or as a depiction by presenting the
pictorial cues of the painting; the dimension of
the unfolding process, which is carried out by
the spectator when unfolding the presentation
of a painting’s artistic elements; and the
dimension of the dwelling process, which
encompasses
the
effects
or
emotions
experienced by the spectator as induced in the
process of unfolding the painting’s artistic
elements while contemplating a painting. This
five-dimensional model is inspired by scholars
whose works analyze art reception in different
aspects. The major scholarly works selected in
this paper are Ernst Gombrich’s Art and Illusion;
Nelson Goodman’s Of Mind and Other Matters;
Leon B. Alberti’s On Painting; Svetlana Alpers’s
The Art of Describing; Norman Bryson’s Vision
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and Painting; Gilles Deleuze’s Francis Bacon: The
Logic of Sensation; and Michael Fried’s
Absorption and Theatricality. These scholarly
analyses bring light to the artistic appreciation in
terms of the interplaying relationship between
the artwork and the viewer and the intertwining
experiences involving cognitions, emotions, and
sensations which take place on the five
dimensions.
I argue that by adopting this fivedimensional
approach,
the
extremely
intertwining and tangling process of art
reception can be traced to a high level of clarity,
i.e. to know from where the experiences emerge
and to which place those experiences go while
looking at paintings. When we say the following
expressions, we are not clear about from where
our sensations, emotions or cognitions emerge
and about to which place they go. The examples
of our emotional expression are as follows.
“This painting makes me sad because it reminds
me of my childhood unhappiness.” “I feel happy
when I’m looking at this painting because it
shows a very delightful event of life.” “I’m very
attracted to this lady in the painting and I can
look at her forever because I keep wondering
what happened to her so that she has such a
depressed look on her face. I am strongly
fascinated.” “I feel very amazed because I am
experiencing a journey while unfolding the
development of the brushstrokes in the painting.
Following the lines of each brushstroke is like
following what the artist was doing while
painting this work. I feel the artist’s trampling
heart was pounding and feel his/her bumpy
breaths. Sometimes, I can feel his/her anger,
tranquility, excitement, etc.”
From these
expressions, we would all agree that sad, happy,
fascinated, angry, tranquil, and amazed are
emotions.
Other emotional expressions are more
related to our cognitive thinking and sensorial
perception. For example, “It feels very painful
for me to look at this painting because the
representation of all the depicted entities is not
based on linear perspective and the entire
pictorial construction is not correct.” “It is very
wonderful to look at this painting because the
color is so pure and powerful that I forget all the
trouble I have in my life. I feel very calm and
overwhelmed at the same time while looking at
this painting.” It is for sure that thinking about
linear perspective and pictorial ways of
representing things requires our cognition; and
that being calm and overwhelmed while sensing
26

powerful colors are an experience of our
sensation. All of the above could happen for the
same person at the same time or within a very
short period of time while looking at a painting.
Since there is so much going on, it is very
difficult to understand what exactly is
happening. My five-dimensional approach is a
way to help understand how these tangled up
and complex experiences can be analyzed and
traced in terms of the five dimensions.
It should be emphasized that all the five
dimensions are not separated, not mutually
exclusive, not hierarchically different but
interrelated and intertwined with each other. It
is exactly because they are so interrelated and
intertwined with each other that my fivedimensional approach is an organizing and
analytical structure to unfold the extremely
complex viewing process during which different
experiences come into play at the same time,
and to get to see how they grow on and interact
with each other. In other words, although my
five-dimensional approach may look like a
stratifying approach to analyzing them, this
approach is actually inferring that our thoughts
(cognition), feelings (emotion), and sensorial
perception (sensation) cannot be separated. The
focus of this study is not to answer the question:
What does it mean by these adjectives (sad,
happy, painful, calm, fascinated, angry, tranquil,
overwhelmed, pure, powerful, etc.)? It is also not
to analyze how the environmental context when
viewing a painting (the lighting, the physical
place exhibiting the painting, etc.) can affect the
viewer’s experience; and not to go into the
further details of the mechanism in which
particular experiences of art reception emerge
and evolve. This is because the mechanism is so
complex that the analysis of each experience on
each dimension would be too huge and long to
be put forth in one paper.
The major contribution of this paper is to
give an analytical structure and investigating
framework in order to further examine art
reception and viewing experience when looking
at paintings. By using this framework our
epistemological understanding of art reception
and painting can be widened and deepened to a
degree which is much larger than what can be
understood by adopting semiological approach
that we understand the viewing process and
experience in art reception mainly within the
scope of the signifier and the signified. For
example, the dimension of the expressed
embraces the signified, while the dimension of
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the method comprises the signifier. However,
the other four dimensions cannot be
incorporated into the semiological framework.
In other words, adopting my five-dimensional
approach to analyzing art reception is to make a
paradigm shift in an epistemological way when
comparing it with the well-agreed and commonly
used paradigm based on semiology.
This paper will put forth the five dimensions
in the following sequence. Before diving into the
five dimensions, it is important to understand
the relativity between art creation and art
reception. The latter is the focus of this paper.
Ernst Gombrich’s inspiring idea of image making
and image reading which highlights the
interactive relativity of the artist’s artwork and
the spectator’s viewing experience. Gombrich’s
relativity lays down an important fundational
structure for us to understand the five
dimensions which is adopted to further analyze
art reception in terms of cognition, emotion, and
sensation. After having had the foundation of
Gombrich’s relativity, the first dimension of the
expressed is developed as I am inspired by
Goodman’s idea of the what and the how. He
foregrounds the epistemological relativity
between what a message that a painter intends
to convey and how s/he conveys the message.
This inspired me to make a distinction between
what is experienced by the viewer and how the
viewer experiences what s/he experiences. His
relativity of the what and the how is further
explained in terms of his ideas of the worlds and
visions in a plural form.
Such a plural
understanding sheds light on the dimension of
the expressed as a general message that a
painting is understood or experienced by the
viewer. It also explains in what sense people
may have many different or contradictory
experiences while looking at the same painting
because there are worlds instead of the world as
argued by Goodman.
Usually, people’s
expressions of what they feel (calm, absorbed,
sad, etc.) and think are induced by the general
message as expressed in a painting.
The other four dimensions are more
specific than the dimension of the expressed.
My analysis of Alberti’s discussion of linear
perspective in terms of its geometrical and
mathematical method for pictorial construction
will bring about the second dimension of the
method which usually arouses so much cognitive
investigation; especially when the viewer is
loaded with conventional practices in traditional

European painting. Basing on such tradition, the
viewer may experience discomfort or even
‘headaches’ while looking at a painting without
correct linear perspective. My discussion of
Alpers’s examination on the visual natures of the
describing objectivity in Dutch realism will bring
about the dimension of the picture which lays
down the foundation for the fourth and fifth
dimensions of the unfolding process and the
dwelling process. This is because when the
surface of a painting is paid attention to so much
that it is transformed to be ontologically
independent as a picture by itself, then the
painting becomes an independent physical
surface on which the viewer focuses.
Once the viewer pays so much attention to
the tiny minute details of all the pictorial cues,
his/her viewing process can deliberately become
an in-depth unfolding process of the pictorial
cues, i.e. dimension of the unfolding process.
This dimension is developed when I am inspired
by Bryson’s idea of durational temporality in his
analysis of the logic of gaze and the logic of
glance. Moreover, Alpers’s investigation helps to
understand Deluze’s idea of sensation as some
direct experiences without going through the
cognitive faculty in our brain. This is because
only when the picture becomes the viewer’s
focus, do the physical properties of a painting
(like color and non-representational features)
become directly impactful to the viewer. Then,
the fifth dimension of the dwelling process in a
sensorial way can be experienced. However,
there is a very different side of the fifth
dimension to which I relate Fried’s idea of being
absorbed and of theatricality, i.e. the dwelling
process in a theatrical sense. In this sense this
dwelling process is totally opposite to the
dwelling process in a sensorial way because the
theatrical one requires the least level of the
viewer’s attention paid to the painting’s surface
while looking at a painting. Instead, the viewer’s
focus is on the drama or theatrical effects as
induced by the pictorial features in order to
attain the highest level of being absorbed and of
theatricality. Paying his/her attention to the
painting’s physical surface as an ontologically
independent entity would lower or kill the
feasibility to dwell onto or to be absorbed into
the scene theatrically depicted in the painting.
In other words, the dimension of the dwelling
process in a sensorial way and in a theatrical
sense are very different as the former is based
on the viewer’s very high level of attention paid
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to the painting’s surface but the latter is the
opposite, even though a strong sensational
viewing experience can happen both in a
sensorial way and in a theatrical sense.
To embark the journey of the five
dimensions in order to see from where our
cognitions, emotions, and sensations emerge
and to which place they go while looking at
paintings, I start with Gombrich.

Gombrich’s Interactive Relativity between
Image Making and Image Reading (in Art and
Illusion)
The relativity of art creation and art
reception is emphasized throughout Gombrich’s
book. While his “image making” is on the side of
art creation, his “image reading” is on the side of
art reception. There are emotions in the process
of creating an art work but this paper is
concerned about the art reception. Gombrich
emphasizes that before the process of image
reading, the viewer has already had conscious or
unconscious presuppositions or presumptions.
They are the conventions, traditions, intentions,
expectations, etc.1 He stresses that there is no
pure picture viewing or “pure seeing” or
“innocent eye” in the process of seeing during
which the viewer selects, discriminates,
differentiates, classifies, categorizes, modifies,
attributes, interprets, and/or articulates what is
infront of the viewer2 Seeing is a very complex
process. But Gombrich does not go into the
details from and to where, by what, and how the
viewer carries out this complex process of
seeing. This paper does not focus on the side of
image making/art creation but focuses on the
side of image reading/art reception. The fivedimensional approach is an attempt to fill this
huge gap and to clarify this big mystery on the
side of art reception, especially when it involves
our cognitive, emotional, and sensorial
perceptions. The question is: What is going on
during the process of seeing/image reading?
Adopting the five-dimension approach to
answering this question is a starting point to
locate where our emotions react to; to locate
which dimension(s) induce(s) our emotions,
cognitions, and sensations on the side of art
reception. The following scholarly works inspire

me to see and identify them on the five
dimensions.

The Expressed: Goodman’s Epistemological
Relativity between the What and the How
(in Of Mind and Other Matter)
If an art work is a representational system,
Goodman makes an epistemological distinction
between what the system represents and how
the system represents what is represented, i.e.
the what (what is told or represented) and the
how (the method of telling).3 He goes into
further details about “the-what” worlds and
argues that there is no one world but there are
In his own words, the
many worlds.4
represented is termed as ‘the world’ or ‘the
worlds.’5 He writes, “For there is, I maintain, no
such thing as the real world, no unique readymade, absolute reality apart from and
independent of all versions and visions.” 6 He
also writes, “Realism, like reality, is multiple and
evanescent, and no one account of it will do.” 7
This relativity does not lie in the epistemological
relationship between image making and image
reading,
like
Gombrich,
but
in
the
epistemological relationship between the how
(method of image making) and the what (the
represented or the world).
I agree with
Goodman’s distinction between the what and the
how but I want to emphasize that the aspects of
the What and the How in this paper are on the
side of art reception (image reading). What the
artist intentionally tried to say and how s/he did
that are on the side of art creation which is not
the concern of this paper.
Many experiences or emotions emerge on
the dimension of the expressed as related to
Goodman’s idea of the what. For example, “This
painting makes me sad because it reminds me of
my childhood unhappiness.” “I feel happy when
I’m looking at this painting because it shows a
very delightful event of life.”
These two
expressions of contradictory emotions (feeling
sad and happy) emerge from the same
dimension of the expressed. The first one
expresses something related to a sad childhood
3

Nelson Goodman, Of Mind and Other Matters, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, and London: Harvard University Press, 1984, p. 125.
4
Goodman, Of Mind and Other Matters, 1984, p. 127.
5

1

Ernst H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of
Pictorial Representation, Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 1969, c.1960, p. 89 and p. 205.
2
Gombrich, Art and Illusion, 1960, p. 223.
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Nelson Goodman, Of Mind and Other Matters, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, and London: Harvard University Press, 1984, p. 14, pp.
30-44, pp. 66-99, p. 127, p. 138, p. 143, p. 147, etc.
6
Goodman, Of Mind and Other Matters, 1984, p. 127.
7

Goodman, Of Mind and Other Matters, 1984, p. 130.
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scenario which induces the viewer to think about
his own unhappy past.
The second one
expresses some life scenario of delight which
triggers the viewer to feel happy. In other words,
there could be hundreds of different emotions
as experienced by the viewer but if their feelings
are induced from the same ‘origin’ as what is
expressed, their experiences can be traced on
the dimension of the expressed. In the case of
opposite experiences as induced by the same
painting, Goodman’s idea of the plural worlds
can ‘justify’ why the same painting triggers
people to have different or opposite emotions
because the relativity is also that there is no one
world but many worlds, thus the expressed can
be experienced in many ways.

The Method: Alberti’s Geometrical and
Mathematical Method for Pictorial
Understanding (in On Painting)
This section illustrates in what sense
Alberti’s On Painting is the mathematical and
geometrical method of representing nature or
the external visible world which induces various
experiences of art reception on the dimension of
the method. By doing so, this is to show that
Alberti’s conception of linear perspective helps
to clarify the exemplifying features on this
dimension from which the viewer’s experiences
related to cognition and emotion emerge while
looking at paintings. For example, “It feels very
painful for me to look at this painting because
the representation of all the depicted entities is
not based on linear perspective and the pictorial
construction is not correct.” This expression
involves feelings and cognitive analysis at the
same time. There are many pieces of historical
evident showing how much Europeans felt very
painful when they found the perspective of
Chinese paintings they saw incorrect.8 The key
point here is that no matter how much and why
the viewer finds the painting painful or
problematic, his/her experience is on or related
to the dimension of the method.
Although On Painting was meant to be a
product for painters as the book’s target reader
and its discussion addresses the painting
method as a product of a painter, his
theorization of linear perspective system has
been well known to common viewers in the
8

This is analyzed in detail in my PhD thesis entitled “The European
Reception of Chinese Painting and Calligraphy after 1600 and before
1860.”

West. Thus, viewers who are familiar with this
system would have experiences related to the
method of linear perspective commonly
practiced in traditional Western painting. In On
Painting, Albert writes, “I therefore ask that my
work be accepted as the product not of a pure
mathematician but only of a painter.”9
Throughout the whole book, Alberti expresses a
number of his ideas of what a painter should be
and should do. For example, he states that the
painter is like the Creator.10 He also writes, “I
want the painter, as far as he is able, to be
learned in all the liberal arts, but I wish him
above all to have a good knowledge of
geometry.”11 This kind of expressions illustrates
that his target reader is mainly the painter. After
his theorization of linear perspective system,
Western painting is commonly constructed
based on the system with which the viewer is
also familiar. He illustrates the painting making
process in three stages.12
Alberti’s concept of art creation has a lot to
do with his use of the phrase, “imitating
Nature”13 and what he writes about the practical
methodology of pictorial representation in
painting
is
highly
geometrical
and
mathematical.14 A big part of his theorization of
mathematical linear perspective in his work is
about the method of imitating Nature by
constructing perspective.
Since then the
practice of constructing a perspectival space has
been very common in traditional Western
painting. Thus, when we are talking about
pictorial features exhibited in a painting in terms
of its strong illusionistic effect of representing
three-dimensional objects and space on a twodimensional surface, we are usually referring to
9

Alberti, On Painting, 1991, p. 37.

10
11
12
13

Alberti, On Painting, 1991, p. 61.
Alberti, On Painting, 1991, p. 88.
Alberti, On Painting, 1991, pp. 54-58.

In On Painting, Albert writes, ‘We should apply ourselves with all our
thought and attention to imitating her [Nature].’ Quoted from Leon B.
Alberti, On Painting, trans. Cecil Grayson, 1972, Middlesex: Penguin
Books Ltd., 1991, p. 72.
14
As Martin Kemp puts it, ‘[Alberti] saw the geometrical construction of
space as a prerequisite for proper painting.’ Quoted from Martin Kemp,
The Science of Art: Optical Themes in Western Art from Brunelleschi to
Seurat, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990, p.21. And in Alberti’s
own words, In the very beginning of On Painting (Book 1), he writes, ‘In
writing about painting in these short books, we will, to make our
discourse clearer, first take from mathematicians those things which
seem relevant to the subject.’ Quoted from Alberti, On Painting, 1991,
p.37. Alberti also writes, ‘[painting is] completely mathematical,
concerning the roots in nature from which arise this graceful and most
noble art.’ Quoted from Kemp, The Science of Art, 1990, pp.21-22. In
Alberti’s model, the emphasis on geometry and mathematics is
obvious. Such a model of mathematical linear perspective had been
commonly practiced since the Renaissance.
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the effect ‘created’ through constructing a
pictorial three-dimensionality based on the
mathematical linear perspective theorized by
Alberti. On top of Alberti’s emphasis on the
mathematical
and
geometrical
threedimensionality, the phrase ‘imitating Nature’ as
used by Alberti is usually associated with the
idea of making a copy of Nature with a high level
of mathematical accuracy and with a strong
fidelity of geometrical three-dimensionality.
This is to say that his book is about the specific
method used by a painter to achieve this goal. It
thus also explains how the dimension of the
method comes into sight.
Alberti’s step-by-step ‘excellent method’ is
his mathematical and geometrical theorization
of how to construct a illusionistic pictorial space.
This means that Alberti’s On Painting focuses on
discussing the method of representing what a
painter tries to represent in a painting with a
high level of three-dimensionality which is in
terms of geometrical and mathematical
construction. Since his conception of such
construction emphasizes the specific methods
used by a painter to represent Nature, it affects
what the viewer experiences especially, on the
dimension of the method. Alberti, however,
does not address the issue of how the spectator
feels about his pictorial construction of
perspective nor what the spectator experiences
while
cognitively
understanding
linear
perspective. Thus, his inspiration to me is not on
the dimensions of the viewing and the
experienced. These dimensions are addressed
by the following theorists.

The Picture: Alpers’s Visual Natures of the
Describing Objectivity (in The Art of
Describing)
A big part of her book is concerned with
analyzing the visual qualities of describing
objectivity in detail when discussing Dutch
realism. 15 By focusing on the visual qualities
exhibited on a painting, she reminds us to pay a
very high level of attention to the painting
surface. When a painting’s surface is focused on,
the viewer may have a lot of emotional,
sensorial, and cognitive experiences as induced
by the visual qualities explicitly displayed on the
painting surface. For example, there are many
pieces of historical evident showing that most
15

Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth
Century, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983, p. xxiv, p. 26, etc.
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viewers found John Constable’s (1776-1837)
paintings puzzling, and felt very confused and
bewildered when they paid attention to his
paintings’ surfaces because his painting style
was not conventional (especially during 18021837) in the sense that he directly applied daps
of paint on the canvas and deliberately
exhibited his brushwork
in a very rough
manner.16 In the case of Constable’s
contemporary viewers, being puzzled and
confused were the feelings and experiences
related to the dimension of the picture.17
Moreover, when a painting’s surface is
focused on, the physical characteristics of the
surface are emphasized at the same time. This
leads to an emphasis on the painting’s physical
existence. When the physical existence of a
painting as an object is demanding attention, the
painting itself becomes an ontologically
independent entity that exists in front of the
viewer. Then the painting is thus also a physical
object called a ‘picture’ that is independent from
the image as embodied in it. The notion that a
painting is a physical object (a picture) sets the
picture apart as an independent entity in
relation to the spectator in the viewing process.
This notion thus brings light to the dimension of
the picture. As I have mentioned before, when
the viewer’s attention is paid to the surface, it
lays down a primary precondition for the
emergence of the dimensions of the unfolding
and the dwelling in a sensorial way, which will be
analyze after this session.
In her book, Alpers does not address the
issue concerning the relative relationship
between the method and the represented as
Gombrich and Goodman do. She also does not
discuss any questions about how the visual
qualities are experienced by the spectator from
the spectator’s point of view, or what the viewer
feels when paying that much attention to the
painting surface.
Instead, these questions
related to the viewing process are addressed by
Bryson who analyzes how unfolding brushwork
can induce the viewer’s experience of durational
time. I will also talk about Deleuze in order to
understand how the painting’s physical
properties or the non-representational pictorial
features on the painting’s surface induce the
viewer’s sensations and emotions directly
16

This is analyzed in detail in my MPhil thesis entitled “Concepts of
Realism and the Reception of John Constable’s Landscape Paintings.”
17
It requires another full paper to explain why viewers in the 20th
century would not feel the same when looking at the same Constable’s
paintings.
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without going through the cognitive faculty of
the brain. Deleuze unfolds this by explaining
Francis Bacon’s paintings in terms of direct
sensation. Thus, Alpers’s discussion is a critical
point for me to develop the fourth and fifth
dimensions of the unfolding process and the
dwelling process in a sensorial way. She brings
light to the painting’s surface and helps the
viewer to ‘transform’ it as an ontologically
independent entity so that the dimension of the
picture becomes obvious and significant.

The Unfolding Process: Bryson’s Viewing
Effect of Durational Temporality (in Vision
and Painting)
By explaining how the logic of glance
supports the viewer to experience durational
time through the process of unfolding pictorial
elements (particularly brushwork), Bryson’s
explanation sheds light on the dimension of the
unfolding process. Although Bryson focuses on
the viewing process and the experiences that the
spectator has in general, Bryson particularly
emphasizes the specific effect of experiencing
‘lasting’ time (durational time). By analyzing the
difference between the logic of the glance and
the logic of the gaze in painting, Bryson argues
that paintings of Western realism (in the logic of
the gaze) lack the effect of durational
temporality in that the spectator does not
experience time with lasting effect in duration.
According to Bryson, the painting of the
Glance entails two features which enable the
viewer to experience durational time. First, the
viewing process is socially contextualized.
Second,
the
durational
temporality
is
experienced by the viewer in his viewing
process. In contrast, the painting of the Gaze
does not entail these two features. Bryson
describes the painting of the Gaze as the
painting of the past or the sign of Death.18 But
Bryson does not explain in detail how or in what
way the painting of the Gaze cannot achieve
these two features. He only illustrates in what
way the painting of the Glance entails these two
features. He points out that the painting of the
Glance addresses vision in the durational
temporality of the viewing subject.19 In my
understanding, Bryson’s ‘viewing subject’ is a
particular state of viewing in which the viewer’s
18

Norman Bryson, Vision and Painting: The Logic of the Gaze, London:
The Macmillan Press, 1983, p. 89.
19
Bryson, Vision and Painting, 1983, p. 94.

viewing experience is carried out in a
continuously developing manner. This means
his/her viewing process is continuously
developing and changing because there is so
much being formed or seen consecutively in
sequence. If the sequence is long, then it means
that there are many developments or changes or
‘episodes’ as being unfolded when the viewer is
carrying out his/her viewing process. In other
words, while unfolding a long sequence in which
there are many ‘episodes,’ the viewer is not
gazing at the same thing for a long period of
time (the Gaze) but is glancing through many
‘episodes’ as being unfolded successively in
front of him/her (the Glance). Thus, the viewer
becomes Bryson’s ‘viewing subject’ who is
actively unfolding the visual elements
(‘episodes’). Such an unfolding process entails
an experience of durational time, which is the
logic of the Glance as argued by Bryson. That is
why experiencing durational temporality by the
viewer is the key to achieve the vision of the
Glance in the process of viewing a painting.
Based on Bryson’s analysis of durational
temporality, if a painting does not exhibit the
traces of brushstroke, then the viewer of the
painting cannot re-experience the formation of
the brushstrokes, and the durational temporality
cannot be experienced by the viewer. This
painting is thus a painting without durational
temporality. This kind of painting is the painting
of the Gaze.
Bryson goes on in detail about the
mechanism
of
experiencing
durational
temporality.
By durational temporality, he
means that the viewer experiences time in
duration while he is unfolding the traces of
brushstroke and all the details of their
formation. He argues that obviously displaying
the physicality of oil paint on the canvas of a
painting can bring about the experience of
durational temporality to the viewer when
viewing the painting. Such a painting is thus a
painting of the Glance. He notes that the
variable viscosity of the pigment has a strong
capability of showing the temporal trace. 20 This
kind of temporal trace entails the experience of
durational temporality.
Bryson argues that
showing the temporal trace in painting is a
‘structural way’ (his term “deictical expression”)21
20
21

Bryson, Vision and Painting, 1983, p. 92.

(‘structural way’ is my understanding of Bryson’s word ‘deictical
expression’ on p. 92. It basically means seeing painting as a semiotic
and somatic regime.)
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to transform the painting of the Gaze to be the
painting of the Glance in which the viewing
process is socially contextualized. But he does
not clearly explain how seeing the physicality of
oil paint as the traces of brushstroke can induce
experiences of durational temporality.
His
explanation is in his idea of ‘viewing subject’ on
which I have illustrated above. Bryson also does
not explain how exhibiting the physicality of oil
paint on the canvas can cause the viewing
process to be socially contextualized and
become a painting of the Glance. In short, when
the process of unfolding the traces of
brushstrokes and when their formation takes
place, then durational temporality can be
experienced by the viewer. Such a durational
temporality constitutes the painting of the
Glance.
Bryson’s “durational temporality” brings
light to the dimension of the unfolding process,
which carried out by the spectator when
unfolding the development of a painting’s
pictorial features.
An example of viewing
experience related to this dimension could be “It
feels very amazing that I am experiencing a
journey of the very process in which the entire
depiction is being formed while unfolding the
development of the brushstrokes in the painting.
Following the lines of each brushstroke is like
following what the artist was doing while
painting this work. I feel the artist’s trampling
heart was pounding, and feel his/her bumpy
breaths. Sometimes, I can feel his/her anger,
tranquility, excitement, etc.” In this expression,
how and what the viewer feels or thinks are
highly related to his/her unfolding process.
This would often be the case when the
viewer is looking at Chinese ink paintings with
very much brushwork in general and many
textural strokes in particular. 22 The spectator’s
experiences might be varied but they usually
would use descriptions like ‘full of animation
and vividness,’ and ‘a high level of vitality or
fluidity and resonance found in nature.’ These
expressions sound very broad but they could be
understood as the visual perception and viewing
experiences emerged during the process of
unfolding brushwork, which refers to the
dimension of the unfolding process.23
22

Textual strokes are meant to convey the visual textures or qualities
of the depicted entities by displaying usually dry and light ink
application. In that way, the viewer can trace the formation of each
stroke easily.
23
However, in my opinion, the process of unfolding the traces of
brushstrokes and their formation is not the only way to experience
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The Dwelling Process in a Sensorial Way:
Deleuze’s Logic of Direct Sensation (in
Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation)
The logic of direct sensation put forth by
Deleuze brings light to the dimension of the
dwelling process in a sensorial way. By analyzing
Francis Bacon’s paintings, Deleuze illustrates in
detail how the physical natures and nonrepresentational features of a painting works on
the viewer without going through the viewer’s
brain. Deleuze considers Bacon’s works as
paintings of sensation. While emphasizing the
nervous system, the body, the instinct, the nonrepresentational, Deleuze points out a particular
kind of viewing experience which is not about
what a painting is meant to say to us. In other
words, the signified meanings behind the
painting are not in the logic of sensation
because the signified meanings are understood
through the brain not the nervous system or the
body.
According to Deleuze, the physical
material properties of a painting (e.g. various
colors) do have direct impacts on the viewer
without going through the brain. What impacts
and what emotions could be induced by them is
another story. Deleuze emphasizes that direct
sensation acts immediately upon the nervous
He says, “Color is in the body,
system. 24
sensation is in the body, and not in the air.” 25 He
makes a distinction between two kinds of
painting in which the paint ‘speaks’ to the viewer
differently. He asserts that “some paint comes
across directly onto the nervous system and
other paint tells you the story in a long diatribe
“Sensation is what
through the brain.” 26
determines instinct at a particular moment.” 27
“Between a color, a taste, a touch, a smell, a
noise, a weight, there would be an existential
communication that would constitute the
‘pathic’ (non-representational) moment of the
sensation.”28
durational temporality.
For example, many Western landscape
paintings ‘lead’ the viewer to ‘go into’ the landscape/scenery depicted
in the painting. They are not like many Chinese landscape paintings in
which the viewer can unfold the traces of brushstrokes. Instead, the
viewer does have the feeling of wondering around in nature. Once the
viewer has the sense that he/she is wondering around in the depicted
scenery by unfolding various qualities of the scenery, the viewer is
experiencing the durational temporality as described by Bryson.
Unfolding brushstrokes is one of the ways in which the durational
temporality can be experienced.
24
Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, London:
Continuum, 2003, p. 34.
25
Deleuze, Francis Bacon, 2003, p. 35.
26
27
28

Deleuze, Francis Bacon, 2003, p. 35 and p. 36.
Deleuze, Francis Bacon, 2003, p. 39.
Deleuze, Francis Bacon, 2003, p. 42.
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An example of the viewer’s experience is “It
is very wonderful to look at this painting
because the color is so pure and powerful that I
forget all the trouble I have in my life. I don’t
think of anything in front it. I feel very calm
while looking at this painting.” Sometimes, we
hear people say, “I am so overwhelmed by what
is there even though I totally don’t understand
what it means. I just feel being taken over by it
without knowing what takes me over.” The
experiences of having calm emotion and of
being overwhelmed and taken over emerge from
the dimension of the dwelling process. It
requires the viewer to pay very much attention
to the painting’s direct physical properties like
colors and its non-representational pictorial
features without involving very much cognitive
thinking for understanding what the properties
and features mean. This is what I mean by the
dwelling process in a sensorial way.
Deleuze explains in detail how Bacon’s
paintings stop the viewer from intellectually
understanding the signified messages and how
his paintings engage the viewer to directly feel
and sense what it is in the painting as presented
directly on the painting’s surface. That is what
Deleuze calls ‘the logic of sensation’ in which the
viewer does not need to intellectually or
logically understand the painting if s/he wants
to experience the ‘pathic’ (non-representational)
moment of the sensation while looking at the
painting.
However, the next one is the
dimension of the dwelling process in a theatrical
sense which on the other hand, requires the
spectator not to do so. Otherwise, it would lower
or kill the experience of being absorbed and the
effect of theatricality.
What the viewer
experiences on the dimension of the dwelling
process is the effect of absorption and
theatricality.

The Dwelling Process in a Theatrical Sense:
Fried’s Viewing Effects of Theatricality and
Being Absorbed (in Absorption and
Theatricality)
Fried’s analysis of the viewing process in
three hierarchical levels of absorption and
theatricality brings light to the dwelling process
in a theatrical sense. The three levels are first,
the painting is “a representation of absorptive
states and activities” and the viewer gazes at the

painting intensively. 29 Second, the painting is “a
representation of action and passion” and the
viewer is captivated or absorbed through
experiencing a strong dramatic illusion (“stage
realism”).30 Third (the highest level), the painting
is not in front of the viewer because the viewer is
already absorbed into the painting (“the fiction
of physically entering a painting”).31 The viewer
‘forgets’ where s/he is and “a new subject” is
These three levels are on the
formed.32
dimension of the dwelling process generally and
in a theatrical sense particularly, which
encompasses the viewing experience or
emotions as experienced by the spectator in the
process of contemplating a painting and ‘going
into’ it.
From the viewer’s point of view, Fried
explains how a painting transforms the
represented into ‘the dwelled on’ and he
analyzes the whole process in great detail from
what is dwelled on to what is experienced. It
definitely takes time to attain Fried’s highest
level of theatricality at which the ‘new subject’
can be formed. Thus, the viewer needs to spend
some time to dwell on the depicted scene or
scenario in the painting or to contemplate the
painting for a while. His analysis of the effects
as experienced by the ‘new subject’ illustrates
the critical features of the dwelling process in a
theatrical sense on this dimension. For example,
“I’m very attracted to this lady in the painting
and I can look at her forever because I keep
wondering what happened to her so that she has
such a depressed look on her face. I am strongly
fascinated. It feels like she is right in front of
me, and like I am there with her in person too.”
The attraction and fascination emerge when the
viewer dwells on the scenario in the painting. It
is the ‘what-is-dwelled-on’ part which envisions
the dimension of the dwelling process. When
the effect gets so high that, the ‘what-isexperienced’ becomes totally theatrical (Fried’s
highest level theatricality and ‘new subject’), it
thus envisions the dimension of the dwelling
process in a theatrical sense.
On the dimension of the dwelling process,
the major difference between the sensorial way
and the theatrical sense is that the theatrical
29

Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in
the Age of Diderot, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of
California, 1980, p. 19, p. 21, p. 66, etc.
30
Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 1980, p. 75, p. 81, and the whole
Chapter Two.
31
Fried, Absorption and Theatricality, 1980, p. 118 and p. 122.
32
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one induces the viewer to see the depicted
entity or scenario and to understand the
meanings in this scenario but the sensorial one
induces the viewer to keep focusing on what is
mainly on the surface of the painting in order to
see and feel its physical properties directly. For
example, in the case of the sensorial way, the
viewer sees red mainly without thinking whether
it is blood or a lipstick impression. In the case
of the theatrical sense, the viewer sees blood or
a lipstick impression even though s/he is aware
that the color is red. In other words, the viewer’s
response in the sensorial way could be as
sensational as the viewer’s reaction in the
theatrical sense. However, Fried’s ‘absorption’
and ‘new subject’ emerge only if the drama of
the scenario and the theatricality reach a certain
level. To attain this level, it requires the viewer
to perform a high level of active cognitive
involvement and rational thinking in order to
bring about absorption effect and theatrical
engagement. Such a high level of cognition and
thinking is not required and should not be there
in the sensorial way as illustrated by Deleuze.
Otherwise, a direct sensorial impact on the
viewer’s body and nervous system cannot take
place.

Conclusion
I have argued that the five dimensions on
which cognitive, emotional and sensational
engagements take place are the dimensions of
the expressed, the method, the picture, the
unfolding process, and the dwelling process in a
sensorial way and in a theatrical sense. As
mentioned above, I came up with this fivedimensional approach after being inspired by
the six books that they are analyzed in this
paper.
By adopting this five-dimensional
approach, we can imagine that sometimes, one
dimension would be very dominant; but
sometimes, there would be more than one or
even all five dimensions which are in operation
together while our cognitions, emotions, and
sensations are in force at the same time.
The importance of adopting this fivedimensional approach is that without it, we can
still be able to identify thoughts, feelings,
sensorial experiences as emerged in the process
of looking at paintings but it is not clear where
they are from and where they are going and
reacting to. As I argue that the five dimensions
are the places from and to where our cognitions,
emotions, and sensations are. Being clear about
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where they are from and where they are reacting
to helps us see a fuller and clearer picture of art
reception and viewing experience. Based on this
fuller and clearer understanding, we can further
analyze a specific emotion or viewing experience
on a particular dimension.
Thus, our
epistemological understanding of painting can
be widened and deepened to get beyond the
well-agreed framework of the signifier and the
signified. Instead, painting is not only an image
signifying cultural meanings behind it but also a
platform of five dimensions on which complex
viewing mechanism takes place.
On the dimension of the expressed, we
see/read a painting in terms of the message as
conveyed to us in general. On the dimension of
the method, we become aware of what the
viewer feels about some particular pictorial
constructions or some ways of organizing the
depiction, which are highly related to the
painting method. However, on the dimension of
the picture, we get to know more about the
significance and the importance of a painting as
an ontologically independent entity.
This
enables the viewer to pay full attention to the
painting surface’s physical properties and its
pictorial
non-representational
features.
Certainly, they would induce the veiwer to have
experiences in terms of emotion, sensation and
cognition. Such experiences can be further
analyzed in relation to the painting surface as an
independent picture.
This dimension is a
precondition for the emergence of the final two
dimensions. On the dimension of the unfolding
process, we understand that unfolding pictorial
features of what is presented on a painting’s
surface entails the experience of durational
temporality which at the same time ‘re-presents’
what was going on with the artist while forming
the pictorial features. Finally, the dimension of
the dwelling process in a sensorial way and in a
theatrical sense gives us an in-depth
understanding about what happens when
people are contemplating a painting for a long
time. It does take time to attain the maximum
level of sensational dwelling even though it does
not involve our cognitive analysis or
understanding of what it means. Otherwise,
such an analysis or understanding would lower
or kill the sensorial dwelling process. However,
it requires very much cognitive analysis and
understanding for the viewer to dwell on the
depicted entity or scenario in order to be ‘inside’
the pictorial space.
When the viewer is
‘transported’ from a lower level of absorption to
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the highest hierarchy of theatricality, a ‘new
subject’ emerges in a theatrical sense. In the
state of being a ‘new subject’ the level of
theatricality is maximum and is at the climax of
such a dwelling process in a theatrical sense.
Although these two sides of the dwelling process
are opposite to each other in terms of our
cognition involvement, they both are on the
dimension of the dwelling and they both can be
very sensational.
As emphasized at the beginning of this
paper, the five-dimensional approach is an
analytical structure to investigate the complex
mechanism of the spectator’s viewing process.
After locating on which dimension(s) the viewing
experience(s) take(s) place, we can go into the
further details of each dimension and into

seeing deeper about how all of them affect and
interact with each other. All the five dimensions
are not separated, not mutually exclusive, not
hierarchically different but interrelated and
intertwined with each other.
This fivedimensional approach to analyzing the complex
mechanism of art reception and visual
perception in painting appreciation not only
helps us to understand but also facilitates us to
analyze these intricate human qualities as
revealed in the process of looking at paintings.
Adopting this five-dimensional approach is to
make a paradigm shift by which our
epistemological understanding of painting and
art reception can be much wider and deeper
than what can be understood by adopting a
semiological approach.
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Rhetoric, Spectacle, and Mechanized Amusement
at the World’s Columbian Exposition
Jonathan Mark Balzotti*
Abstract
This essay focuses on the disruptive qualities of public entertainment and public spectacle at the
1893 Columbian exposition. I use my analysis of different fairgoers’ responses to explore the ways public
spectacle, even in its most commercialized form, can lead to a rhetorical response from the audience
where alternative views of culture are made available. Rather than seeing spectacle as empty
theatricality, I argue that in certain cases spectacle may speak more loudly than plot, character, and
script. Just as the backdrop for a theatrical dialogue can change the story, so too can spectacle alter the
story being told, and, in the process, invite the audience to redefine and altogether change the
rhetorical text.
Keywords: spectacle, rhetoric, world exposition, ferris wheel, opsis.

Introduction
The story behind the inception of Ferris’s
Great Pleasure Wheel at the Columbian World’s
Fair in 1893 began at the Saturday Afternoon
Club in Chicago. Daniel Burnham, lead architect
of the fair, gave a speech in which he hoped to
motivate a group of American Engineer’s to
contribute a grand visual spectacle to the fair:
“What’s wrong with you scientists? Haven’t you
any sense of the unique, of the off-beat on a
grandiose scale? We must have something,
anything, that will make a publicity splash all
over the world” (“George Ferris’s Engineering
Marvel Turns” 47). Burnham’s comments, while
colorful, also reveal an underlying anxiety about
the fair and its success. Roman sculptures,
buttresses, grand staircases, all might promote
Burnham’s genteel Victorian vision for the fair,
but they would undoubtedly fail to attract
sufficient curiosity from a fickle 19th century
audience. In his study of world expositions, Paul
Greenhalgh points out that the act of displaying
culture or scientific progress had been a novelty
during the first part of the century, but by the
1850s it had become so normal as to make the
effort commonplace (41).
In addition, Harriet Monroe explains, the
country was far from universally in support of
the fair. East Coast newspapers, no doubt
jealous of Chicago, predicted a “cattle-show” in
the “porkpolis” (Monroe 218). Adding insult to
injury, the Paris Exposition Universelle had, only
* Brigham Young University

four years earlier, unveiled its colossal iron
giant, the famous Eiffel Tower, the tallest manmade structure in the world, arguably the most
provocative attraction at the 1889 Exposition
Universelle. This French symbol of progress and
modernity attracted throngs of spectators and
worldwide public fascination.
Compelled by anxieties over Chicago’s
provincial reputation, in addition to responding
to the widely successful 1889 Paris’s Exposition
Universelle, fair organizers asked American
engineers to create something that could, as
Daniel Burnham had put it, “make a publicity
splash all over the world.” In response to the
pressing exigency, many began submitting ideas
that exceeded the size and scope of Eiffel’s
creation. In fact, Eiffel himself submitted a
similar design, a larger version of his wroughtiron triumph, a tower five hundred feet in height.
But each idea was summarily rejected by the
committee. Mere bigness would not create
sufficient curiosity. The answer to Burnham’s
dilemma eventually came from a young bridge
builder named George Ferris. Popular accounts
say Ferris wrote on the back of his napkin a
design for a grand amusement ride, a giant
wheel that would collect 2,000 passengers inside
carriages the size of streetcars. The cars would
rise 300 feet in the air, high above the celebrated
Court of Honor and other fair buildings,
providing grand views of Chicago and Lake
Michigan. Ferris called his invention “The Great
Observation Wheel.”
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Figure 2. “The Big Wheel,” Hyde Park Historical Society
Newsletter, Spring 2000.

Suspended from two towers 137 feet in
height, the 4,300-ton steel wheel revolved
around a central axle with the help of two giant
steam engines. Like the industrial designer
Karim Rahid’s perfect form, the boundless wheel
moved as if in perpetual motion, lifting its cargo
to a height greater than the Statue of Liberty. In
addition to its mammoth size, the ride used
3,000 incandescent lights with globes of various
colors arranged around the outside of its wheel.
And behind its use of magnitude and luminosity
lay a unique rhetorical rationale.
The goal of this grand amusement ride was
obviously, in the first place, to enhance the
image of the fair through an association with
magnitude. Secondly, an impression of
originality could be felt, most powerfully,
through its design. A modern triumph of human
achievement, a symbol of urbanism and
modernity, the wheel gave fairgoers a chance to
experience modernity; the Ferris Wheel
connected modernity with play; it highlighted
Chicago’s
vibrant
urban
culture
and
entrepreneurial spirit. Spectators also had the
opportunity to see the fair from great heights,
giving each rider critical distance from the fair.
Even though among many of the organizers,
including Daniel Burnham, the fair seemed
designed to be an expression of Victorian values,
a classical utopia, the Ferris wheel directly
challenged these genteel cultural reformers by
creating a modern, urban vision for America’s
future.
Differentiated from classical forms by the
inclusion of modern materials and contemporary
design, the Ferris spectacle demonstrates a
human capacity for invention. The growing
literature on public spectacle and world
38

expositions has focused much of its attention on
the ways public spectacle serves to legitimize
hegemony through representation, colonialism,
and power. A good example of this kind of
analysis is Robert Rydell’s discussion of the
hegemonic
function
of
the
Columbian
Exposition’s “symbolic universe” (2). The limits of
this argument are demonstrated by the utopian
artifacts Rydell selects for his analysis; they are
distinctly hierarchical and serve to legitimize his
argument that public spectacles such as the
Columbian Exposition serve to reinforce social
stratification and social hierarchies. To study this
side of fair is to focus on the bourgeois
imagination, the institutional mechanism used
to reform and regulate public taste.
Others, like John F. Kasson, argued the
Columbian Exposition was organized mostly as
an expression of “a social and cultural elite
eager to re-create society in its own image” (17).
Certainly, organizers like Daniel Burnham, G.
Browne Goode, and Wilbur Atwater demonstrate
Rydell and Kasson’s argument. Goode, a
Smithsonian official, told reporters: “Though the
Museum undoubtedly loses much more than it
gains on such occasions, the opportunity for
popular education is too important to be
neglected” (Rydell 7). And Wilbur Atwater, a
politician from the Department of Agriculture,
believed the fair an opportunity for civic
improvement: “the exposition should not be
merely a show, a fair or a colossal shop, but also
and pre-eminently an exposition of the
principles which underlie our national and
individual welfare, of our material, intellectual
and moral status” (qtd. in Rydell 7).
On one level, then, the Columbian
Exposition can be seen as a rhetorical
expression of an elite group, an attempt to
imbue the material landscape with a romantic
nostalgia for the past and promote a particularly
hegemonic vision for its future. However, I hope
to show how the narrative of classism works
alongside a countervailing narrative that seeks
to challenge associations with the past. The
symbol of unchanging classical virtues on
display in the celebrated Court of Honor
conflicts sharply with the cacophony of sounds
and sights in the Midway Pleasance. In this essay
I examine these two competing master
narratives. The first promoting a “triumph of
hegemony,” organized to direct society toward “a
particular class perspective” (2). And the second
a far less heavy handed narrative endorsing
urbanism, amusement, modernity, and free
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enterprise. In pursuit of this second analytical
perspective, my general purpose is to show how
spectacle as a principle of stagecraft may speak
more loudly than plot, character, and script. Just
as the backdrop for a theatrical dialogue can
change the story, so too can spectacle alter the
story being told, and, in the process, invite
audience members to redefine and altogether
change the rhetorical text.

A Spectacle within a Spectacle
The whole of the Columbian Exposition
occupied some 630 acres, roughly one square
mile. But the famous Midway Plaisance, where
the wheel was erected, subsisted on only a small
strip of land running between 59th Street and
60th Street, extending west from Stony Island to
Cottage Grove Avenue—a small thing when
compared to the larger fair. Its neighbor, the
unblemished White city, with its Greek fountains,
Corinthian columns, domes, lagoons, and array
of Roman gods and goddesses, was designed to
transport audiences to a golden age of
civilization. The Midway, says cultural critic Phil
Patton, was “a motley set of entertainments
encamped like Huns before Rome” (46).
Consumer-based amusement, the Midway
contained a menagerie of sword swallowers and
fire-dancing pigmies, magic shows like “The
Houdini Brothers,” and amusement rides like the
Giant Ferris wheel. The novelty on display was
undefined, fantastical modernity. Henry Adams
remarked after riding the Ferris Wheel, “Chicago
asked in 1893 for the first time the question
whether American people knew where they were
driving” (22). The question posed by Adams
seems an important one, even if the answer to
such a question was, at that time, impossible to
define.
Though the original Midway design was
handled
by
distinguished
Harvard
anthropologist Frederic W. Putnam, he was
eventually replaced because fair organizers
worried about his approach to organizing the
amusement zone. In his place organizers hired a
theatre manager from San Francisco, Sol Bloom.
After being hired, Bloom told newspaper
reporters that his Midway would be remembered
as “the biggest thing of its kind ever known”
(120). In his autobiography, Bloom shows his
predilection for size and spectacle. During a visit
to the Paris Universelle, he describes the Eiffel
tower as a “wonder of wonders… the physical
and spiritual center of the international

Exposition which I had come to see” (105,
emphasis added). Like most who visited Paris,
Bloom left the Paris Universelle impressed by its
size and original design. His reference to the
tower as a “spiritual center” refers to what
Mircea Eliade calls an axis mundi, a cultural
reference point with the rhetorical persuasive
power to (re)organize the material landscape
(63-64). When modern spectacles like the Eiffel
tower are created, they do more than change the
skyline, they change the way people experience
physical space (see Balzotti and Crosby).
Describing the physical magnitude of the
Civil Rights March on Washington, D.C., Mark Vail
explains the visual impact of 250000 people
inside the Washington Mall created a similar
kind of rhetorical effect, a large spectacle that
made each speech that afternoon even “more
memorable” (62). Vail helps explain the
centrifugal force of scale and its ability to
influence everything around it. Eric Watts and
Mark Orbe argue that spectacle is a process of
magnification: “these processes magnify—that is,
make spectacular—previously private worlds and
the persons who inhabit them.” The role of
spectacle, in this view, is to not only magnify a
subject but to make the private public.
Discussions of spectacle are not uncommon
in theater studies, and some of these scholars
locate the root of spectacle in Aristotle’s notion
of opsis, as found in Book VI of the Poetics (see,
e.g.,
Carlson;
Walton;
Pavis).
Aristotle
distinguishes spectacle (opsis) from the other
elements in a drama (e.g., plot, character, script)
and in doing so, he does not suggest that the
concept is unimportant. He simply argues that,
in relation to the other parts of a tragedy, it has
the least to do with the poet. The poet must tell
the story; he is not expected to design the set. In
creating this distinction, Aristotle assigns opsis
“an emotional attraction of its own” (64).
Aristotle links the concept not to the actor, the
person seen, but to the “stage machinist,” the
one behind the scenes, the invisible force that
creates the landscape for social action (64). That
is, in recognizing that opsis is a concept
independent of the poet, he also affirms that it
effectively creates its own sort of appeal, or
message. Unfortunately, Aristotle does not
explicate this appeal because he is concerned
with the poet and plot, but by acknowledging the
concept’s independence, he implies an invitation
to consider more closely its role in moving the
audience and its ability to magnify the inner
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thoughts of the audience and to invite their
participation in helping create the rhetorical
text.
Michael Halloran makes a more explicitly
rhetorical distinction in his discussion of
spectacle when he focuses on audience
involvement and defines it as “a public gathering
of people who have come to witness some event
and are self-consciously present to each other
as well as to whatever it is that has brought
them together” (5). In witnessing the spectacle,
the public sees itself differently. The observers
(spectators) no longer exist as individuals but
are part of a collective “reaction” to what is seen
(6). Citing David Procter, Halloran argues that
spectacle occurs when the audience “transforms
some event into enactment of their social order”
(qtd. in Halloran 6). For Halloran, then, spectacle
creates a body of rhetorical agents, a group
whose very presence alters the message of the
text. “For every ‘Gettysburg Address’ or ‘I Have a
Dream,’” Halloran claims, “there are hundreds of
banal drones whose significance lies more in the
fact and the circumstances of their delivery than
in their texts” (15).
In supporting this claim, Halloran recalls a
scene from the movie Forrest Gump in which the
simpleton hero finds himself behind a
microphone before tens of thousands of angry
war protestors at the Washington Mall. As he
begins to speak, an anti-protestor disables the
sound system. By the time the sound returns,
Gump is concluding his remarks, yet he is
congratulated because, as one protestor tells
him, “You said it all, man.” So, in this example,
the power of spectacle lies not with the speaker
but with the audience and their collective
response to the rhetorical situation. The
emotional moment of the scene speaks through
Gump’s visual presentation. The script is
meaningless. Audience, in this view, is not a
mere constituent or a nonessential subsidiary of
spectacle; it becomes the spectacle.
Although it is often created through some
material presence, like a display or exhibition,
more is required for the expression to be
considered a spectacle. For starters, the
audience response must be factored when
deciding whether the event can be considered
spectacular. Some theorists, such us Guy Debord,
believe the rhetorical expression must demand
“passive acceptance” without “allowing any
reply,” and in that sense it is a form of
domination that “subjects human beings to
itself” (12, 16). For Debord, spectacle is the
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opposite of dialogue; it perpetuates a great lie
by society and induces a hypnotic state in the
audience (17). The confusion surrounding
spectacle centers around its particular
characteristics:
spectacle
displays
visual
expressions that stimulate the sensible
experience of human perception; it is a
multisensory experience that may result in
shock, surprise, or awe.
However, for David Procter this
memorable experience is a means of producing
dialogue, not silencing it. Procter emphasizes the
audience’s role in public spectacle and answers
the question as to what happens—consciously or
unconsciously, cognitively or psychologically—
when the audience first experiences a visually
arresting display. Spectacle in this view is more
than “official messages at a court where no one
else is allowed to speak” (Debord 23); it is a site
of community building, a place where the new
and unexpected is discussed by those who
experience it. Spectacle in this view participates
in a process of community formation but does
not create passive community members. Just the
opposite. As Procter writes, “interpretations or
accounts of the event are the spectacles and
within these spectacles exist the dynamic
rhetoric of community” (118). The interpretants
of spectacle create accounts of those events and
through shared experience with spectacle create
community identification.
My discussion of spectacle expands on
Halloran’s and Proctor’s respective treatments of
the term by offering a useful complication.
Although both Aristotle and Halloran argue that
spectacle (and, more broadly, any rhetoric of
visual space and design that has implications for
the audience) exists within an extra textual
space, it need not be tied teleologically to the
given script or performance. In some cases,
spectacle may, for all the audience knows, run
counter to the script. Free to exist separately
from the script, visual rhetoric – and spectacle
specifically – can be used to reorient or supplant
a given script, so that spectators can imagine
new possibilities and articulate a new story
being told. The architect of this kind of public
spectacle presents the audience with an
undefined symbol, an aesthetic resource for
thinking and exploring alternate possibilities.
The general point I wish to make is that complex
public spectacles, such as the World Columbian
Exposition of 1893, are not only monolithic sites
of symbolic interpolation into conventional
mores. Each is, also, a ubiquitous rhetorical
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expression experienced by actual people, a site
easily obscured by agendas and established
theoretical frameworks. Spectacle defined as a
tool of hegemony is a pale reflection of a much
more interesting and rich concept.

Audience Response to the Fair: A Personal
View
The individual accounts included in this
essay help to highlight the subversive rhetoric
on display in the Midway Plaisance. I will focus
much of my analysis on the Ferris Wheel and its
use of opsis, offering an alternative reading of
the Columbian Exposition. While there are few
personal accounts that offer scholars a
penetrating view, even fewer deal explicitly with
the Ferris wheel. I have recovered some of their
stories here in the form of journal entries,
interviews, and literary writing. These texts
provide only a small glimpse into the public’s
experience of the wheel from the point of view
of those who rode it and from those who helped
define the World Columbian Exposition more
broadly.
In this first account, Alphonse Fisher from
Cincinnati, Ohio, travels with his mother and
sister to the fair. Alphonse gives a 19th century
perspective on riding the Ferris Wheel.
The immense wheel towered above our
heads, a massive grand piece of
architecture and mechanical skill. Slowly,
slowly up we went stopping near the top to
let on or put off passengers, and when we
were at the summit, Chicago and the wide
expanse of the Lake Michigan were exposed
to the splendid view afforded us. Then
down, down to the earth once more and
another revolution around, taking in all
about 20 minutes.
At first glance, Fisher’s experience seems
rather unremarkable. He is impressed by the
wheel’s “immense” size and the “mechanical
skill” used to create it, and mentions its
architectural design. He then describes the
wheel’s motion, a slow steady climb, interrupted
only by the occasional need to stop for new
passengers. Fisher reaches the top of his first
revolution and sees Lake Michigan; a temporary
reprieve from the busy fairgrounds, a reprieve
with a bird’s eye view of the fair and the city of
Chicago. More than a pleasure ride, the wheel
gives Fisher and the other passengers an
opportunity to gain important critical distance

from the cultural narrative on display in the
Celebrated Court of Honor. This collective
experience, as each car packed with twenty-five
strangers climbs into the air, gives its rider a
vantage point and access to a rather strange
view of their surroundings, carrying passengers
away from neoclassical aesthetics towards an
undefined urban and mechanized future.
Captivated by the Ferris wheel, another
visitor, a steel worker named Andrew Burgess,
writes about his own novel and strange
experience riding the Ferris Wheel:
This revolving a circle through the air up to
260 feet is a new sensation. It combines the
gliding motion of the R.R. train and the
upward jerk of an elevator. But does not
take away one’s breath. There is nothing to
cause a creepy sensation except when the
car swings at the top in the down trip.
Except for this cradle motion it is easy
riding and the only fright comes from
looking and noticing how far away the
ground is and how small things look. We
had a splendid view of the surrounding
scenery... Some people get nauseous on the
first trip, but generally enjoy the ride and
wonder at the panorama, which can be
enjoyed from the Ferris wheel.
Burgess, like Fisher, is impressed with the
260-foot climb into the air. The perceived danger
associated with riding such a large and unproven
amusement ride is evident in his account. So too
is the idea of perspective, as Burgess talks about
a “splendid view” and the “surrounding scenery,”
and offers a similar account of the views
afforded to Fisher. Burgess tells his readers that
most riders do not feel the expected “nauseous”
or “creepy sensation” and that the only issue
regarding the sensation of riding the wheel is a
kind of “cradle motion” experienced on the
downward plunge (14). Burgess draws on known
experiences—baby cradle, train ride, lift
elevator—to give himself language to describe
the new experience. The novelty of this public
spectacle forces riders to draw on their
experiences with other mechanized modern
inventions to create an analogous link with lived
experience. In a sense, Burgess and Fisher
become part of the rhetorical text as they
become part of the ride and exert some
influence over the wheel’s meaning and cultural
significance.
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As each rider is transported high above
the fair, the monumental becomes miniaturized,
the spectacle of the fair comprehensible, the
utopian city and its hegemonic narrative
diminished. Riding the Ferris wheel in a sense
frees fairgoers from the imagined world of the
Columbian fair, the surrounding exposition
becomes something constructed and fabricated
rather than natural or domineering. The
diminishment of the fair is a significant detail in
Burgess’s letter, as is his acknowledgement of a
shared public experience: “We had a splendid
view of the surrounding scenery,” the plural
pronoun signaling his new community of
spectators, a shared experience with other
members of this new, albeit temporary
community. What might have been mere
amusement has now become an opportunity for
personal reflection and shared critical distance
from the surrounding symbolic environment.
Annie Lynch, a 27-year-old, unmarried
woman from the Philadelphia area, gives an
account of her experience at the fair. The letter,
addressed to her younger sister Bertha, shows
fairgoers’ personal autonomy when experiencing
the fair and exploring its many spectacles. I
include observations about her letter after her
brief account.
Dear BerthaDoes not this [stationery] look extremely
official? I think I shall tell you about today
before yesterday, it has been so pleasant.
We started out about 8:30 for breakfast and
then immediately entered the fair grounds...
Was very agreeably surprised at the interest
this awakens.
... all around the room were little tables to
accommodate three persons where you
were invited to sit down and have a cup of
tea free of charge. We sat down and the
dignified Indian waiters in their cool, clean
linen tunics and turbans brought us a
quaint black tea pot full of tea after giving
us a pretty china cup to drink from. We took
our sandwiches and ate them and the
whole was very enjoyable. I think I can hear
C say- “She wouldn't drink tea at home.”
This was exceptionally good and one half
cream.
Annie tells her younger sister that the day
ended with the group eating French pastries and
watching fireworks at the lake. As Marvin Nathan
observes, Annie’s letter radiates a sense of
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adventure, perhaps a bit of wonder—reacting no
doubt to the myriad of sights and sounds all
around her. The sheer size and novelty of the fair
would certainly “awaken” the imagination of
fairgoers, but Annie’s firsthand account provides
something else as well, a reaction that
demonstrates her participatory agency as
rhetorical agent in the spectacle.

Figure 2. First page of Annie’s letter to Bertha1

In a different part of the letter, Annie
provides her practical judgment about different
exhibits. Despite the grandiose intentions of fair
organizers, she provides little reflection on the
ideal city or on her own racial superiority. In fact,
just the opposite is true. Annie’s account
democratizes the spectacle and shows selectivity
based on her tastes and personal interest: “I lay
down on a big sleepy couch and dozed for an
hour. Then I went up stairs after washing in the
fine toilet. When we were put out we went on the
lovely porch and sat in the wicker rockers until
we felt like moving.” Her words describe a
spectator who pursued experiences without the
moralistic ruminations some have argued.
Perhaps the “education” so important to the
small number of fair organizers was far less
important to the 21 million fairgoers such as
Annie.
While each individual account reflects their
personalized version of the fair, each also
reveals a shared reaction to public spectacle. As
Halloran notes, these reactions to public
spectacle “blur the roles of rhetoric and
audience” (6) as the audience participates in the
public display of culture. When fairgoers ride the
Ferris wheel, they have a brief, momentary view
1

For a more comprehensive analysis of Annie’s letter to her sister
see Marvin Nathan’s essay “Visiting the World’s Columbian
Exposition.”
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of the master plan, the organizer’s script. The
audience’s participation in spectacle, in the case
of Ferris’s wheel, may speak more loudly than—
or at least independently of—the script
envisioned by fair officials.
My goal here has been to reveal how
spectacles, such as Ferris’s Wheel, speak in light
of, and in spite of, the political scripts from
which they emerge. As Blair and Michel point
out, “sometimes what appears to be the
rhetorical text is not the rhetorical text, but an
altogether different one,” and “what counts as
the text is open to question” (38, 39). The World’s
Columbian Exposition as a case study enables
rhetorical scholars to explore the use of
spectacle not only as a hegemonic device but as
tool for critical reflection, as a form of public
spectacle that provokes the individual to think
critically about their surroundings and perhaps
question, as Henry Adams did, the direction of
the nation state.

Conclusion
I have argued that expositions can provide
as many options for creating meaning in a
participatory sense as they can for experiencing
public education in a normative sense. Public
entertainment, even in the case of a large staterun exposition, is rarely (if ever) so onedimensional as to enable only one reading of, or
point of view on, its subject matter. Great
exhibitions can give visual expression to the
political ambitions of the nation-state. They
symbolize national prestige: helping the host
nation to further an imperialist agenda based on

global expansion. But I have focused on the
concept of spectacle to demonstrate that grand
public events like the Columbian Exposition
contain several options for interpretation. I am
able to discuss these options precisely because
rhetoric makes them available for reflection and
interpretation.
Initially, Ferris intended for his idea to be
remembered as a grand observation wheel, a
place of education and contemplation. But his
contribution did not find its way into many
educational venues. Rather, Ferris’s contribution
to society is located mostly in America’s
fairgrounds and amusement parks. Thus, not
only is the spectacle of the Ferris wheel created
for a particular rhetorical purpose, but it is also
transformed and reformed by the participants’
responses. Whether personal or public,
responses such as these create a participatory
space replete with alternative interpretations.
Working within this participatory space in
rhetorical
scholarship
can
enrich
our
understanding of the public’s role in articulating
what a spectacle means and how it will be
remembered. From this perspective, spectators
are never wholly imposed upon by a singular
message, and in the example of the Ferris wheel,
spectacle offers opportunities to resist master
narratives, creating opportunities for the public
to craft new interpretations of their own.
Burnham’s White City might have imposed a
bourgeois imagination on fairgoers, but from its
incredible height the Ferris spectacle also
provided fairgoers the opportunity to construct a
competing popular narrative of the fair.
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Nuevas formas de articular el espacio. Transformaciones en la
concepción del espacio debido a las nuevas tecnologías
Yolanda Ríos*
Resumen
En este artículo se pretende hacer una aproximación al concepto espacial desarrollado por
Constant en su proyecto New Babylon realizado entre los años cincuenta y setenta. El artista diseñó una
nueva ciudad para el homo ludens (Johan Huizinga), donde estos nuevos individuos disfrutarían
realizando actividades lúdicas y creativas, lejos del trabajo alienante y repetitivo que, según Constant,
realizarían las máquinas. Además, las ciudades donde vivirían serían flexibles, cambiantes y la
conformación del espacio público y privado sería diferente al establecido en esa época. Todo ello se
revisará ofreciendo un acercamiento al momento actual donde se da un nuevo entendimiento del
espacio. Las teorías expuestas por Manuel Castells y Zygmunt Bauman nos sitúan en un espacio líquido
y fluido, donde la sociedad ha experimentado una serie de cambios apoyados en gran parte, por el uso
de las nuevas tecnologías, por lo que, la sociedad está inmersa en una nueva era, la “era de la
información”. Según Bauman se ha pasado de una sociedad sólida a una líquida, el cambio y la
transformación constante se han hecho cotidianas en nuestra sociedad. También, el proceso de
globalización está siendo un campo de batalla donde diversos artistas exponen las diversas
problemáticas que esto conlleva, como son los exilios, la migración o el control sobre las fronteras.
Palabras clave: Espacio, escultura, arquitectura, nuevas tecnologías, sociedad, virtual,
globalización.

Introducción.
El espacio ha sido desde siempre una de las
bases fundamentales de las artes, en muchos
casos siendo la esencia misma que la constituye,
sobre todo en el caso de la escultura. Para el
desarrollo de este artículo se partirá de la
concepción de la New Babylon de Constant
Anton Nieuwenhuys. Se analizará su forma de
entender el espacio, las relaciones humanas y
los individuos entregados a lo lúdico, esta nueva
vida necesita una nueva ciudad donde la
sociedad se establezca. Esta manera de
comprender el espacio y las relaciones entre
individuos que entendía Constant anticipa el
momento actual, el ciberespacio, el mundo
virtual... Lo flexible, lo cambiante y el flujo
constante, que son las características de este
momento. Las nuevas tecnologías, al igual que el
automatismo en años anteriores suponen un
cambio en nuestra manera de vivir y de
relacionarnos. Al mismo tiempo, esto ofrece una
nueva manera de comunicación, donde la
sociedad está siempre conectada, las relaciones
sociales se establecen a distancia, a través de
* Universidad de Vigo

pantallas, dando lugar a un nuevo tipo de
sociedad, la sociedad red. Además, la
globalización es la expresión del espacio de los
flujos del que nos habla Manuel Castells.

La New Babylon de Constant.
Constant nació en Holanda en 1920, su
carrera se centró en la pintura y en la escultura.
Fue el fundador del Grupo Experimental
Holandés junto con Karel Appel y Corneille, poco
después se incorporarían al movimiento
internacional CoBrA, que más tarde influirían en
los ideales de la Internacional Situacionista.
Para comprender el proceso por el que Constant
ha desarrollado la New Babylon se deberá hacer
un breve acercamiento al trabajo desarrollado
por la Internacional Situacionista, donde la
ciudad
era
un
marco
de
referencia
imprescindible desde el que trabajar. Se
buscaba un nuevo enfoque para la sociedad
desde la creación artística rechazando lo
establecido.
La Internacional Situacionista “ha sido un
movimiento de gran influencia y de gran
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amplitud cuyas reflexiones sobre el arte, la
espontaneidad, la ciudad, y el espectáculo le
han desempeñado un papel fundamental en la
política y en el arte de los últimos cuarenta
años.”1 Fue fundada en 1957 por artistas y
escritores y disuelta en 1972. Creían que el
urbanismo de posguerra era demasiado
funcional y que constreñía la vida de las
personas en la ciudad, buscando que los
ciudadanos tuviesen una parte más activa y
creativa en torno a la vivencia de la ciudad. Por
lo que, la Internacional Situacionista trató de
transformar el medio urbano a través de
acciones grupales para que se pudiese hacer
efectivo un libre uso del espacio público. Para
ello se desarrollaron estrategias para vivir la
ciudad de otro modo: la deriva, la psicogeografía
y el urbanismo unitario. El urbanismo unitario se
basaba en un análisis crítico del urbanismo
existente en la época. Se procuraba que en la
ciudad se diesen más actividades colectivas y
lúdicas, fomentando una forma de vida más
creativa y ausente de pasividad. Mientras la
psicogeografía se define como el “estudio de las
leyes y efectos precisos de un medio geográfico,
arreglado conscientemente o no, actuando
directamente sobre el comportamiento afectivo,
se presenta, según la definición de Asger Jorn,
como la cienciaficción del urbanismo” 2. La teoría
de la deriva desarrollada por Guy Debord
consiste en “una técnica de paso sin
interrupción a través de ambientes variados. El
concepto de deriva está indisolublemente ligado
al reconocimiento de ciertos efectos de
naturaleza psicogeográfica, y a la afirmación de
un comportamiento lúdico-constructivo, en
oposición a las nociones clásicas de viaje y
paseo.” 3
Para la Internacional Situacionista no era
importante el aspecto económico sino el
aspecto metafórico de la creación, así como una
sociedad realmente conectada con la cultura.
Los avances tecnológicos y una mayor
automatización,
provocarían,
según
los
miembros de la Internacional Situacionista, que
los individuos tuviesen más tiempo para ellos
mismos, para disfrutar del ocio y de la cultura,
1

Libero Andreotti y Xavier Costa (eds). Teoría de la deriva y otros textos
situacionistas sobre la ciudad. (Barcelona: Mueso d´Art Contemporari,
1996), 7.
2
Julio González del Río Rams (trad.) La creación abierta y sus enemigos.
Textos situacionistas sobre arte y urbanismo. (Madrid: Ediciones La
piqueta, 1977), 53.
3
Libero Andreotti y Xavier Costa (eds). Teoría de la deriva y otros textos
situacionistas sobre la ciudad. (Barcelona: Mueso d´Art Contemporari,
1996), 22.
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por lo que era fundamental atender a este
espacio abierto a la creación. Más bien, se
trataría de fomentar la interrelación de diversos
aspectos: artísticos, sociales, tecnológicos o
arquitectónicos con la finalidad de construir
“ambientes o situaciones”4 para el desarrollo de
una vida plena.
En 1957 Guy Debord, dirigente de la
Internacional
Letrista
y
Jorn
(Bauhaus
Imaginista) pasaron a formar parte de la
Internacional Situacionista. Debord tenía
grandes esperanzas puestas en el urbanismo
unitario, para él era necesario un cambio
cultural, pasando de lo individual a lo colectivo.
Esto constituye una de las bases conceptuales
de la New Babylon de Constant, aunque también
es decisivo el encuentro con Nicolas Schöffer
para que Constant comience a pensar en la
realización de sus proyectos constructivos. Los
trabajos de Schöffer le sirven de base para
desarrollar sus propias propuestas. Los
constructivistas rusos como Naum Gabo o Tatlin
constituían una influencia importante para
Schöffer, estos artistas contribuían al ideal
soviético para generar una sociedad comunista
amparada por los avances tecnológicos. La
utilización de nuevos materiales y el uso de la
arquitectura como escultura evidenciaban la
búsqueda de un nuevo tipo de arte, donde el
espacio y el tiempo estaban implicados. La Ville
Cybernétique estaba entre el arte y la
arquitectura “dinámico-espacial” 5, organizada a
través de celdas que componían estructuras más
grandes, bloques de viviendas sobre pilotes,
como ya había hecho Le Corbusier. La
circulación del tráfico se organizaba mediante
azoteas y la atmósfera interior se adaptaba a los
usuarios mediante técnicas “cibernéticas”6. Así
que, teniendo esto en cuenta, Constant continúa
desde aquí para desarrollar su proyecto de la
Nueva Babilonia.
Una de las cuestiones importantes para el
desarrollo de su proyecto lo constituye los
encuentros que tuvo con gitanos en la ciudad
italiana de Alba para los que diseñó
asentamientos “Proyecto de campamento para
gitanos” en 1956. Estos encuentros y el momento
histórico en el que vive Constant propician y le
sirven de inspiración para crear un nuevo
4

Doede Hardeman y Laura Stamps, comisarios. Constant. Nueva
Babilonia. (Madrid: Ediciones Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, 2015), 7.
5
idem, 18
6
idem, 18
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proyecto donde la sociedad pudiese vivir de otra
manera.
Otra de las influencias imprescindibles para
la gestación de la New Babylon fueron las teorías
desarrolladas por el sociólogo e historiador
holandés Johan Huizinga en su libro publicado
en 1938 titulado “Homo Ludens”, en el que
construye su discurso a través del juego como
algo indisolublemente ligado a lo humano.
Huizinga apunta que el juego “adorna la vida, la
completa y es, en este sentido, imprescindible
para la persona, como función biológica, y para
la comunidad, por el sentido que encierra, por
su significación, por su valor expresivo y por las
conexiones espirituales y sociales que crea; en
una palabra, como función cultural.”7 Constant
cree en un urbanismo donde la creatividad
colectiva se pueda hacer efectiva, el juego y la
aventura deben constituir un pilar fundamental
para la sociedad.
Constant comienza a crear sus maquetas
desde finales de los años cincuenta hasta
mediados de los setenta con las que da forma a
la futura ciudad del homo ludens. Muchas de las
características que encierra este proyecto como
la flexibilidad, la articulación y la trama reticular
representan el mundo virtual y el ciberespacio,
“al igual que las fluctuantes mega-estructuras
arquitectónicas que imaginó Constant, con el
mundo
físico
propiciando
un
salto
paradigmático
en
nuestra
manera
de
relacionarnos.”8 Entendía, que el urbanismo tal
como lo concebían los urbanistas de la época, se
reducía a una serie de problemas como el
desplazamiento por la ciudad y la arquitectura,
entre los que no se contemplaba el aspecto
lúdico en relación a lo social, impidiendo que el
urbanismo fuese un acto de creación que
aportase soluciones útiles para los ciudadanos
desde una perspectiva lúdica. Para los
situacionistas y para Constant el urbanismo no
era sólo algo funcional, sino que iban más allá
proponiendo un uso mucho más creativo e
imaginativo. “En Nueva Babilonia, el espacio
social es la espacialidad social. No hay nada que
separe el espacio entendido como dimensión
psíquica (el espacio abstracto) y el espacio de la
acción (el espacio concreto)” 9. Por lo que, su

concepción del urbanismo era totalmente
dinámica, donde los elementos arquitectónicos
pudiesen ser flexibles y modificables, escapando
de lo estático e inalterable, y así dar lugar a una
nueva ciudad, una red que se extiende por toda
la superficie de la tierra, la Nueva Babilona (New
Babylon), una nueva urbe adaptada a nuevos
ciudadanos. La unidad base que da forma a esta
red es el sector, que es “una construcción de
base (una macroestructura) en cuyo interior se
construye un entorno. En tanto que soporte,
dicha macroestructura debe dejar la máxima
libertad a la construcción permanente (la
microestructura) del espacio interior.”10 Estos
sectores son unidades cubiertas que se pueden
ensamblar y superponer, existiendo entre ellos
amplios espacios descubiertos y sin edificar
como jardines, parques, espacios naturales y
terrenos agrícolas.
Constant propone una ciudad nueva. “Las
increíbles posibilidades ofrecidas por el
desarrollo de la técnica y la industria abrieron la
puerta a la desunión entre arquitectura y
funcionalismo” 11. Entendía que la disminución
del trabajo para la producción dejaría más
tiempo libre a las personas para el
entretenimiento y para el uso del espacio social,
lo que llevaría implícito una nueva concepción
del espacio. Por lo que, el diseño que propone
para esta nueva ciudad se debería construir
sobre pilares, una serie de construcciones para
el alojamiento, trabajo, y cualquier otra
disposición, pero dejando el espacio del suelo
para acciones sociales y circulación. Las terrazas
serían una parte muy importante para el uso de
diversas funciones: deporte, aterrizaje de
helicópteros y para mantener plantaciones
vegetales. También propone “un estudio
profundo de los medios de creación de
ambientes y de la influencia psicológica de
éstos.”12 Constant no veía este proyecto como
algo utópico sino que sostenía que este tipo de
urbe sería necesaria desde un punto de vista
social. La Nueva Babilonia de Constant es un
modelo para “una sociedad habitada por un ser
humano nuevo en el que, gracias a los avances
tecnológicos, todas las acciones “no creativas”
(por ejemplo trabajar, comprar y cocinar)

7

10

Johan Huizinga. Homo ludens. (Madrid: Editorial, Alianza-Emecé,
2000), 22.
8
Doede Hardeman y Laura Stamps, comisarios. Constant. Nueva
Babilonia. (Madrid: Ediciones Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, 2015), 8
9
Constant. La Nueva Babilonia. (Barcelona: Editorial Gustavo Gili,
2009), 12.

idem, 27.
Doede Hardeman y Laura Stamps, comisarios. Constant. Nueva
Babilonia. (Madrid: Ediciones Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, 2015), 40.
12
Julio González del Río Rams trad., La creación abierta y sus enemigos.
Textos situacionistas sobre arte y urbanismo. (Madrid: Ediciones La
piqueta, 1977), 119.
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estarán completamente automatizadas” 13 y así
poder entregarse al desarrollo creativo. Se da el
paso del homo faber (hombre que fabrica) al
homo ludens (hombre que juega). Este homo
ludens no estará atado al tiempo ni al espacio,
no existirá la propiedad privada por lo que
puede disfrutar de todos los lugares, es un
individuo nómada. Todo esto implica una nueva
cultura radicalmente distinta que requiere, al
mismo tiempo, de una arquitectura acorde y
totalmente diferente de la que conocemos.
Para Constant las líneas rectas en la
arquitectura representaban la autoridad, por lo
que intentó desarrollar un proyecto donde se
huyese de esa dinámica, trató de romper y
deshacer todo ese concepto de arquitectura
tratando de convertir la ciudad en algo dinámico
y fluido. En definitiva, es una concepción
novedosa del urbanismo y de la arquitectura
donde no existen límites, instituciones, ni
divisiones territoriales políticas, y donde todos
los ámbitos sociales de la vida serían
completamente diferentes. Características que
en gran modo comparte con la globalización
donde la tecnología, Internet y las nuevas
comunicaciones entre individuos aupadas por la
tecnología no distingue entre estados ni
fronteras ya que se puede extender por toda la
totalidad de la Tierra, y al mismo tiempo
producen un cambio en la manera en la que la
sociedad se relaciona y en cómo el concepto de
espacio se ha modificado.

Modificaciones en el concepto de espacio.
Después de la aproximación a la New
Babylon de Constant y entender cómo era esa
nueva sociedad y ese nuevo espacio donde vivir,
se podría establecer una analogía con el
momento actual apoyándonos en las teorías de
Manuel Castells y Zygmunt Bauman, donde la
sociedad sólida de épocas anteriores se ha
vuelto líquida y la sociedad está inmersa en una
nueva época: la era de la información.
Manuel Castells denomina a la nueva lógica
espacial el “espacio de los flujos”. “Las teorías
sociales clásicas asumen el dominio del tiempo
sobre el espacio. Castells propone la hipótesis
de que el espacio organiza al tiempo en la
sociedad red,”14 donde el proceso de
13

Doede Hardeman y Laura Stamps, comisarios. Constant. Nueva
Babilonia. (Madrid: Ediciones Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, 2015), 13.
14
Manuel Castells, La era de la información: economía, sociedad y
cultura. Vol. 1, La sociedad red. (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2005), 453.

48

globalización es el nuevo modelo de sociedad
dominante, apunta Castells. “Espacio y tiempo,
los cimientos materiales de la experiencia
humana, se han transformado, ya que el espacio
de los flujos domina al espacio de los lugares y
el tiempo atemporal sustituye al tiempo de reloj
de la era industrial.” 15 Las características de esta
nueva era de la información son: “la
informacionalización,
la
globalización,
la
interconexión, la construcción de la identidad y
la crisis del patriarcado y del Estado-nación.”16
Las últimas décadas han estado marcadas
“por la transición del industrialismo al
informacionalismo, y de la sociedad industrial a
la sociedad de la información.” 17 Para Manuel
Castells “la sociedad red es el tipo de
organización social resultante de la interacción
entre, por un lado, la revolución tecnológica
basada en la digitalización electrónica de la
información y comunicación y en la ingeniería
genética y, por otro lado, los procesos sociales,
económicos, culturales y políticos del último
cuarto del siglo XX,”18 y que se da en un ámbito
global. El autor propone un análisis de la
transformación estructural de la sociedad.
Afirma que según diversos estudios es la
sociedad la que modifica la tecnología y no al
revés, como se podría creer inicialmente, ya que,
en Internet por ejemplo, son los usuarios los que
generan la información. La sociabilidad y las
relaciones sociales se incrementan con el uso de
Internet y se disminuye con la televisión.
“Internet incrementa la densidad e intensidad
de las relaciones sociales, se añade a la
interacción presencial en lugar de disminuirla, y
la única actividad que sufre un efecto
importante de sustitución es ver la televisión.”19
El punto de partida de Manuel Castells, “es
que, al final del siglo XX, hemos vivido uno de
esos raros intervalos de la historia. Un intervalo
caracterizado por la transformación de nuestra
cultura «cultura material» por obra de un nuevo
paradigma tecnológico organizado en torno a las
tecnologías de la información.” 20
El sociólogo y filósofo Zygmunt Bauman a
través de la metáfora que utiliza habitualmente,
15

Manuel Castells, La era de la información: economía, sociedad y
cultura. Vol. 3, Fin de milenio. (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2006), 26.
16
idem, 26.
17
idem, 32.
18
Manuel Castells, La era de la información: economía, sociedad y
cultura. Vol. 1, La sociedad red. (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2005), I,
Prólogo.
19
idem, III, Prólogo.
20
idem, 59-60.
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la “liquidez” 21, aborda el análisis de la sociedad
actual como aquella en la que ya no se valora lo
perdurable, la seguridad y la tradición (sociedad
sólida), sino la flexibilidad, la rapidez, lo efímero
y lo incierto, y que éstas son las características
que constituyen la sociedad líquida. Bauman
hace una analogía con los fluidos para describir
así a una sociedad que ya no tiene obstáculos ni
impedimentos,
sino
que
fluye
independientemente. “El autor sostiene que la
globalización es el motor de esta sociedad
líquida, una sociedad individualista, que
construye su propia vida como proyecto o
performance, donde la cultura de arraigo y de
carrera profesional se destruye”22, haciendo de
lo efímero y la posibilidad de cambio constante
un valor. Esta época ha dado lugar a un nuevo
tipo de individuos denominados Generación Z
que son aquellos nacidos entre 1994 y 2010, con
la particularidad de que desde su nacimiento
han tenido acceso a las nuevas tecnologías y a
Internet. “Los miembros Generación Z se
caracterizan por ser autodidactas y creativos,
pertenecen a la primera generación que ha
incorporado Internet en las fases más
tempranas de su aprendizaje y socialización.
Además, su personalidad ha sido conformada
dentro de una sociedad líquida, diversa y en
crisis”23.

Sociabilización a través de las pantallas.
La sociedad gracias a las nuevas
tecnologías ha encontrado otro modo de
comunicarse, y éste se da a través de las
pantallas, conformando una “sociedad-Red”24.
“La Red hizo de la pantalla: ventana, espejo,
pizarra y panóptico” 25. Un lugar desde el que ver
el mundo y desde el que relacionarse, como
apunta Remedios Zafra en su libro “Un cuarto
21

Zygmunt Bauman, Modernidad líquida. (Buenos Aires: Fondo de
Cultura Económica de Argentina, 2003), 8
22
Adolfo Vásquez Rocca. “Zygmunt Bauman: Modernidad líquida y
fragilidad humana.” Nómadas. Revista Crítica de Ciencias Sociales y
Jurídicas, Vol. 19 Número 3, 2008. Universidad Complutense de Madrid.
[http://pendientedemigracion.ucm.es/info/nomadas/] (Consultada el
10 de septiembre de 2016).
23
Ortega Cachón, Iñaki, Soto San Andrés, Iván y Cerdán Carbonero,
Cecilio. “Los nuevos patrones de comunicación y consumo de la
Generación Z determinan el futuro social, laboral y educativo, según el
informe Generación Z: El último salto generacional.” Universidad de
Deusto, Deusto Business School, ATREVIA, Publicado el 30 de marzo de
2016.
[www.deusto.es/cs/Satellite/deusto/es/universidad-deusto/
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(Consultada el 26 de septiembre de 2016).
24
Remedios Zafra. Un cuarto propio conectado. (Madrid: Fórcola
Ediciones, 2010), 14.
25
idem, 16.

propio conectado”. Este habitáculo es aquel
espacio arquitectónico necesario donde el
individuo con conexión a Internet puede
sociabilizar. Un cuarto propio conectado es
elástico, fluido y flexible, con la posibilidad de
ser fabricado y ocupado de diversas maneras. La
mirada dentro del cuarto propio conectado
puede ser cercana a la mirada de un voyeur,
mostrándose o escondiéndose. También se
puede transformar o manipular nuestra imagen
pública, uno elige lo que se muestra y lo que se
oculta de la mirada de los demás. Y en algunos
casos, estos espacios de intimidad conllevan
cierto aislamiento y ausencia de contacto físico.
Habitamos el espacio virtual de la red
desde esos cuartos conectados, que se sitúan en
un lugar determinado, el hogar. Al estar
conectados lo privado y lo público se
entremezclan, dejamos ver una parte de
nosotros mismos a través de imágenes, textos,
búsquedas… mientras el cuerpo puede estar
alejado de la mirada de los demás.
Una de las inclinaciones de la sociedad en
la actualidad, se encuentra en la utilización del
hogar como refugio. Aunque esto suceda, las
personas experimentan la ciudad igualmente,
aunque esta urbe ya se haya convertido en una
ciudad informacional, ésta es una nueva forma
urbana marcada por la era de la información.
“Debido a la naturaleza de la nueva sociedad,
basada en el conocimiento, organizada en torno
a redes y compuesta en parte por flujos, la
ciudad informacional no es una forma, sino un
proceso, caracterizado por el dominio
estructural del espacio de los flujos.” 26
Algunos piensan que las ciudades podrían
desaparecer, o al menos como las conocemos
hoy en día. Si muchas de las actividades que
podemos realizar a diario en la ciudad como
comprar, hacer gestiones e incluso trabajar las
podemos realizar desde casa, esto implicaría el
fin del espacio público o el fin de los espacios
urbanos.
La sociedad tiende a ver su hogar como un
refugio. Los trabajos de Dan Graham nos acercan
a una nueva situación acerca de la sociedad en
su espacio privado. En su trabajo Alteration to a
Suburban House (Alteración de una casa
suburbana) realizada en 1978, se eliminaba la
fachada de una casa suburbana haciendo que el
espacio interior estuviese a la vista de todos,
convirtiendo la fachada en ventana o en
26

Manuel Castells, La era de la información: economía, sociedad y
cultura. Vol. 1, La sociedad red. (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 2005), 476.
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escaparate de la vida americana. Al mismo
tiempo, un espejo a lo largo del espacio interior
refleja todo lo exterior dentro de la casa, los
transeúntes tienen la sensación de estar dentro
de la vivienda cuando pasan enfrente de ella, ya
que se reflejan en ese espejo interior. En
palabras de Beatriz Colomina “las personas «en
el exterior» son expuestas doblemente. No sólo
se exponen a la visión de las del interior, sino
que se ven a sí mismas expuestas a otras, siendo
vistas por otras.”27
Las celosías que construye Cristina Iglesias
nos remiten a un espacio donde poder ver sin
ser visto, y tener la posibilidad comportarse
como un voyeur dentro de sus estructuras que
conforman habitáculos o paredes. La celosía
sirve de metáfora del mundo a través de las
pantallas de las que nos habla Remedios Zafra.
La forma en la que los individuos se relacionan
está cambiando, ahora esta relación se puede
establecer a distancia, haciendo que en algunos
casos se de cierto aislamiento. Además, la
autora establece que el posicionamiento en la
red de los usuarios favorece el individualismo lo
que denomina como la “autogestión del propio
sujeto.”28 Para el filósofo Byung-Chul Han, los
individuos de nuestra sociedad compiten de
manera atroz en el entorno laboral y en la vida
personal, donde cada uno se explota a sí mismo
hasta la extenuación. Y apunta que la soledad y
el aislamiento se ve incrementada con las redes
sociales y los medios digitales.

existen desplazamientos forzosos, y éstos son
fuertemente controlados por los gobiernos.
Uno de los artistas que trabajan desde esta
posición de lo global es Adrian Paci, artista
albanés que trabaja desde esta problemática del
exilio y la migración. La idea de tránsito y
emigración está presente en su trabajo Centro di
Permanenza Temporanea (2007), un video donde
se muestra a un grupo de personas que suben
por las escaleras que dan acceso a un avión,
finalmente el plano se abre y se ve que esas
personas están atrapadas simbólicamente en un
espacio de nadie, se quedan en las escaleras, no
hay ningún avión al que subir, su
desplazamiento se queda temporalmente
paralizado. El título de la obra hace alusión al
nombre de los centros para inmigrantes ilegales
que hay en Italia donde estas personas están
temporalmente de forma incierta hasta que se
resuelven sus casos.
El colectivo Raqs Media Collective, formado
por los artistas Jeebesh Bagchi, Mónica Narula y
Shuddhabrata Sengupta, trabajan con temas
como la globalización, la política o los
autoritarismos. Su obra Escapement (2009)
consiste en veintisiete relojes cada uno con una
zona horaria diferente según la hora de la
ciudad que hay en cada reloj, “la noción del
tiempo mapea y comprime el espacio global al
experimentar un tiempo distinto que escapa a
las veinticuatro zonas horarias del reloj cuando
nuestros cuerpos se mueven por el espacio.”29

El arte en un mundo globalizado.

Conclusiones.

Las nuevas tecnologías han servido de
apoyo a la globalización. Donde se suceden una
acción y una reacción a este proceso, por un
lado, estaría la globalización “ideal”, como
evolución real y verdadera que afecta a diversos
ámbitos como el económico, el político, el
cultural, etc., y por el otro, el de la resistencia a
la globalización, con los movimientos sociales
antiglobalización.
Las características de la globalización son la
movilidad y el exilio, los desplazamientos y la
migración. Lo que da lugar a un individuo en
constante movimiento, en algunos casos estos
desplazamientos se dan por decisión propia, y
en muchos casos está asociado al éxito, pero

Lo que se pretende con este artículo es
ofrecer un breve recorrido desde el trabajo
artístico de Constant, la Nueva Babilonia, donde
la ciudad del homo ludens sería la nueva urbe
de la sociedad del futuro, desde una visión un
tanto utópica si la comparamos con el momento
actual, donde parece haber desaparecido todo
atisbo de un futuro prometedor y mejor. El
momento actual y las últimas décadas nos
muestran un mundo acelerado, globalizado,
controlado y lleno de peligros.
El mundo que imaginaba Constant tiene
varias similitudes con el momento actual, la
sociedad red se ha hecho efectiva gracias a las
nuevas tecnologías, las relaciones se establecen
a distancia y la concepción del espacio se ha
modificado sustancialmente en torno a los
sistemas de comunicación. Además, también

27
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Remedios Zafra. Un cuarto propio conectado. (Madrid: Fórcola
Ediciones, 2010), 72.
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existen similitudes entre el mundo ideado por
Constant y el mundo virtual y el ciberespacio,
donde las redes y la flexibilidad son elementos
imprescindibles para el entendimiento del
momento
contemporáneo.
Donde
las
infraestructuras tecnológicas propician nuevas
formas de comunicación y que ha dado lugar a
un nuevo espacio, la “realidad virtual.”
Los trabajos que desarrollaban la
Internacional Situacionista proponían vivir la
ciudad de otro modo, huyendo de la urbe
funcional, buscaban una ciudad más lúdica y
social. En esta era de la información en la que
estamos inmersos, los artistas plantean otro tipo
de trabajos marcados por el análisis político y
social, examinando y exponiendo las diversas
problemáticas de nuestro tiempo. La identidad
cultural, los exilios, las fronteras… cambios
sociales y culturales que alimentan el arte de las
últimas décadas. Además de la virtualidad y el
nacimiento de la realidad virtual que, como ya
había apuntado Jean Baudrillard, lo real ya no
existe ya sólo existen “simulacros” 30 de la
realidad.

30

Jean Baudrillard. Cultura y simulacro. (Barcelona: Editorial Kairós,
1979), 10.
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Les « Midnight movies » : un cinéma d’engagement(s).
Elisabeth Pouilly*
Abstract
« Midnight movies » : a cinema of commitment(s).
« Midnight movies », while staying outside the global film production, managed to create a real
sphere of influence in the cinema of the 70s. Their name already explains their origin: the movie is
qualified as « Midnight movie » because the picture show was scheduled at midnight. The first theater to
throw this concept was Elgin Theater of New York, and the first « midnight movie » went out there in
1970: El Topo, directed by Alejandro Jodorowsky.
We shall review the common characteristics between these, particularly the production and the
process of making these films, which distinguish them from the film production of the time.
These movies ask for the commitment of the spectator. First of all, to go to watch them: theaters
were restricted, the advertising was made by the word-of-mouth, the picture show is similar to a rite for
initiated. But some of these movies also ask for the physical commitment of the spectator, as in The
Rocky Horror Picture Show of Jim Sharman.
They finally highlight people not or under-represented in mass media: transsexuals, transvestites,
handicapped persons… By their provocative power, these movies lead to think a new fringe element of
society: the marginality, to integrate it in a counterculture.
Keywords: Midnight movies, cinema, commitment, rite, provocation, counterculture.

Résumé
Les « Midnight movies », tout en restant en marge de la production cinématographique globale,
ont réussi à créer une véritable mouvance dans le cinéma des années 70. Leur nom explique déjà leur
origine : est qualifié de « Midnight movie », le film dont la séance est programmée à minuit. Le premier
cinéma à lancer ce concept a été le Elgin Theater de New York, et le premier « film de minuit » y est sorti
en 1970 : El Topo, d’Alejandro Jodorowsky. Nous examinerons les caractéristiques communes à ces films,
notamment leur mode de production et de réalisation, qui les distingue du reste de la production
cinématographique de l’époque.
Ces films demandent l’engagement du spectateur. Tout d’abord pour aller les visionner : les salles
sont restreintes, la publicité se fait par bouche-à-oreille, la séance de cinéma s’apparente à un rituel
pour initiés. Mais certains de ces films demandent également l’engagement physique du spectateur,
comme dans The Rocky Horror Picture Show de Jim Sharman.
Ces films enfin mettent au devant de la scène des personnes non ou sous représentés dans les
medias de masse: les transsexuels, les travestis, les handicapés... Par leur puissance provocatrice, ces
films amènent à penser une nouvelle frange de la société : la marginalité, pour l’intégrer dans une
contre-culture.
Mots-clefs : Midnight movies, cinéma, engagement, rituel, provocation, contre-culture.

Introduction
Les « Midnight movies » sont des films issus
d’un concept qui prend son essor au début des
années 1970 dans les grandes villes américaines.
Pour la plupart en marge des grandes
* Université Paris III – Sorbonne Nouvelle

productions cinématographiques et des grands
distributeurs, les films qualifiés de « Midnight
movies » sont programmés lors d’une séance à
minuit, sans publicité, dans des salles ouvertes
au cinéma d’avant-garde. Très peu étudiés
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encore, certains ont pourtant connu le succès
commercial suite à ces programmations
particulières, et ils s’inscrivent comme une
véritable mouvance dans le cinéma des années
70, voire comme un phénomène de société.
Quelles sont les caractéristiques qui unissent
tous ces films projetés à minuit ? Quels sont les
engagements portés par ces films, du point de
vue esthétique, social, voire politique ?

I. Une production en marge et d’avant-garde
L’expression « Midnight Movies » apparaît
d’abord dans les années 50 pour désigner des
films de série B passant à une heure avancée de
la nuit sur les chaînes de télévision locales aux
Etats-Unis. Au cinéma, certains films comme
Nosferatu de Murnau sont projetés à minuit mais
seulement lors d’événements ponctuels, comme
des foires. En Europe également, dans les
années 60, des cinémas indépendants passent
des films à minuit : à Paris, au Styx, situé sur les
Grands Boulevards, on passe des films d’horreur
de la Hammer à minuit pour des personnes
mondaines venues se faire peur. L’apparition de
séances de minuit régulières dans des cinémas
de grandes métropoles américaines, telles New
York ou Chicago, s’explique par le contexte
politique et social des Etats-Unis dans les
années 60. Le pays est en guerre au Vietnam, et
voit une jeunesse contestataire se soulever peu
à peu. Le mouvement hippie prend son essor et
on assiste à l’été 1967 à de grandes
manifestations festives, notamment à San
Francisco, et plus tard en 1969 au grand festival
de Woodstock, dans l’état de New York. Ces
années voient aussi la crise d’Hollywood. Les
films à gros budgets, tels le Cléopâtre de
Mankiewicz, ne trouvent parfois plus assez de
public pour que les sociétés de production
rentrent dans leurs frais. De plus, la
fréquentation des salles de cinéma baisse avec
l’avènement dans les années 50 de la télévision
qui s’impose comme la nouvelle forme de
divertissement populaire. La jeune génération
contestataire et en rupture avec les modèles
sociaux mais aussi artistiques des générations
précédentes recherche des lieux où se retrouver
et des films dans lesquels se (re)trouver.
Jusqu’en 1966, la production de films aux EtatsUnis est régie par le code Hays, texte de censure
restrictif sur la représentation du crime, de la
patrie, de la religion et de la sexualité. Il est ainsi
obligatoire de préserver une certaine décence
(interdiction de la nudité) et de mettre en avant

les valeurs familiales et patriotiques. La
suppression du code Hays va permettre
l’expression de toutes les opinions, dans un
contexte de remise en cause des modèles
familiaux et patriotiques, et une plus large
liberté dans l’expérimentation de formes
nouvelles. Ceci est renforcé par la disparition de
la règle du « happy ending » en 1970.
Dans certains quartiers de grandes
métropoles américaines comme Chicago, San
Francisco ou encore New York, plus ouverts à la
culture underground, se créent des studios
permettant
la
production
de
films
expérimentaux, et des cinémas les diffusant.
C’est ainsi que se crée en 1968 le Elgin Theater
dans le quartier de Chelsea, à Manhattan, New
York. Son gérant, Ben Barenholtz, initie la vague
des Midnight movies en 1970 avec le film El Topo,
d’Alejandro Jodorowsky. Ce film est le deuxième
long métrage du réalisateur chilien, tourné au
Mexique, avec un budget de 400 000 dollars. Le
film est difficilement classable dans une
catégorie car il se rattache à la tradition des
westerns mais « utilisant les codes du western
traditionnel (méchants bandits contre braves
villageois, pièges du désert, duels au pistolet),
Alejandro les pervertit à plaisir. Il y insuffle
d’abord une rare dose de violence, mais aussi et
surtout y introduit ses futurs thèmes de
prédilection: la quête de soi, l’éclatement du
couple, la recherche de la spiritualité, l’amour
filial, le culte de l’antihéros et de la dérision,
l’amour des monstres, la critique de l’Eglise »1.
De plus, le parcours de l’antihéros est
atypique car El Topo réalisant sa violence, tente
de se racheter et devient une sorte de moine
bouddhiste. Pour cela, Jodorowsky propose de
qualifier ce film de « eastern » plutôt que de
western2. Il joue avec les codes du genre initial
et déjoue ainsi les attentes du spectateur. Le
début d’El Topo ressemble déjà davantage à un
western crépusculaire, où la violence est
omniprésente et le héros loin de représenter le
Bien absolu. La fusillade finale dans El Topo
rappelle celle présente dans La Horde sauvage
de Sam Peckinpah, sorti en 1969. Jodorowsky y
ajoute une dimension spirituelle, qui trouve un
écho dans les aspirations de la jeunesse de ces
années. El Topo reste six mois à l’affiche de
1

Jean-Paul COILLARD, De la Cage au grand écran, entretien avec
Alejandro Jodorowsky, Paris, K-Inite, 2009, p. 146.
2

Alejandro Jodorowsky, in SAMUELS, Stuart, Midnight movies: From the
Marges to the Mainstream, Canada/USA, Pretty Pictures, 2006: « D’un
seul coup je n’avais plus un western, mais un « eastern » (8ème min).
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l’Elgin Theater, sept jours sur sept, remplissant
la salle de 600 places.
Le film projeté après El Topo au Elgin à
minuit est Pink Flamingos de John Waters. C’est
le plus gros succès commercial des Midnight
movies par rapport à son coût de production, 10
000 dollars. Beaucoup de scènes d’extérieurs ont
été tournées caméra à l’épaule, en 16 mm. Le
créneau de minuit permet à ce film d’avoir une
distribution ouverte au grand public, après avoir
d’abord été projeté dans un cinéma porno gay.
En effet, le personnage principal est un travesti
luttant tout au long du film pour garder son titre:
« the filthiest person alive ». Il est difficilement
exploitable dans un cinéma « traditionnel »,
dans les créneaux habituels, d’autant qu’il est
interdit aux moins de 16 ans et comporte des
scènes pouvant heurter un public non averti,
comme l’absorption réelle d’excréments de
chien par le personnage principal. L’authenticité
est avant tout recherchée.
Beaucoup des films de minuit se
caractérisent par cet engagement du réalisateur
de faire avec un petit budget un cinéma plus
proche de leurs aspirations, sans concessions.
David Lynch, pendant les cinq ans de tournage
de son premier film, Eraserhead, projeté en
séance de minuit en 1977, assume tous les rôles,
aussi bien acteur que technicien. Jodorowsky
dans El Topo est aussi à la fois réalisateur,
acteur, costumier et il réalise lui-même la
bande-son. Ils essaient d’être au plus près d’un
« cinéma vérité ». Ainsi le film d’épouvante La
nuit des morts vivants de George A. Romero est
tourné caméra à l’épaule, à la manière des
documentaires, bousculant les codes du genre
en y ajoutant un réalisme perturbant. Ce film
sort d’abord comme tout autre film
d’exploitation en 1968 mais à cause de son parti
pris esthétique et du peu de crédit, il ne sort que
dans les drive-in et les cinémas burlesques. C’est
en 1971 qu’il est projeté pour la première fois à
minuit dans un cinéma de Washington, avant de
trouver son public parmi les jeunes de
Manhattan, lors de séances de minuit régulières.
De plus en plus de cinémas se créent autour du
concept de « midnight movies », dans les
grandes villes étudiantes. A Boston, Larry
Jackson ouvre le cinéma Orson Welles en avril
1969, cinéma qui sera comme le Elgin un haut
lieu du cinéma de minuit. Jackson comprend que

dans son cinéma « à minuit, un cinéma différent
allait s’imposer » 3.

II. Une messe de minuit cinématographique
Lors du premier film de minuit, El Topo, peu
de publicité est faite pour inciter les gens à se
déplacer pour aller le voir à minuit. Seul un
entrefilet paraît dans un journal pour indiquer la
première, puis le bouche à oreille sert de
publicité pour les autres séances. Or en
réduisant au strict minimum le budget
promotionnel, le Elgin Theater va à l’encontre du
système établi. Il permet de mettre en place la
notion d’appartenance à un groupe, les
personnes venant à ces séances ayant été
informées de « l’événement » par d’autres
personnes, elles-mêmes dans la confidence. En
ce sens, la séance de minuit s’apparente à une
cérémonie pour initiés. Le dispositif même du
cinéma soutient la comparaison avec la religion,
comme le font remarquer Hoberman et
Rosenbaum dans leur ouvrage Midnight movies 4,
puisque le spectateur plongé dans une salle
obscure est amené à se couper du monde
extérieur, à entrer dans une autre temporalité,
propre au film, et à vivre des émotions par le
simple pouvoir de l’imagination tout en restant
dans un état de passivité physique. L’horaire de
ces séances particulières rappelle aussi la messe
de minuit chrétienne, l’heure du mystère et de
tous les possibles, et plus généralement marque
un point de bascule temporel. A minuit, une
« société secrète » de cinéphiles en quête
d’expérience originale prend plaisir à se réunir
et à « communier » ensemble autour d’un film.
Le succès du film tient beaucoup à ce nouvel
horaire car non seulement certains films
programmés au départ à des horaires diurnes ne
connaissent le succès que lorsqu’ils passent à
minuit, mais l’inverse est impossible. Au bout de
six mois de salle comble aux séances de minuit
au Elgin, Allen Klein rachète El Topo et le
programme dans un grand cinéma de Times
Square, cinq fois par jour à partir de 10h du
matin : il est retiré de l’affiche dès le troisième
jour.

3

Larry Jackson in SAMUELS, Stuart, Midnight movies: From the Marges
to the Mainstream, Canada/USA, Pretty Pictures, 2006 (25ème min).
4

Hoberman James et Rosenbaum Jonathan, Midnight Movies, Boston,
DaCapo Press, 1982, p. 16 : « In terms of film illusion, transcendance
involves a spiritual passage from the physicality of a seat in a
darkened theater to the physicality of an imaginary time-space
continuum […] ».
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Peu à peu, la séance de minuit devient
« l’expérience à faire ». Pink Flamingos
commence à être connu par un simple entrefilet
dans le journal Village Voice, et déplace un
public gay avant d’avoir un public plus élargi. Ce
public ne se contente plus de regarder le film, et
de prendre de la distance avec les plans qui lui
sont projetés, par un effet de catharsis, mais il
réagit directement à ce qu’il voit : « Ils étaient
hystériques. Ils se mettaient debout comme s’ils
étaient dans un temple et ils se balançaient
d’avant en arrière. C’était une béatitude
cinématographique » 5. Les Midnight movies sont
souvent tournés avec l’intention de faire réagir
le spectateur : La Nuit des morts vivants
provoque la peur, et donc potentiellement les
cris du public (il va plus loin que les films
d’épouvante précédents, en montrant des
morts-vivants mangeant les entrailles de leurs
victimes), El Topo par sa violence exacerbée,
tirant vers le gore, appelle un certain dégoût et
peut donc aussi susciter des cris. Mais John
Waters va plus loin avec Pink Flamingos,
puisqu’il affirme « Vomir pendant le film, c’est
une ovation » 6. Son but est d’aller le plus loin
possible dans le « trash », tout en restant dans
le cadre de la loi, afin de choquer le spectateur.
Son premier film, en 1969, nommé « Mondo
Trasho », s’ouvrait déjà par une séquence où un
bourreau décapite des poulets sur un billot ;
dans Pink Flamingos, Harris Glenn Milstead
travesti en Divine mange réellement les
excréments d’un chien. Le public vient chercher
ce qu’il ne voit pas dans les autres films,
projetés en séances diurnes, il recherche ce
choc, qui va au-delà de la simple appréciation
du film. En cela, le pouvoir du film tient de cet
attrait irrésistible qu’est la fascination. Le film
présenté à minuit, lors de séances « pour
initiés », devient en lui-même un rite d’initiation,
« the thing to do », par le choc qu’il produit sur
le spectateur.
Cela va encore plus loin avec un des
derniers films de minuit : The Rocky Horror
Picture Show de Jim Sharman. Ce film est typique
du mélange des genres opéré dans les Midnight
movies : il est à la fois un film d’horreur, un film
de science-fiction, un film musical rock, tout cela
sur un thème de série B. Le décor est celui d’un
manoir dans lequel un jeune couple
d’américains doit trouver refuge une nuit, or ce

manoir est habité par « un gentil travesti qui
vient de Transsexuel, en Transylvanie », et ses
amis venus de la même planète. Néanmoins, ce
film se distingue des précédents films de minuit
par son origine et son mode de production.
Avant d’être un film, The Rocky Horror Picture
Show est d’abord une comédie musicale créée
par Richard O’Brien sur la scène londonienne,
qui gagne en 1973 le Evening Standard Theatre
Award de la meilleure comédie musicale de
l’année. Sa carrière outre-Atlantique est plus
mouvementée puisque le spectacle est démoli
par la critique à Broadway. Malgré cela, son
adaptation cinématographique est le premier
film du marché des Midnight movies à avoir été
produit par une major : la Fox investit 1 250 000
dollars, fait tourner le film en studio et impose
Susan Sarandon et Barry Bostwick pour jouer le
couple d’américains. Lors de sa sortie, le film ne
marche pas en séance normale, il passe alors en
séance de minuit et rencontre un succès
phénoménal. El Topo et Pink Flamingos avaient
déjà créé une communauté de fans, les uns
s’habillant en el Topo, les autres plaçant
« Divine » au rang de star, voire d’idole.
Néanmoins, l’appropriation du film par les
spectateurs et le « fanatisme » dont il fait l’objet
sont ici aidés par le fait que le film vienne d’une
comédie musicale. Les chants peuvent être
repris facilement en chœur, et les personnages
en costumes excentriques sont caricaturaux. The
Rocky Horror Picture Show devient un film
« culte », et les séances des rites pour les fans,
qui viennent revoir le film plusieurs fois. Les
gens parlent à l’écran, amènent des accessoires
pour participer et parfois se déguisent comme
les personnages : « Whether it's water pistols
squirted into the crowd during the rain scene or
fans playing call-and-response with the screen,
"The Rocky Horror Picture Show" is a movie
experience unlike any other » 7. Le spectacle n’est
plus seulement le film qui est projeté, mais il se
trouve également dans la salle. La partie
théâtrale qui avait été laissée de côté par le
passage de la comédie musicale au cinéma se
retrouve dans l’interaction du public avec
l’écran. Les séances se transforment ainsi en
vastes happenings. Devant ce succès, des
groupes de fans s’organisent pour rejouer les
scènes dans le cinéma en parallèle à la
projection, les « répliques » du public vont peu à
peu être codifiées et les accessoires nécessaires

5

John Waters in SAMUELS, Stuart, Midnight movies: From the Marges to
the Mainstream, Canada/USA, Pretty Pictures, 2006 (35ème min).
6

Ibidem.

7

STRAUSS Neil, « It must be midnight and must be weird », in New York
Times, 7 juillet 1995.
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pour réagir aux scènes listés : du riz pour la
scène du mariage, un journal pour celle de
l'orage, un drapeau écossais à agiter lorsque
Brad s'exclame « Great Scot ! », mais aussi un
pistolet à eau, des confettis, du papier toilette,
etc. L’avènement de la vidéo en 1975 marque un
tournant dans le phénomène des Midnight
movies, car la cassette désacralise le moment du
visionnage et enlève la dimension collective de
partage et de sociabilité au film. En 1990, quand
The Rocky Horror Picture Show sort en vidéo, il
est accompagné du commentaire : « Rêvez-le
chez vous, vivez-le au cinéma ». Dans la version
DVD de 2000, des sous-titres ont été ajoutés
pour indiquer au téléspectateur, telles des
didascalies pour les acteurs, les actes à faire, de
manière à essayer de faire vivre, mais dans le
cadre privé, l’excitation du film. La notion de
communion entre les individus du public se perd
et la spontanéité de l’interaction disparaît alors
même que le film devient « culte ».

III. Un engagement politique et social.
Les films de minuit ont comme point
commun l’horaire auquel ils sont projetés. Ils ont
bien souvent aussi un même mode de
production et de distribution : ils ont un petit
budget et se font connaître par le bouche à
oreille. Mais les Midnight movies doivent aussi
leur succès aux thèmes qui y sont abordés et aux
personnages qu’ils présentent, différents de
ceux que l’on trouve d’habitude sur grand écran.
Le cinéma devient un lieu de tous les possibles,
où une frange de la population, délaissée ou
exclue, vient se retrouver. Pourtant le public qui
se forme n’est jamais un groupe homogène
socialement : si les premiers à aller à ces
séances de minuit sont souvent les jeunes
étudiants et les minorités, le public s’élargit au
fur et à mesure que ces séances deviennent un
phénomène de mode. Le Elgin, cinéma grand
public, pratique pour ces séances un tarif très
réduit pour les séniors, mais aussi un tarif réduit
pour les gays, qui font alors souvent l’objet de
discriminations
dans
les
cinémas
non
spécialisés. De plus, la drogue y est licite, la
marijuana y circule librement, plongeant la salle
obscure dans une atmosphère d’autant plus
étrange et confinée. Les stars de la scène rock et
underground de l’époque se retrouvent dans le
public : Andy Warhol, Bianca et Mick Jagger, John
Lennon et Yoko Ono… Les films recréent autour
d’eux une nouvelle micro société où les exclus
de la société extérieure se retrouvent

soudainement inclus, voire mis en avant. Les
Midnight movies en effet, mettent souvent en
scène des personnages atypiques.
Dans El Topo, le héros après avoir pris la
décision de se racheter se donne comme
mission, par amour pour une naine, de creuser
un tunnel pour faire sortir les « monstres » qui
ont été enfermés dans une grotte par les
habitants de la ville. Ces « monstres » sont en
réalité des handicapés : culs-de-jatte, nains,
manchots, hommes-troncs… Cette esthétique du
monstrueux rappelle les films de Tod Browning,
et Freaks, sorti en 1932, est d’ailleurs remis à
l’affiche lors des séances de minuit. Eraserhead
de David Lynch traite aussi de la figure du
monstre mais de manière suggérée puisque
lorsqu’Henry
apprend
que
Mary
vient
d’accoucher, elle lui dit de manière
énigmatique : « They don’t know yet if it is a
baby ». Le film ayant suivi El Topo, Pink
Flamingos, en plus d’avoir comme personnage
principal un travesti, comme celui de Franck
dans The Rocky Horror Picture Show, prône
l’excentricité, le « mauvais goût ». Les personnes
en lice pour disputer à Divine le titre de « the
filthiest woman alive » sont un couple de
fétichistes, gérant un trafic d’enfants pour des
couples lesbiens, et vendant de l’héroïne dans
les écoles. Les films de John Waters montre une
société où les valeurs sont bousculées et où les
vices se transforment en vertus ou sont
parfaitement intégrés par la société. Le critique
de cinéma Jonathan Rosenbaum affirme : « Ca a
tout bouleversé. Ca signifiait que les gens
complètement marginaux, les parias absolus,
étaient ceux qu’on défendait et qu’on célébrait.
On ne peut pas être plus politique » 8.
La politique s’invite sous d’autres formes
dans La Nuit des morts vivants. Le rôle principal
est joué par un noir américain, il peut donc être
considéré comme un film pré-blaxploitation, les
afro-américains étant à l’époque confinés aux
seconds rôles. Il fait également écho à deux
sujets graves des actualités de 1968 : la mort de
Martin Luther King et la guerre du Vietnam qui
s’enlise et semble ne plus devoir finir après
l’offensive du Têt en janvier 1968. La manière
réaliste de tourner encourage le parallèle avec
la réalité : le massacre final des morts-vivants
par les policiers et leurs chiens et l’exécution du
héros noir font penser aux actualités filmées de
l’époque. Un autre film de minuit produit en
8

SAMUELS, Stuart, Midnight movies: From the Marges to the
Mainstream, Canada/USA, Pretty Pictures, 2006 (37ème min).
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Jamaïque met en avant un héros noir, et se
termine par son exécution par les policiers : The
Harder They Come, de Perry Henzell, sorti en
1972. Le héros est un chanteur et un gangster
joué par Jimmy Cliff et ce film fera découvrir aux
Etats-Unis et à sa jeunesse le reggae.
Ces films présentent donc au public des
personnages issus de minorités ou hors normes
dans lesquels ils peuvent se retrouver. Mais le
rire provoqué peut également s’avérer politique.
La plupart de ces films font apparaître un
humour particulier, une ironie face à des scènes
intentionnellement
choquantes
et
extravagantes. Les tabous (viol, homosexualité,
handicaps…), non seulement sont montrés, mais
souvent aussi sont tournés en dérision. Dans
Multiple Maniacs de John Waters, sorti en 1970,
lady Divine dirige avec son compagnon une
galerie ambulante de monstres, appelée « Le
Défilé de la Perversion », et ce personnage de
travesti sombre dans la folie après s’être fait
violer par Lobstora, un homard géant ! Ce regard
distancié et humoristique que le public des films
de minuit exerce sur la société se retrouve aussi
dans le succès inattendu qu’obtient Reefer
Madness. Ce film en noir et blanc sorti en 1936
est un film de propagande anti-marijuana,
commandité par une église. Il présente des
personnes commettant une suite de crimes et de
délits après avoir fumé de la drogue au cours
d’une soirée. Le film ressort lors des séances de
minuit et le jeu caricatural des acteurs ainsi que
le propos lui-même, en totale contradiction avec
ce qu’il se passe alors dans la salle, lui assure le
succès. Le public le tourne en dérision et, en
allant le voir, se moque de l’ordre moral
dominant. Sa lecture ironique est encouragée au
cinéma Orson Welles par le fait qu’il soit projeté
avec un très court métrage, un film d’animation
d’une minute trente, Bambi meets Godzilla, où le
personnage de Disney se fait écraser par
l’énorme patte de Godzilla.
La provocation et l’irrévérence par rapport
à la culture dominante que nous trouvons dans

de nombreux Midnight movies ont permis
l’émergence d’une contre-culture, dans laquelle
toutes les marges de la société se retrouvent.

Conclusion
Le phénomène des Midnight movies est très
lié au contexte géopolitique et social de
l’époque. Il correspond à une volonté de la
jeunesse américaine à se trouver de nouveaux
héros, une nouvelle esthétique et des valeurs
différentes de celles prônées par la société des
années 60-70. Ces films permettent de faire la
synthèse entre différentes sous-cultures :
homosexuelle, hippie, rock… Le fait que la fin
des Midnight movies corresponde à la période
de fermeture du Elgin Theater (1977), au
développement de la commercialisation de la
cassette vidéo (le format Betamax de Sony sorti
en 1975 est destiné aux enregistrements de
télévision grand public) et à l’apparition en 1978
de la télévision câblée, montre que le
phénomène n’est pas qu’un phénomène de
société mais aussi de socialisation. Le public des
Midnight movies prend le cinéma comme lieu de
ralliement et forme une communauté où toutes
les marges de la société se retrouvent. Peu de
films de minuit ont eu un succès commercial,
mais ceux qui l’ont eu, sont devenus des films
« cultes ». En plus de se distinguer à l’origine par
leur heure de projection, ces films ont réussi à
créer un phénomène, une catégorie à part. La
difficulté est de voir un lien formel entre ces
films car s’ils mettent bien souvent en scène une
part cachée de la société ou mélangent des
genres, il y a de nombreuses différences entre
des films comme The harder they come, proche
du documentaire, et Eraserhead qui se
rapproche de l’esthétique surréaliste. Leur point
commun essentiel serait alors leur originalité
par rapport à une production globale à un
moment donné et leur résonnance avec une part
de la société qui en a fait pour certains des films
« cultes ».
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