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Sentimental Museography
Barnaby Drabble* & Federica Martini**
Abstract
This article explores the affective significance of three curatorial projects realized between the
1960s and the early 1980s, plucked from a still un-assembled history of exhibitions in which collections
of ever-day objects form the starting point for emotional, imaginative and at times narrative reflections
on museology. The activities of the authors of these ‘museums’ can be seen as working somewhere
between social and personal histories, between high and low culture, between private and collective
memory, and between nostalgic and impulsive registers. Some commentators have termed them artists’
museums, but they are not exclusively assembled by artists. Others have filed them under institutional
critique, even though in many ways they refer not to the modern museum, but back to its precursors; the
Wunderkammer and Kunstkammer of the pre-rational age. This paper is written in the context of
renewed interest in exhibition experiments substituting institutional museum visions with curatorial
individual narratives and fictional acts. It considers, by way of an analysis of the three selected projects,
how atypical collections and the narratives they convey configure affect. We argue that the
deinstitutionalizing voice in these projects, which rephrases the activities of collecting and curating as,
at once, subjective, convivial and sentimental, opens up possibilities for new communities of feeling and
sensibility.
Keywords: modern art, contemporary art, alternative museums, artists’ collections, exhibition
history, curating, affect, wunderkammer, institutional critique.

Collection, narrative and sentiment
Exhibition historians looking to the past to
better understand where the curatorial meets
the affective are faced with considerable
challenges. The first of these is our intrinsic
inability to witness first-hand viewer activity in
the exhibitions of the past or indeed to reflect
on our own subjective experiences of these
exhibitions. When present in an exhibition, the
researcher can experience the atmosphere and
intensity established through the interaction of
objects, site and visitors that make up an
exhibition moment. Looking back on exhibitions
they have visited they can summon up
memories, moods and emotional states. But, to
assess affect through documentation, with its
tendency towards the objective and descriptive,
is difficult.
In addition to this, when it comes to artists’
museums and, particularly, in those collecting
low-cultural
artefacts,
the
sentimental
interaction is elicited by the interplay between
official history and individual nostalgia in the
placing of the everyday ephemera, at the level of
the artistic object. In museums made by artists,

affect is all about contiguity as part of this
process; is elicited by the juxtaposition of
subjective, daily materials with the notion of art
or by the exhibition of art within a domestic
context. However, though artist’s museums may
appear as oddities in the history of institutional
exhibition making, the importance of the
affective turn they employ can be seen as
significant in a broader understanding of
curatorial theory and exhibitions history. The
importance of contiguity, not only in regard to
objects but also to concepts, can be witnessed in
the shift of the recent years, from a focus on the
curator (as institutional role) and curating (as
profession) to ‘the curatorial’ (as a space of
intended and unintended relations) (Rogoff &
Martinon, 2009).
In an interview with sociologist Nathalie
Heinich, Harald Szeemann precurses this
reconsideration of how we might “sentimentally”
understand the making and reception of
exhibitions: “For me the job of exhibition maker
and its context cannot renew themselves if not
in intimacy, and an equal social value can be
found in something fragile and intimate as
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opposed to a violent explicative claim (…)”
(Heinich 1995). Taking to heart Szeemann’s call to
the intimate, and applying it to the reflection on
artists’ museum −what we are left to reconstitute
if we wish to oppose the rational exhibition
paradigm based, as art historian Donald Preziosi
proposes, on the indexical and metaphorical
juxtaposition of objects (Preziosi 1999) − is the
special configuration of the affective sphere
created by the exhibition itself.
A second challenge in this exercise is
avoiding confusion about what a turn towards
the affective might actually connote in artists’
museums. In this sense, avoiding generalization
and differentiating between the personal
(feelings and emotions) and the pre-personal
and autonomic (affect) is important, as Gregory
Seigworth and Melissa Gregg suggest in the
introduction to their reader on affect theory:
“Affect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the
name we give to those forces – visceral forces
beneath, alongside or generally other than
conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond
emotion…” Yet, this ‘beyond’ is always only
short-lived as no theory of affect can talk about
this difference without understanding the
necessary entanglement of affect and emotion.”
(Seigworth & Gregg 2010: 1). Applied to the
investigation of artists’ museums, the “shortlived beyond” relates to the quality of the
sources that can be used to support research.
Beyond the objects and works present in the
exhibition and the photographs, films and
videos, that most frequently document these,
the task of (re)assessing artists’ museums
requires an engagement with first-hand
accounts, artists’ and curators’ memoirs,
personal anecdotes and other subjective, even
fictional, evidence. We have to imagine ourselves
back into these situations and speculate on
affects, and we are forced to use, somewhat
counter intuitively, intellectual tools to address
an extra-intellectual phenomenon.
A third observation concerns the debate
about art's experiential constitution of
knowledge vs. its explicit engagement with
intellectual content; is a nuanced one. The
exhibiting of modern and contemporary art, and
more specifically its display within official and
unofficial museums, often elicits responses
outside aesthetic norms and traditions. As
Walter Grasskamp proposes in one of the first
studies of artists’ museums, besides showing
undeniable
connections
with
the
Wunderkammer and Kunstkammer tradition,
4

artists’ museums experience a specific and
particular shift in the 20th century within the
practice of the collage, where the activity of
juxtaposing found objects within a specific
frame, brought the previously distinct activities
of the collector and the artist together
(Grasskamp 1979; Gamboni 2010). In this context,
the artistic agency conferred to objects collected
in artists’ museums occupies a specific role.
These collections are often of unusual,
unclassifiable, everyday or low-cultural objects
that do not have an inherent, artistic value, but
that become expression of an artistic sensibility
through the act of being collected. Over the past
ten years many of these museums have, in turn,
been collected by institutional museums and
this process of absorption raises questions
about the kind of knowledge they produce –
more experiential, engaging with intellectual
content or both.
With these challenges in mind we turn to
three curatorial projects, plucked from a still unassembled history of exhibitions in which
collections of ever-day objects form the starting
point for emotional, imaginative and, at times,
narrative reflections on museology. The activities
of the authors of these ‘museums’ can be seen
as working somewhere between social and
personal histories, between high and low
culture, between private and collective memory
and between nostalgic and obsessive registers.
Some have termed them artists’ museums, but
they are not exclusively assembled by artists.
Others have filed them under institutional
critique, but in many ways they refer not to the
modern museum, but back to its precursors: the
Wunderkammers and Kunstkammers of the prerational age.
A forerunner, in this sense, was Harald
Szeemann’s series of exhibitions at the
Kunsthalle Bern in the late 1960s, Puppets, Raw
Art and Ex-Votos, and his exhibition experiments
in 1970s including Bachelor Machines, Monte
Verità and the exhibition in his apartment Grand
Father: A Pioneer Like Us, the latter of which is
looked at in more detail in this article. Their
contents ranging from theatrical props and
therapy documents to popular comics and family
keepsakes, these exhibitions made manifest the
affective drive of the impassioned collector and
called on the associative power of folk artefacts.
In a similar fashion, artist Daniel Spoerri
and historian Marie-Louise von Plessen’s Musées
Sentimentales, the first flush of these staged
respectively in Paris, Cologne and Berlin, in the
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late 1970s and early 1980s, brought into question
the scientific paradigm at play in institutional
museums and in relation to their specific sites,
reconsidered the place of emotions in the acts of
collection and display. Spoerri’s artistic interest
in the intensity of the everyday combined here
with von Plessen’s eye for historical anomaly
producing a series of exhibition experiments
that retold the official story of each city, often in
bizarre, provocative, unreliable and humorous
ways.
More recently, The Museum of Innocence
opened by writer Orhan Pamuk in 2011, has
provided yet another example of context-based
museum displays linking personal narratives and
community micro-histories. Istanbul, between
the 1950s and 1970s, is at the centre of Pamuk’s
literary collections. The same goes for The
Museum of Innocence, which the author
developed at the same time as the novel of the
same name (Pamuk 2008), a fictionalised
material homage paid by the protagonist Kemal
to his lover, Füsun, eight years after she commits
suicide. The Museum displays Kemal’s memories
of her and of their love story in the 1970s, while,
on another level, acting as a Museum of the
author’s love story with Istanbul.
The personal approaches brought along by
these “sentimental museums” in terms of their
explorations of the possibilities to expand
relation to space and site, through personal and
narrative means, builds analogies with the
notion of the autobiographical collection.
Whether relating to a family member, to a city or
to characters plucked from a novel, these
projects explore the potential of the ‘memorial’
with all of its subconscious nostalgic facets.
Specifically, they reintroduce the urge to include
individual biographies “in and of the museum”
as a way to counteract the 19th-century
institutional goal to represent the world in an
objective way (Hill 2012). Importantly, the
sentimental museums implicate their collector
subjects and introduce us to their vital, urgent
pleasures, rather than proposing the displays as
the work of an invisible, sanguine, institutional
hand. These exhibition experiments invert the
19th century museal urge to exclude the body and
its affects, they foreground the whimsy and
impulse of collecting, evoke the intimate former
life of the objects they display and provoke the
visitors to address their own ongoing bodyobject-body immersion in the world. The
pedagogical model of distance and received

learning is replaced here by a sensual proximity,
duplicity and interchangeability. As such, these
are not really experiments in showing, but in
living and as such spaces in which “the pathology of a body meets the pedagogy of an
affective world” (Seigworth & Gregg 2010: 1).

The 19th Century Museum and its Affects
The shift from the chaotic wondrous
accumulation of the 18th century Wunderkammer
to the rigorous, classified collection of the
modern museum occurred as an effect of the
secularisation of history, at a time when
museums emerged as art and historical artefacts
were deprivatized (Maleuvre 1999). The illusion
of objectivity established and cemented by the
Museums at this time, and with it the concept of
the grand and unifying narrative of history
(specifically that of the nation state) is
underwritten by a specific shift in affects. Within
museums, art became an object of historical
expertise, controlled by newly established
academies and institutes. More to the point, this
“bracketing of art into the autonomous sphere of
museums, complements the movement that
hands art over to the expertise of historical
science, to the investigations of historiographic
study and the minutiae of scholarship”
(Maleuvre 1999).
In Tony Bennett’s The Birth of the Museum
(Bennett 1995) and his article ‘The Exhibitionary
Complex’ (Bennett 1996) that presents a number
of the ideas explored in the book, he cites
Nicholas Pearson’s study The State and The
Visual Arts (Pearson 1982) which interests him
due to its focus on the way political ideology was
transmitted to publics through the medium of
exhibition. Looking at the nineteenth century,
Pearson describes the state’s role in terms of
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ approaches in the promotion of
art and culture; the hard: ‘a systematic body of
knowledge and skills promulgated in a
systematic way to specified audiences.’ The soft,
on the other hand, working ‘by example rather
than by pedagogy; by entertainment rather than
disciplined schooling; and by subtlety and
encouragement’ (Pearson 1982: 35, cited in
Bennett 1996).
Whether hard or soft, the ‘complex’ that
Bennett observes at work in the Museum of the
19th century is, in a Foucauldian sense,
disciplinary. The Museum is a space of the
production of a new subjectivity, that of the
subject coerced through the promise of
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becoming ‘cultured’ to adopt a specific set of
behaviours, associated now with bourgeois
societal norms. Marion Von Osten provides us
with a stark illustration of how affect is tied up in
this shift, in her analysis of a cartoon by Honoré
Daumier depicting a workig-class man and
woman visiting an exhibition. Coming across a
classical sculpture depicting a female nude, the
woman is shocked and embarrassed, responding
as if confronted with a real naked woman. Von
Osten sees Daumier’s commentary as revealing
in three ways.
“First of all, ‘she’ is not capable of
performing the act of reflection necessary in
order to encounter art: rather, the drawing
portrays her as a signifier of that group of the
population which is incapable of distinguishing
art from the objects and acts of everyday life.
Secondly, she is not only incapable of making
this distinction because she lacks the necessary
background knowledge, but for the very reason
that ‘she’ identifies with the figure, with the
figure’s nakedness… Thirdly, it is her
identification, triggered by the figure depicted,
which bars her from achieving the status of a
‘suitable viewer’. For whereas ‘he’ knows to judge
depictions of women as pure art and according
to aesthetic criteria, she is deprived of the role
of interpretation by virtue of her gender
affiliation.” (Von Osten 233).
If in pre-modern museums the main
concern was to provoke, wonder and surprise,
the modern museum attempts to “extricate
itself” from the chaotic accumulation of
spectacular objects presented in fairs and
commercial exhibitions of natural wonders, in
order to respond to the political task to educate
the crowd. Absorbed by academia and the
historiographic/scientific paradigm, the 19th
century notion of museum did not represent
artists’ works,but mainly an art historical vision
1
of art (Preziosi 1999).
The isolation of the museum of
contemporary art from the everyday became a
central focus of the work of many important
artists at this time. In order to open up the
exhibition space, one notable artistic and
1

The chronological breaks proposed throughout the 19th century by
new distinctions between the art of the past and the art of the present
derived from the tradition of periodical exhibitions devoted to present
art in institutions such as the Salon Carré du Louvre in Paris and the
Royal Academy of Arts in London (Lorente 2014). Yet, the 19th century
museum of the art of the present remained mainly inaccessible to the
experimental artistic trends and pedagogical in its relation to its
audience; attitudes that would be critically debated by artists and
museum directors alike in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

6

curatorial strategy was the introduction of
collections of low mass folk or popular artefacts,
frequently related to vernacular cultural
traditions, which speak of specific places and
times and relate to another, pre-museal space of
exhibition, be it the fairground, the sideshow or
the carnival.

Harald Szeemann and his Grandfather
The enormous scale of the documenta 5
exhibition, and the overload of organizational
work connected to it, made its curator, Harald
Szeemann, desire to make “a very intimate
exhibition”. After the Kassel experience, in 1974,
Szeemann was based in Bern, on the third floor
of a building at the Gerechtigkeitsgasse. There
he lived for some months while he was working
in that very space on the exhibition Grossvater –
Ein Pionier wie wir (Grandfather, a pioneer like
us), dedicated to his grandfather Etienne. As
Szeemann recalls, the arrangement of the
artefacts for the show went on continuously,
animated by the wish “not to turn the props into
works of art,but rather [in finding] a form that
would enable [his] interpretation of a life to
become an exhibition” (Bezzola & Kurzmeyer
2007). Based on the personal collection,
cumulated by his grandfather over the years, the
show included tools, souvenirs and other
ephemera related to his profession and life,
including engravings, decorations from various
associations, log books, stamps, badges, photos,
verre eglomisé pictures. This panoply of objects,
put together and preserved by Etienne
Szeemann—Hungarian immigrant, hairdresser
and “obsessive collector”—was presented in
Harald’s apartment along with furniture pieces
and documents (Grammel 2005).
Besides witnessing the biography and
success story of a Hungarian immigrant who
moved to Switzerland in the 19th century, the
collection on show presented itself as a timecapsule of kitsch and absurd objects from the
early 1900 that looked like a “Kienholz’s
environment”. If Szeemann’s grandfather was
presented as a collector, his grandson’s
curatorial position was compared in the press to
one of exhibition maker and document manager
(Bezzola & Kurzmeyer 2007). But we could imply,
considering the personal approach of the text
accompanying the exhibition, that somehow
Szeemann also acted as the novelist of the show,
that follows the narrative path of his
grandfather’s main biographical phases, similar
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to a bildungsroman or coming of age story. In
the text, Balthasar Burkhard’s photographs of
the selected objects frame the assumption that
in the grandfather’s experience life equalled art.
Within this narrative, the objects stand for a life
and act as witnesses to the fictionalisation of an
immigrant experience: a man “Little like
Napoleon, decent, enchanting, bulky, and
stubborn all at once, he fought his way through
the world” (Szeemann 2007), a self-taught
professional who compulsively collected objects
from his professional environment and life,
talking about a system that is disappearing. The
subjective nature of what he was engaged in was
clear to the curator, as Joanna Szupinska
identifies:
“Szeemann is careful to clarify that the
exhibition is neither meant to be a literal
representation of how his grandfather lived, nor
an exact retelling of his life story, but rather an
interpretation of an atmosphere, attitude, and a
life lived. At a remove from the reality of the
grandfather’s experience, the grandson could
only attempt to offer his own perspective. He
covered the walls of the rooms with
advertisements and framed pictures, he placed
mannequins in unlikely arrangements that
rendered them assemblages, and he piled books
and diaries on tables for visitors to peruse.”
(Szupinska 2010)
The art historian and critic Walter
Grasskamp makes a connection between
Szeemann’s exhibition and a comparable project
by the artist Christian Boltanski in 1973, about
which he declared: “I should like you to exhibit
in one room of your museum all the objects that
surrounded a person during his lifetime and
which, after his death, remain as witnesses of his
existence. These objects, ranging for example
from the handkerchiefs used by the person to
the wardrobe which stood in his room, should all
be displayed in show-cases and carefully
labelled”
(Grasskamp
1979).
Szeemann’s
grandfather
exhibition
and
Boltanski’s
collections, observes Grasskamp, were not put
together as such, but rather exist as an
arrangement of that which remains after the
person’s death. Inherently, they are without
specific order or significance, but the exhibition
or installation transforms them into a collection,
and in the process attributes an emotional
significance, directed by the exhibition maker
and completed by the visitor. Szeemann made
no attempt to edit what he had received from his

grandfather, preferring to fill the apartment
where he staged the show with all the material
that he had.
“I have included everything here, for even
you should know what snake fat is good for, how
to dress the hair of an emperor, how to throw
marble cake from the window of a train, what to
do when jealous colleagues, in the middle of the
night, build a brick wall covering the entrance to
your business…” (Szeemann 2007)
When Szeemann resigned from his job as
director of the Kunsthalle Bern, in 1969, and
invented the new job of the independent
exhibition maker, he established his own
intangible Agency for Intellectual Guest Labour.
The agency with its motto ‘from vision to nail’
was a manifesto and a conceptual tool with
which, in time, Szeemann began the journey
back to his father and grandfather. His
Grandfather exhibition, its elevation of a
hairdresser to heroic status and in the process,
its elements of emotional autobiography shows
a specific gesture. Far more than any curator
preceding him, Szeemann sought to connect
curatorial work to life, rather than to
professional antecedents or institutional
requirements.
At the time of his most radical experiments
in Bern, Szeemann was convinced that
institutional exhibition-making had lost its way
and become tied to an ill-fitting agenda of
informing the public about art, where, in his eyes
a much more extensive social function was
possible. In 1972, he and a group of colleagues
and experts came together under the auspices of
the ICOM (International Council of Museums) to
discuss their work in a meeting entitled
‘Problems of the museum of contemporary art in
the West.’ In the report of their meeting,
published as a special issue of the Museum
journal and compiled by Szeemann himself, he
summarises their convictions: “To put it bluntly,
the ideal museum would be the one that was
closed by the authorities” (Szeemann 1972). The
board of experts were in agreement that the
Museums had failed to adapt to changing times
and imagined a future museum as a speculative
co-production space for a community of feeling,
thinking subjects: a space not of objects, but of
people, not of objects, but of processes and
relationships.
Yet,
Szeemann’s
exhibition
of
his
grandfather’s possessions adamantly avoids
being ‘about’ art, or indeed about any one
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‘thing’, ‘theme’ or ‘figure’. Etienne Szeemann is
present in his absence, but the exhibition is not
really about him. Rather, as Szeemann correctly
claims for his work, the aim here is to foster a
non-literal, atmospheric, attitudinal practice,
and this appears closer to devotional than what
we would normally associate with curatorial. The
exhibition is ‘renewed’ as an affective space of
unresolved and processual resonance.

Daniel Spoerri, Marie-Louise von Plessen
and their Museés Sentimentales
The exhibition concept of the Musée
sentimental originates from the Swiss artist
Daniel Spoerri who developed the idea and
approach in collaboration with the German
cultural historian Marie-Louise von Plessen. The
first ‘museum’ was created in 1977, and the most
recent in 2011.
The first Museum came about when Spoerri
was invited by Pontus Hulten (the first director
of the Pompidou) and Jean Tinguely to propose
something for the labyrinthine installation
Crocodrome, which Tinguely was creating with
Bernhard Luginbühl for the opening of the
Pompidou Centre in Paris. Spoerri’s contribution
eventually took the form of two projects, the first
of these, Boutique Abberante led to the second,
Le Musée sentimental de Paris. The Boutique, in
keeping with earlier concepts by Spoerri, took
the form of a display of editioned or original
everyday objects, which were donated by the
artist’s friends and sold at low prices, with
benefits going to charity. Spoerri requested
objects of no clear artistic value and the
products on display included one of Marcel
Duchamp’s shirts, and a series of chewed gum
from the then renowned theatre-director Roland
Topor.
In an interview with Anke Te Heesen, von
Plessen remembers a conversation provoked by
these objects in which they discussed how the
stores of the city’s museums were undoubtedly
full of similar strange material; curiosities,
objects of little value and uncatalogued material.
With Spoerri and Hulten excited by the idea, she
began to approach the Museums and Archives of
Paris to find the collection of what the three of
them were already imagining as an alternative
museum of the city. Amongst the objects she
uncovered were a single hair from the bow of
Paganini’s violin, and the keys to the Bastille.
While Von Plessen took the role of ‘treasurehunter,’ Spoerri and Tinguely were primarily
8

involved in the dis(play) and juxtaposition of the
objects in vitrines within the space. Von Plessen
also researched the small text fragments that
accompanied the objects, these almost
exclusively consisting of carefully selected
citations from primary sources.
Soon after the Paris exhibition, von Plessen
and Spoerri were approached by Wulf
Herzogenrath, the then director of the Kölnisher
Kunstverein, to repeat the experiment in
Cologne. They agreed and launched the project
as a collaboration with students of the
Fachhochschule für Kunst und Design, where
Spoerri was a professor. The exhibition took
place from March 18 to April 29, 1979. Von
Plessen describes their role in the project as a
key change from the situation in Paris, as it
immediately opened out the project to a first
circle of collaborators beyond the couple
themselves (Te Heesen & Padberg 2011). Their
local knowledge was also of significant
importance to her as, unlike in Paris, she had
little idea of Cologne’s culture, history and
traditions. The students were asked to select
themes of importance to people living in
Cologne, and then locate objects in relation to
these, at which point Von Plessen and Spoerri
discussed and edited the selection, with Spoerri
overseeing the installation in the Kunstverein.
The second innovation of importance for
the project in Cologne was the decision to
pursue an encyclopaedic logic in the
arrangement of the objects for exhibition. The
display structure, in reference to the classical
museum format, consisted of a series of
cabinets, vitrines and free-standing objects
arranged alphabetically by theme. In some case
this resulted in absurd juxtapositions and an
often
awkward
de/re
contextualization
alongside their alphabetic neighbours. These
included a display of church relics shown
alongside objects from Cologne’s largest sex
shop.
The first of these cabinets, 'A', was devoted
to Konrad Adenauer, Cologne's most famous son
and revered post-war chancellor of Germany. In
place of any reference to his political work, von
Plessen and Spoerri exhibited a pair of rose
clippers and a full Indian chief's headdress, the
latter exhibited above a press photograph of
Adenauer wearing the same, his face crinkled in
amusement. Von Plessen explained the choice:
"Everyone knew that he bred roses, so there
were the rose clippers... and then naturally a
visual explosion, especially for the beginning of
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the exhibition: an Indian Headdress with eagle
feathers, that he had received as a gift, in
remembrance of Buffalo Bill, from the 'United
Indian Tribes' of the USA. These were really
strong object - juxtapositions, from small to big,
from fine to rough. Valuable things were
exhibited too, but not in the sense of artistic
value." (Te Heesen 2011: 20 trans.)
The 'Adenauer-Vitrine, in particular', she
observed in the same interview, 'touched the
hearts of the Cologne public'. Adenauer, often
referred to as 'der Alte', 'the old one' was
normally depicted as stony faced and known for
his firm handed guidance of Germany out of the
depression of the second world war but here,
through a reminder of his love of roses and a
momentary transformation into an Indian chief,
his memory provokes delight.
Far more concretely than in Paris, Von
Plessen and Spoerri explored the singularity of
the objects selected for display, and their ability
to provoke emotions, either through an initial
jolt of recognition, or through their associations
with informal stories, shared memories and oral
history – they termed these “gefühlsobjekte”
(literally: feeling-objects). In respect to this,
Spoerri has commented on the differing
meanings of the word sentimental in French and
German – where the French translates quite
literally as ‘of the senses or emotions’ in German
the term has a more negative association,
suggesting something overly-emotional or
nostalgic. On this discrepancy Te Heesen argues
that the more emotive meaning in German is
actually best suited to the Museums, given
Spoerri’s tendency to push the objects towards
humorous or absurd anecdotes and dramatic
connections.
Spoerri himself often doubted if, given the
local nature of the stories told, people from
outside the city where the sentimental museum
was created would enjoy the experience of a
visit. In fact, this aspect of the specificity and
partiality of the exhibitions appears to have
appealed to both the artist and his audiences –
as if they shared a secret. However, in one case,
Spoerri’s question of access was answered in a
surprising and revealing way. Spoerri himself
recounts a conversation with the AmericanKorean artist Nam June Paik who had visited the
show in Cologne (Allen). When asked what he
thought of the exhibition Paik reputedly replied
‘Wonderful exhibition. Never saw so many old
women laughing.’ Paik’s reply, whether faithfully

remembered or just part of a rolling repertoire
of anecdotes is indicative of Spoerri’s affective
intentions, the contiguity of gefühlsobjekte
opening up space for responses unusual to the
Museum, the laughter of old women becoming in
turn an object of wonder.
In 1981, Spoerri and von Plessen coorganised Le Musée sentimental de Prusse at the
Berliner-Museum, hosted by the Berliner
Festspiele and supported by the DAAD Berlin
Artists-In-Residence programme. The Berlin
exhibition, which ran from the August 16 to
November 15, 1981, was of particular interest
because it existed in contrast to a major
historical exhibition, the weighty historical
survey ‘Preussen. Versuch einer Bilanz’ (Prussia.
An Attempt to Take Stock), which took place at
the same time in the newly-reopened MartinGropius-Bau. Working again with a team of
students, Spoerri and von Plessen came up with
178 keywords which related to Berlin’s faded
Prussian past and which were organized
alphabetically:
from
‘Adler’
(eagle)
to
‘Zwangschloss’ (double-bit key). Hundreds of
artefacts – tourist trinkets, stuffed birds,
embroideries, cigarette cases, horse saddles,
memento salt shakers, even potato hoes – were
collected for the key words and displayed in
provocative combinations.” (Allen, 2011)
Unlike in Cologne, the Berlin exhibition
could not be seen as a stand-alone, as it was so
clearly in conversation with historical survey.
Von Plessen claims that the press at the time
were, to her surprise, critically impressed by the
impact of the more playful Musée Sentimental,
which continued the alphabetic hang and
humorous juxtapositions of its Cologne
predecessor. Originally intended as a lighter
appendix, she perceived a shift of attention and
a moment at which it was understood,
particularly by Berliners, as an alternative to the
larger exhibition. The aims were modest and no
attempt was made at sweeping master
narratives, leading to a different level of viewer
engagement;
laughter,
recognition,
identification, rather than detached interest. For
Von Plessen this renegotiation of the viewers’
expectations of the Museum object, by selecting
it for the feelings it could produce and the
stories it could conjure up, was to be the most
significant legacy of the Musée Sentimental.
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Orhan Pamuk’s Museum of Innocence
The collecting act is a constant motif in the
novels of Orhan Pamuk, in Istanbul: Memories of
a City, the sitting rooms of his family apartment
are described like museums:
“Sitting rooms were not meant to be places
where you could hope to sit comfortably; they
were little museums designed to demonstrate to
a hypothetical visitor that the householders
were Westernised. A person who was not fasting
during Ramazan would perhaps suffer fewer
pangs of conscience amongst these glass
cupboards and dead pianos than he might if he
were sitting cross-legged in a room full of
cushions and divans. Although everyone knew it
as freedom from the laws of Islam, no one was
quite sure what else Westernization was good
for. So, it was not just in the affluent homes of
Istanbul that you saw sitting-room museums;
over the next fifty years you could find these
haphazard and gloomy (but sometimes also
poetic) displays of Western influence in sitting
rooms all over Turkey; it was only with the arrival
of television in the 1970s that they went out of
fashion” (Pamuk, 2003).
The ‘sitting room museums’ of Pamuk’s
memory, kitsch, haphazard, gloomy and
awkwardly attempting to be western are clearly
both inspiration and caveat for the author’s own
museum project, the Museum of Innocence,
which emerged as a physical space in
conversation with the characters and objects
taking form in his novel. They have in common
the accumulation of objects of dubious aesthetic
value and relate to the same domesticity, the
museum filling a house in a residential part of
Istanbul. But the latter is demanding in other
ways, being both the product of a fictional
character’s obsession with his dead lover and
the product of a novelist’s obsession with detail.
The curatorial concept revolves around cabinets
which respond to the sections of the book, but
Pamuk is adamant to remind visitors that not
only do you not need to read the book to view
and understand the displays, but that the
process of collecting was as important as that of
writing, with objects happened upon in back
street bazaars or gifted by his readers finding
their way into the book.
One exhibit, in particular, appears as a key
to understanding the Museum’s affective
register: a wall of cigarette butts, their ends
stained with crimson lipstick, carefully pinned
like rare butterflies, dated and annotated with
10

anecdotes alluding to their heritage. These, we
are led to believe were all smoked by the novel’s
female protagonist Füsun, now gathered and
catalogued by Kemal, in a seeming attempt to
keep the memories of their encounters alive. The
cigarette, the lips, the very act of smoking, of
waiting and of life lived combine here with the
enormity of the collection: over 4000 spent
cigarettes.
In the book, Kemal recounts his encounter
with a space that must also have been familiar
to Szeemann, Spoerri and von Plessen:
“During my last days in Paris, with Füsun’s
birds on my mind, and a bit of time to kill, I went
to the Musée Gustave Moreau, because Proust
had held this painter in such high esteem. I
couldn’t bring myself to like Moreau’s classical,
mannered, historical paintings, but I liked the
museum. In his final years, the painter Moreau
had set about changing the family house where
he had spent most of his life into a place where
his thousands of paintings might be displayed
after his death, and this house in due course
became a museum, which encompassed, as well,
his large two-story atelier, right next to it. Once
converted, the house became a house of
memories, a “sentimental museum” in which
every object shimmered with meaning. As I
walked through empty rooms, across creaking
parquet floors, and past dozing guards, I was
seized by a passion that I might almost call
religious. (I would visit this museum seven more
times over the next twenty years, and each time
as I walked slowly through its rooms I felt the
same awe.)” (Pamuk 2009)

Conclusion: Putting the ‘Wunder’ back in the
‘Kammer’
In Szeemann's experiments and the Musées
Sentimentales of von Plessen and Spoerri along
with other 'artists museums' of the 1960s and
1970s, the reference to the Wunderkammer
emerges in the form of an atemporal approach
to artistic research, which is based on
accumulation more than on organization and
selection (Lugli 1986). Parallel to consumer
culture of the time, when non-organized and
unselective accumulations of everyday objects
acquire the status of collections, the emergence
of the Wunderkammer model in contemporary
art exhibitions seems to support the validity of
non-systematic approach to knowledge, as
opposed to the selective approach of the
scientific museum (Belk 1995, Lugli 1986).
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Besides mainly referencing, both negatively and
positively, the emerging pop culture and its
global outreach, the inclusion of folk materials in
contemporary art exhibitions challenges the
notion of otherness/sameness and author
position that constitute the basis of the art
historical canon.
In all the examples discussed in this article,
we find material that appears to belong to the
tradition of the 'hobby' collector within popular
culture; the collector of souvenirs, memorabilia,
and tourist knick-knacks (Stewart 1994, Belk
1995). Arguably, the collections include these
kinds of objects with the deliberate aim of
bringing into question the temporality of the
contemporary art museum – its focus on the
present – and the dialectics between personal
and official history. This logic could in fact also
be applied to art history, as John Ruskin’s SaintGeorges Museum at Walkey (UK) and Warburg’s
Mnemosyne prove, but that stayed nonetheless
relegated in the realm of artistic practices (DidiHuberman 2011).
Further to the foundation of the first
professional museum association in York in the
1880s, the related Museums Journal (1901)
involved museum professionals in a first
classification and assessment of different
museum typologies. In the survey, a hierarchical
priority is attributed to Museum National,
defined as “the most comprehensive of all,”
followed by other specialized institutions such
as the museum artistic; the museum scientific;
the
museum
scholastic;
the
museum
educational; the museum technological; the
museum municipal; the museum personal.
Interestingly enough, the survey opens with the
notion of the “museum personal”, defined as the
museum where “the ideas and tastes of the
individual are expounded” (Museums Journal,
1901).
Heir of the cabinet of curiosity, the idea of
the “museum personal” is deeply connected, in
the 19th century European collecting mode, with
Romantic logics (Pearce 1995). In this specific
museum typology, conserved in the original
collector’s house and being significantly linked
to the display s/he has arranged, we also see the
emergence of the tension between the private
and public dimension of the “personal museum”
project. As Higonnet observes, these museums
developed particularly between the 1890s and
the 1940s, in partial response to the
impersonality of the new national and civic

galleries, as well as a consequence of the
opening to the new public accessibility of
collections (Higonnet 2010). In contrast to the
objectivising agenda of the large museums, the
personal museum would maintain the taste for
the juxtaposition of fine and applied arts,
contextualizing the artwork along with functional
every-day objects or tools. The collection plan of
the personal museum was also always intimately
connected with the genius loci of the site where
the objects are gathered and exhibited, as well
as with the collector biography (Gamboni 2010,
Higonnet 2010).
In general, museum collections are based
on the architectural independence acquired by
the artwork from the Prince’s Wunderkammer,
where they played a decorative role. In the fine
arts museum, based on the Vienna Belvedere
Gallery principle, artworks are meant to display
art history and are consequently arranged
chronologically and by school – the stereotype
underlying this shift is the passage from the
chaos of the Wunderkammer to the order of the
museum. One of the rules of the Wunderkammer
is, as their name says, wonder. To obtain that,
they play on variations of scale; they mix up
different orders – the animal, the mineral and
the vegetable; they contain monstrous elements;
they work with the absurd and surreal. From the
contemporary viewpoint, we can see that the
activity of going back to the Wunderkammer as
an exemplary site of the alchemy between art
and science is also indebted to the Post-modern
positions emerging in the 1970s, and particularly
their challenge of the distinction between ‘high’
and ‘low’ culture (Pearce 1992). In this context,
Grandfather, the Musées Sentimentales and
other examples from this time should be seen as
precursors to the post-modern fluidity required
of museums with regards to material culture,
while Pamuk's Museum in Istanbul is a piece of
nostalgic resistance to this.
Playing with the museum’s metaphorical
potential and reclaiming a pre-modern affective
register, these sentimental museums challenge
the opposition between masterpiece/artefact;
between art history/personal history; museum
as the site for authenticity/rubbish as the place
for inauthentic popular culture. Through
including in their collections, the spurious
masterpiece and the fake or fictionalised
artefact, they also re-frame the rigid relationship
between objects, museums and their publics.
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Penser par les images : Subliminal Thinking
Alexandra Midal*
Abstrait
Pratiquer un esperanto des images compréhensible par tous est au cœur du projet de projections
d’images réalisés par Charles et Ray Eames (Harvard, Norton Series@6, 1971). Réalisations étonnantes,
elles reposent sur la conviction que l’idée peut prendre la forme d’une image, et son horizon peut la
délivrer du langage. Dans les faits, l’avalanche d’images et le rythme intense des projections des Eames
ne permet pas aux spectateurs, même les plus attentifs, de les appréhender convenablement. Par
conséquent, le message des films ne peut prétendre se placer au niveau de l’intelligibilité et de la
logique. En ne sollicitant que la vue, on peut se demander que veulent communiquer les Eames ? Le
langage est-il si peu nécessaire ? Et quelle est la nature de cette transmission ?
Ce rapport à l’image (pédagogique avec Art X, 1953 et grand public avec The Information Machine,
1962) représente-t-il une extension corticale, une parodie des Situation Rooms (Colomina, 2001) ou une
expression politique (Turner, 2013) ? Une telle profusion ne relève-t-elle des expériences de
manipulation mentale développées au cours de la guerre froide avec les artistes (MK Ultra) ? Les liens
entretenus par Eames avec IBM et George Nelson qui travaillent pour l’armée, n’ont-ils pas influencé le
montage des Eames ?
L’objet de cet essai consistera non seulement à examiner cette œuvre méconnue des Eames, à
mesurer l’effet de ce dispositif sur l’inconscient et la psyché des spectateurs, mais surtout à dévoiler de
nouvelles lignes de force entre leur œuvre et les recherches en manipulation mentale qui se déployaient
dans les laboratoires américains. On se demandera enfin si ces projections ne livrent pas une
inintelligibilité volontaire proche des images subliminales, et à quels desseins ?
Mots clés : Mind Control, Dispositifs, Images subliminales, communication visuelle, Eames, Nelson,
Education by images, Design, Projection, Films, Montage, CIA.

Dans un entretien donné en 1940-1942, Ray
Eames revient sur une anecdote datant des
premières années de mariage du couple des
designers américains les plus importants du
vingtième siècle (M. Neuhart, 2015:44). À peine
arrivés de Cranbrook (Michigan), et récemment
installés en Californie, au volant de leur Fiat
décapotable d’occasion, Ray a pris l’habitude
d’emmener et de chercher Charles qui officie
dans les studios de la Metro Goldwyn Mayer en
tant que décorateur de plateau. Souvent, le soir
venu, le couple se gare à quelques encablures
d’un drive-in de quartier pour y regarder des
films projetés sur grand écran. Les deux
tourtereaux ont du mal à joindre les deux bouts,
et ne peuvent se payer le ticket d’entrée : ils
regardent donc des films sans son. Loin de n’être
qu’une anecdote, cette pratique des débuts
dévoile un fil conducteur méconnu de l’œuvre
des Eames ; elle démontre l’importance qu’ils
* HEAD – Genève, Haute école d'art et de design

accordent à la puissance des images et à la
signification du montage. Structurée notamment
par la théorie de l’information de Shannon dont
Charles Eames est familier et auquel il emprunte
surtout l’idée qu’il incombe au récepteur de
reconstituer l’information à partir d’éléments
transmis, on comprend combien le couple de
designers veut accorder une primauté du visuel
sur la discursivité. Cette conception permet de
repenser totalement l’œuvre des Eames car non
seulement elle inverse le rapport conventionnel
entre les images et le design industriel en
plaçant les images au centre et le design
industriel à la marge de leur pratique, mais
surtout elle dévoile que le couple caresse un
idéal de communication parfaite et non-verbale.
Pratiquer une langue commune à tous,
autrement dit un esperanto des images
compréhensible et partagé par tous est l’objectif
visé par les projections d’images réalisées par
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les Eames. C’est à l’occasion de la série des
Norton conférences, les six conférences
prestigieuses données par Charles Eames à
Harvard entre octobre 1970 et avril 1971 que le
public découvre les fameuses triples projections
d’images made in Eames. Images en mouvement,
depuis plusieurs années déjà, le couple maîtrise
l’art du montage. Depuis leur premier essai
concluant avec Rough Sketch for a Sample
Lesson for an Hypothetical Course de 1952,
depuis aussi le célèbre Glimpses of the USA
(1959), ou l’exposition IBM Information Machine à
Bruxelles en 1958 et surtout depuis Think dans le
pavillon IBM à la World’s Fair de New-York en
1964 pour ne citer que les plus marquantes
manifestations des dispositifs d’images rompant
avec la narration linéaire inventés par les Eames.
Chacune des conférences qui composent les
Norton Series alterne montages d’images et
discours de Charles Eames.1 Projetées sous
forme de triptyques, des centaines de
diapositives : Circus Slide Show, Day of the Dead,
Movie-Sets, etc. composent des ensembles. Et
les allers-retours entre le récit prodigué par
Charles Eames et les séquences de montages
d’images rythmés forment un dispositif dual
redoutablement efficace.
Mais au-delà de ces considérations
liminaires, étant donnés que les Eames ont
travaillé avec des designers et des sociétés
collaborant avec l’armée, en connaissant
l’intérêt du couple pour les technologies et
l’innovation, il est temps désormais d’avancer
l’hypothèse d’une relation entre contrôle mental
et dispositifs d’images chez les Eames. On peut
se demander si la profusion d’images
caractéristique de leurs dispositifs de projection
ne relèverait pas d’une formalisation proche des
expériences de manipulation menée par la CIA
au sein du fameux MK-Ultra ? Dès la fin de la
seconde guerre mondiale, le grand public prend
connaissance de certaines de ces expériences de
contrôle mental associées aux images
subliminales. Ces dernières n’apparaissent qu’un
instant et ne sont perçues qu’à un niveau
inconscient. Depuis, leur existence non vérifiée a
généré angoisse et fascination auprès du grand
public.
1

« En donnant ses conférences Norton, Eames a attiré fortement
l’attention sur ses fils et ses montages diapo, qui duraient de quelques
minutes à 10 ou 15 minutes. Ses films examinent un seul sujet,
habituellement un concept abstrait, ils l’explorent et l’épuisent. Les
films sont simples, des présentations élégantes et scientifiques, mises
au point artistiquement. ‘Le sujet est le médium et les films sont
simplement un essai entre parenthèse’ disait-il. » Lilian Kemp, “The
Newgate Calendar,” 9 Août, (1971): 35
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L’objet de cet essai vise donc à considérer
la mise en forme de dispositifs de vision à partir
des triples projections simultanées des Eames 2,
et leurs relations avec les autres installations de
visionnage multiples qu’ils ont conçus. On se
demandera donc si l’ensemble de ces
projections ne délivre pas une inintelligibilité à
rapprocher des processus employés pour glisser
des images subliminales, et le cas échant, on
observera à quels desseins de propagande les
Eames ont su jouer avec ces mécanismes ?

1. Avalanche d’images : new narratives
Rough Sketch for a Sample Lesson for an
Hypothetical Course marque la première
incursion des Eames dans le design
d’information. Ensemble avec Alexander Girard
et Georges Nelson, Charles Eames se lance pour
la première fois dans un montage d’images
hétérogènes, mêlant aussi des sons et des
commentaires sur un mode non-linéaire, et
fondent une technique qui s’impose peu à peu
comme leur signature. Pourtant, ce premier
modèle de projection a été élaboré presque par
accident. Invité en 1952 à donner une conférence
à l’Université de Georgia, Nelson raconte avoir
refusé puis hésité avant d’accepter la
proposition du Dean, Lamar Todd. Au début,
l’invitation du Dean à réfléchir à un
enseignement inédit visant au décloisonnement
des disciplines et à la métamorphose de
l’enseignement en vigueur, ne le tente guère.
Mais l’excellent accueil et la possibilité de
s’associer avec Alexander Girard et Charles
Eames ont raison de ses résistances. Peaufiné
pendant cinq mois, le projet final visant à
décloisonner les disciplines est achevé : il s’agit
de la matrice d’une cours d’une longueur de
cinquante-cinq minutes entremêlant images,
films, musiques, et des odeurs synthétiques
transitant par le système de ventilation du
bâtiment, le tout commenté par Nelson et par
Eames : « Le cours d’une heure magnifiquement
élaboré commence par un projection d’un film
de diapositives d’une durée de 10 minutes
composé par Nelson. Suit un film de 10 minutes
des Eames sur les « procédés de communication
»; une série de diapositives de Nelson (une à la
fois, ou trois par trois) sur la question de
2

« Le concept des triples projections était largement utilisé au bureau.
Plus d’une douzaine de ces dispositifs de diapositives ont été réalisées
au Eames Office. La sélection des diapositives était un procédé en
constante évolution. » Eames Demetrios, An Eames Primer, (New York:
Universe Publishing, 2001), 232
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l’abstraction ; puis l’extrait d’un film français de
4 minutes sur l’évolution du lettrage et d’un
fragment de film de 3 minutes sur la
« calligraphie animée du son » dans un montage
signé par les Eames. Le cours s’achève sur 10
minutes de montage réalisé par Nelson à partir
d’un film sur l’art égyptien et sur l’architecture
signé Ray Garner ; et, sur un dernier segment de
film des Eames sur les « méthodes de
communication ». (G. Nelson in S Abercrombie
1995 :145) L’unité sensible du projet s’impose
pour la première fois comme le vecteur d’un
format novateur d’enseignement et comme un
modèle multimédia 3 reposant sur des sensations
audio et visuelles : « Nous avons utilisé
beaucoup le son, parfois en le poussant à un
très haut volume afin que chacun puisse
ressentir les vibrations… Nous l’avons fait parce
que nous voulions amplifier l’attention […] » (O.
Gingerich in American Scholar, 1977: 331)
L’objectif du cours est d’offrir un ensemble
encore bruts d’éléments individuels à organiser :
« c’était conçu comme un exemple de la manière
dont les matériaux pourraient être utilisés pour
servir de fondation à l’étudiant et à l’enseignant
à partir desquelles déployer, développer et
étendre un travail […] C’était une approche
d’apprentissage par la pratique transformée en
“enseigne par la pratique”. 4 En reposant sur les
récentes publications sur la théorie de la
communication, les Eames s’engagent dans une
esthétique
de
la
« corruption » d’images
« concurrentes » reposant sur les théories de
Norbert Wiener et de Claude E. Shannon, et leur
emprunte une théorie des « informations plutôt
que du sens.» (Office of Charles & R. Eames,
1990:144). C’est en donnant « au spectateur plus
d’informations qu’il ne peut en assimiler (que ce
premier essai de corruption des images) courtcircuite les conduits normaux de raisonnement

inductif. » (P. Schröder, 1970:7) Mais à quelles
fins s’engagent les Eames en altérant de la sorte
les circuits traditionnels ? La modification des
perceptions produit une autre circulation des
informations où les détails ne sont ni ne perçus
convenablement, ni dans leur entièreté, mais ces
parti-pris systématiques tendent à inciter les
spectateurs à lier ensemble des unités
apparemment déconnectées en syntagmes, et
de fait, à générer de nouvelles formes narratives.
On retrouve ainsi cette même conception d’une
narration laissée à la libre association des
spectateurs dans la projection des 2200 images
sur 7 écrans de Glimpses of the USA 5 à Moscou
ou dans Think, l’installation composée de 22
écrans pour le pavillon IBM à l’exposition
universelle de New-York.
Cryptographie
Par conséquent, il revient au spectateur un
rôle actif, il lui incombe de déchiffrer le flux
surabondant des images et leur portée. Ce n’est
nullement un hasard si les Eames se sont
intéressés au code et au décodage, comme en
témoignent leur propos dans A Computer
Perspective où ils font mention de l’importance
de la cryptologie :
« Depuis des centaines d’années, les codes
et langages secrets ont constitué une
spécialité isolée. Mais, en 1922, William
Friedman publia un essai brillant reliant la
cryptographie avec le champ fertile des
statistiques mathématiques : ‘L’Index des
coïncidences et de leur application en
cryptographie.’ Ses intuitions l’ont amenée
à maîtriser une quantité importante de
techniques pour déchiffrer les codes et
dans les années 1930, il a développé des
installations de perforatrices de cartes à
Pearl Harbor, Corregidor, et à Washington.
Les succès de ces méthodes se sont avérés
décisif pendant la Seconde Guerre
mondiale. » (Eames,145)

3

Les projections simultanées sur écrans multiples foisonnent au 901,
le studio des Eames implanté à Santa Monica, Californie. On ne compte
pas moins d’une douzaine de projections réalisées soit pour des
conférences données par Charles, soit à l’occasion d’expositions
(comme Qu’est-ce que le design ? l’exposition inaugurale du Centre de
Création Industrielle à Paris en 1969). Les montages en sont
régulièrement remaniés par Gordon Ashby et Jeannine Oppewall
4
« On sait grâce à Alexander Knox que ces idées étaient déjà
présentes depuis quelques temps. Le projet de Lecture 1 […] de 1945 en
apporte la preuve, mais Sample Lesson for a Hypothetical Course, initié
par Lamar Dodd à l’Université de Georgia à Athens en constitua un
jalon fondateur. Charles et Ray, accompagné d’Alexander Girard, avait
été sollicité par Dodd et George Nelson pour developper de nouvelles
approches pour enseigner l’art […] l’équipe décida to monter une
‘Sample Lesson’ afin de lui conférer l’importance qu’ils souhaitaient lui
accorder : ‘au lieu de rendre un rapport, nous firent un film, ou plutôt
nous avons réalisé un programme d’une heure à partir de films, de
diapos, de mots et d’extraits d’autres films’ expliqua Ray. » Demetrios,
“Interview by Ruth Caplan,” An Eames Primer, 231.

5

Ray Eames : « on a utilisé du film 70mm pour l’exposition à Moscou
parce qu’il y avait une distance importante, et des écrans énormes. Le
spectacle devait être vu par 5000 personnes […] c’était la seule raison
pour justifier la présence de tant d’écrans. Nous sentions que plutôt
que de voir une image qui signifie une seule personne, en en voyant
sept, ça impliquait un grand nombre, mais qui serait encore
‘regardable’. Nous avons fait une quantité d’expériences, avec douze
écrans, neuf, huit, et on a estimé que sept était manipulable, mais
conservait cette qualité de ‘l’innombrable’. » Ruth Bowman, “Oral
History Interview With Ray Eames” (28 Juillet - 20 Août 1980), Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Archives of American Art, Venice,
Californie. http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-historyinterview-ray-eames-12821
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Les Eames posent ainsi une relation entre
le décodage et les mathématiques à travers le
prisme de l’invention des primo-ordinateurs.
Cependant, ils n’ignorent pas que Claude Elwood
Shannon a été employé par les services secrets
américains au cours de la seconde guerre
mondiale dans le département de cryptographie.
Et en connaisseurs des textes de Shannon, ils
sont familiers de The Mathematical Theory of
Communication (1949), le texte fondateur de la
théorie de l’information rédigé à quatre mains
par Warren Weaver et Shannon. La publication
joue avec les rapprochements entre codage et
décodage ; une approche qu’on retrouve dans
Communication Methods et Communications
Process, deux des films qui figurent dans Rough
Sketch for a Sample Lesson for an Hypothetical
Course.
Comme le démontre Sketch, les projections
d’images sur écrans multiples sollicitant les
sens6 avec intensité du fait d’une information
démultipliée, procèdent d’un principe de
délégation confiée au spectateur qui est invité à
établir sa propre narration à partir des
connexions tout azimuts qu’il opère. Opposé à
l’enseignement traditionnel, l’expérimentation
du sens dans la discontinuité est érigée comme
un principe d’exploration et de stimulation de
l’expression personnelle. L’avalanche d’images
des films en triple projection, où chaque
séquence ne dépasse jamais plus de trois
secondes, procède d’une dynamique semblable :
dans tous les films des Eames, le sens se dérobe,
et le seul moyen pour s’en saisir consiste à faire
fi de la relative opacité créée par le mouvement
continu des images qui se surimposent sur la
rétine et à opérer un décodage, comme le ferait
un espion formé aux techniques de la
cryptologie.
En plus d’inventer un langage échappant à
la discursivité, les Eames développent un
langage visuel à déchiffrer. Ils orchestrent une
production sollicitant sans interruption le
cerveau, le portant à l’extrême limite de ses
capacités, cela afin qu’il compose de nouvelles
connections et des agencements à partir de la
banque de données en images livrée sans mode
d’emploi. Le couple défend l’idée d’un partage
du savoir et d’une pédagogie en action
échappant aux conventions (à la fois celles du
6

« Sample Lesson était une explosion de tous les sens, un véritable
cirque sur-saturé. Les étudiants étaient simultanément assaillis par
trois carrousels de diapositives, deux magnétophones, un film sonore
et des tableaux périphériques pour les distraire au maximum. » Allene
Talmey, “Eames,” Vogue, (15 Août 1959): 144.
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cloisonnement entre les disciplines enseignées,
et aussi entre enseignants et élèves) en le livrant
simultanément et à tous. Dans les faits, la
profusion d’images et leur cadence ne permet
pas aux spectateurs, même les plus aguerris, de
les appréhender dans leur totalité. Le message
des films ne peut se placer au niveau de
l’intelligibilité et de la continuité, mais dans le
même temps, il accentue la sensation qu’une
réception commune de fragments d’informations
est délivrée au service de l’idéal démocratique.
(F.Turner, 2013 :23)
Projections démocratiques
Dans l’analyse innovante qu’il mène dans
The Democratic Surround: Multimedia and
American Liberalism from World War II to the
Psychedelic Sixties, Fred Turner dépasse
l’analogie cerveau-machine entre les dispositifs
de projections et la cybernétique fréquemment
convoquée
pour
analyser
le
design
d’information des Eames pour démontrer que
derrière la désincarnation des flux d’images
projetées en continu, se joue l’adoption de
principes démocratiques. Inspiré conjointement
par le concept de la « Nouvelle Vision » de
Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, de la Gestalt Theory du
« Langage of the Mind » et de l’engagement du
corps dans l’espace total de l’œuvre de Herbert
Bayer, l’expérience visuelle des Eames revisite
des théories qui viennent de gagner les EtatsUnis :
« En premier, les artistes comme Moholy et
Bayer devaient gagner de quoi vivre dans
les années 1950 en Amérique, et pour cela,
ils ont appliqué énergiquement les
techniques
qu’ils
connaissaient
aux
opportunités
intellectuelles
et
professionnelles qui leur étaient offertes ici
sur place. Deuxièmement, les techniques de
la « New Vision » de Moholy et du « Field of
Vision » de Bayer permettaient de résoudre
un problème pour les Américains qui
voulaient promouvoir la morale. Si la
communication
fasciste
était
instrumentalisée
pour
façonner
les
individus en une classe irréfléchie, ces
modes de voir promus par le Bauhaus avait
été conçus pour servir le projet opposé: à
l’instar des cours de propédeutique, ils
exigeaient des individus qu’ils s’emparent
des images déployées et qu’ils les tricotent
ensemble à leur façon et dans leur propre
tête. Au cours de ces étapes, ils
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reformeraient ainsi à la fois leur psychisme
fragmenté et, potentiellement, la société
elle-même. » (F.Turner, 2013 :82)
Pour démontrer le rôle politique des
stratégies d’accrochage de photographies au
mur dans les expositions, Turner examine deux
propositions immersives. A partir de The Task of
Press is the Education of the Masses d’El Lissitzky
exposée dans le pavillon soviétique à Cologne
en 1928, un modèle revisité par Bayer, il oppose
le Baugewerkschafts Ausstellung à Berlin de ce
dernier au Tenth Anniversary of the Facist
Revolution de Giuseppe Terragni : un conséquent
photomontage de textes et d’images présenté à
la Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista au Palazzo
delle Esposizioni à Rome en 1932. Pour Turner,
les deux projets
« sont également fasciné par le pouvoir des
spectateurs environnants avec des images
venus influencer leurs idéaux […] Et
pourtant, bien que ils partagent une
conception d’un environnement total des
écrans, les images de Bayer étendaient le
champs de la vision du spectateur en lui
présentant une alternative distincte à la
psychologie, à la politique et à l’esthétique
fasciste. » (F.Turner, 2013 :90)
À la dissolution de l’individu dans la totalité
sociale découlant de la présentation bord à bord
de Terragni où « les expositions fascistes
présentent des environnements menaçants
dominés par une seule idée : les gens devaient
se fondre et fusionner en unique machine,
valorisée and investie par ses dirigeants »
(F.Turner, 2013 :91), répond une relation
préservée et dialoguant la collectivité en tant
que sujet autonome, grâce à l’accrochage des
images qui même si elles abondent et sont en
grands formats, sont visuellement éloignées les
unes des autres par des interstices comme dans
les expositions de Bayer ou comme chez les
Eames.
Dans l’exposition paradigmatique Think des
Eames, au sein de la structure ovoïdale signée
Saarinen, le couple conçoit pour IBM un espace
immersif de vision doté de projecteurs 35mm
synchronisés et mis au service d’une
performance qui explicite la manière dont le
cerveau résolve de la même manière des
problèmes
complexes
ou
simples.
En
rapprochant ce fonctionnement du cerveau de
ses possibles applications computationnelles, le
couple imagine une expérience unique où la

démonstration scientifique s’entremêle avec le
divertissement. Face à une projection enlevée
mêlant films et photographies sur 22 écrans
géométriques de dimensions et formes variées :
cercles, triangles, carré, rectangles, le spectateur
reçoit en cascade des explications et des
illustrations sur la capacité d’abstraction du
cerveau. Ces immersions s’appuient sur les
théories que György Kepes a développées dans
Langage de la vision, ouvrage que Charles Eames
a lu avec soin. Kepes y exprime la nécessité des
artistes à créer des œuvres aux fins de
communiquer du sens le plus efficacement
possible, et permettant à chacun de retrouver et
d’harmoniser la cohésion perdue dans
l’environnement chaotique produit par le monde
moderne. La restauration démocratique du sujet
disloqué trouve ainsi un moyen de se construire
grâce aux images. Il s’agit même d’un « acte
d’intégration » (G. Kepes, 1944 :13), ou « médium
d’éducation inestimable » (G. Kepes, 1944 :13),
qui tient à l’association entre l’ordre de l’image
et l’ordre social.

2. From World’s Fair to World War (B. Katz,
1996 :12)
Les Eames sont depuis longtemps
convaincus que l’idée peut prendre la forme
d’une image. Dans les faits, les spectateurs font
face à une avalanche de visuels dont le rythme
intense des projections ne lui permet pas de les
appréhender comme il convient. Le message
communiqué ne se place pas au niveau de
l’intelligibilité, de la continuité ou de la logique,
mais en abandonnant la maîtrise du contenu
transmis à la seule sollicitation des perceptions
audio et visuelles, on peut s’interroger sur la
nature de la transmission qu’espèrent opérer les
Eames ? Dans leurs montages multimédias, on
imagine aisément les images jouer le rôle de
vecteur d’information prêts à s’insérer de
manière
subliminale
et
à
s’implanter
sournoisement dans les esprits.
La pratique des images subliminales réunit
des flashs de lumière, des sons, ou l’intrusion
non-repérée par le cerveau, d’images, cela afin
d’induire des comportements involontaires et
inconscients commandités à distance. Souvent
associé aux techniques de persuasion
employées par les publicitaires, ces derniers en
ont fait la découverte en notant que l’image d’un
produit insérée subrepticement dans un film
avait incité à la consommation des spectateurs.
Par subliminal, il s’agit de l’ajout d’une ou
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plusieurs images pendant une fraction de
secondes dans un film. La rapidité de son
exposition ne lui permet pas d’être
consciemment enregistrée par le cerveau et
l’étude vise à mesurer si dans ce cas, ces images
ne manipuleraient pas le spectateur à son insu.
Aux Etats-Unis, cette prise de conscience
commerciale et publique date de 1957, année où
James Vicary, un commercial travaillant dans la
publicité, a augmenté ses ventes après avoir
inséré des messages vantant la consommation
du popcorn et de coca-cola dans des films
projetés dans un cinéma. « La preuve
anecdotique semblait confirmer le pouvoir
totalitaire de type Big-Brother d’ordres
dissimulés qui se seraient glissé « en-dessous
du seuil de la conscience » (J. Elliston, 1998 1999) L’année suivante, en 1958, intriguée par ces
révélations, la Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
commande The Operational Potential of
Subliminal Perception, une étude sur les images
subliminales (R. Gafford, 1958), resté classifiée
jusqu’en 1994. Les productions des Eames se
développent en parallèle du déploiement de ces
nouvelles stratégies de manipulation et de
consommation 7, ainsi que des débats sur
l’existence et la puissance des images
subliminales. Par conséquent, à l’instar du
critique d’architecture Manfredo Tafuri, on
pourrait se demander si l’explosion d’images
dont il est question n’a pas joué le rôle de
« prélude à un tout autre genre de contrôle de la
production » (M. Tafuri, 1979 :117-122) La question
de la relation de ces techniques de l’information
avec les lois libérales du marché, la publicité et
l’industrialisation est palpable et pose la
question des croisements avec le langage
subliminal. Kepes apporte une réponse partielle
en estimant que l’artiste publicitaire s’impose
alors comme l’unique horizon salutaire de l’art,
mais cela ne suffit pas à répondre
définitivement à la question qui reste ouverte.
En attendant, les conclusions de Richard Gafford,
l’auteur du document commandité par la CIA
sont hésitantes et laissent la question insoluble :
l’insertion d’images a-t-elle un réel impact sur
les décisions des sujets, ou bien ces opérations
ne seraient-elles qu’un mythe ? S’il a fallu que ce
conditionnement devienne un sujet public pour
que la CIA décide d’engager une étude, Gafford
rappelle en préambule que loin d’être nouvelle,
7

La publicité a déjà utilisé les ressorts de l’inconscient. Sur le sujet,
voir le célèbre essai de 1928 d’Edward Bernays, Propagande. Comment
manipuler l'opinion en démocratie, (Paris: La Découverte, 2007)
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la manipulation par les images subliminales a
été examinée dans ses laboratoires depuis plus
de 70 ans, explique-t-il, où la CIA a mené des
expériences de conditionnement liées aux
perceptions extrasensorielles.
Bien que le sujet fascine le public et
intéresse les services secrets depuis longtemps,
la guerre froide et l’espionnage réactivent et
amplifient un intérêt pour ce type de recherches.
Et il s’inscrit dans le programme secret MK-Ultra
qui se consacre à diverses expérimentations
allant du lavage de cerveau et du
conditionnement mental. Inauguré par Allen
Dulles en 1953 et confié au médecin-psychiatre,
le Dr. Sidney Gottlieb, il s’avère que des années
après « des enquêtes du Congrès ont révélées
que les scientifiques du programme MK-ULTRA
avaient mené plusieurs sérieuses expériences
sur des citoyens malgré eux qui avait prétendu
que les manipulations subliminales étaient
semblables à une promenade dans un parc.
Quand on associe la CIA au subliminal, on peut
être sûrs d’une chose : ses agents de contrôle
mental n’auraient jamais exclus des opérations
subliminales sur la base de considérations
éthiques. (J. Elliston, 1998 -1999) » Pourtant,
plongé au cœur de la « Cold War on the Mind »,
comme la qualifie si justement John Marks,
l’auteur d’In Search of the Manchurian
Candidate, la place briguée par les installations
multimédia des Eames qui utilisent aussi des
vagues successives d’images placées dans la
totalité de l’espace un rythme effréné ne
permettant pas de faire le tri, ni de mesurer
l’impact de telles images sur son cerveau, en
utilisant donc des pratiques qui sont aussi
employées
pour
l’implantation
d’images
subliminales dans le cerveau de victimes non
consentantes au même moment, les Eames
mettent leur projet au service d’un voyage
mental particulier qui caresse d’autres objectifs.
Car si le monde industriel a fracturé la psyché
comme le postule Kepes dans son Language of
Vision (1944), un des ouvrages influents pour
Eames, son intention est de la restaurer et de
l’unifier (Tuner, 256). On peut en mesurer
notamment la vigueur avec Glimpses of the USA,
le film de 13 minutes de propagande procapitaliste commandé par la United States
Information Agency (U.S.I.A.) au parc Sokolniki à
Moscou. 7 bobines projetées simultanément
imposent aux visiteurs russes un contre-projet
au socialisme de l’URSS avec la présentation de
la démocratie américaine opulente. Mais
derrière la propagande, les Eames espèrent
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permettre aux spectateurs de s’affirmer en tant
que sujets indépendants et autonomes comme
ce fut leur intention avec Rough Sketch for a
Sample Lesson for an Hypothetical Course.
Dès le début des hostilités, dès le début de
la Seconde Guerre mondiale, les designers
américains industriels ont été incités à rejoindre
les forces secrètes de l’armée. On connait les
propositions de dessin des Situation Room
d’Henry Dreyfuss comme celles de Saarinen.
Préoccupé par la mise en place d’une «
philosophie de présentation » (Barry Katz,
1996 :7) pendant la seconde guerre mondiale, le
Département de la communication visuelle
récemment créée a regroupé de nombreux
designers à penser le traitement des
informations de nature et de supports différents
et leur présentation dans les Situation Rooms.
Pendant que Saarinen est nommé chef de la
Special Exhibits Division, Donal McLaughlin, l’exassistant de Walter Teague, rejoint la Secret War
Room. Le Département de Visual Presentation
est formé en 1941 et se consacre aux
formalisations non verbales et symboliques.
L’équipe nouvellement formée à partir
d’animateurs de dessins animés, de designers et
d’artistes y expérimentent des techniques
favorisant la circulation d’idées aux fins de
produire de nouveaux formats d’exposition
d’images simultanées et de faciliter la captation
d’importantes sommes d’informations. La
proximité et l’amitié entretenue par les Eames
avec Eero Saarinen et Buckminster Fuller
soulève la question de l’influence des ces
typologies de présentation d’images et de
médiums hétérogènes dans un même espace sur
le travail des Eames. C’est l’hypothèse que lance
Beatriz Colomina en ces termes : « Que les
Eames aient su quelque chose de ce projet,
durant les années de guerre, reste peu clair ;
mais il est très probable qu’ils en aient pris
connaissance après la guerre, étant donné leur
amitié avec Fuller, Saarinen et Dreyfuss. » (B.
Colomina, 2013 :53)
« En 1970, dans le contexte de la deuxième
conférence Norton, Charles fit référence à
la salle des opérations […]: ‘Dans la gestion
d’une ville, à coup sûr, le discours linéaire
ne tient pas la route. Nous imaginons une
salle de contrôle municipal ou un centre de
santé mondial (plutôt comme une salle des
opérations) où toute l’information par
satellite et autre sources puissent être

contrôlées, Le World Game de Fuller est un
exemple. (Norton 1970-1971 :54) »
À y regarder plus précisément, on peut en
effet se demander si les techniques multimédia
propres aux expositions des Eames ne
conditionnent et n’intiment pas une forme
d’expérience qui relève de symboliques liées au
codage et au décodage et à la manipulation
subliminale ? Difficile de de trancher sur ce
point, mais il ne fait aucun doute que les Eames
ont utilisé les images pour valoriser les valeurs
patriotiques et les idéaux démocratiques et
capitalistes de leur nation. On ne peut donc pas
balayer d’un revers de la main touts interactions
sous prétexte que leur manipulation est
simpliste, naïve et vraisemblablement inefficace
d’autant qu’il existe des points troublants de
recoupement entre leurs décisions esthétiques,
les Situation Rooms pendant la guerre et les
techniques de persuasion basées sur les images
développées par la CIA au cours de la guerre
froide. Et est-il véritablement possible de
mesurer l’effet des dispositifs des Eames sur
l’inconscient et sur la psyché des américains, et
de dévoiler de nouvelles lignes de force entre
leur œuvre et les recherches en manipulation
mentale qui se déployaient dans le secret des
laboratoires américains ?
Une puissance invisible
Ce qui nous intéresse ici consiste à
souligner la manière dont un ensemble de
caractéristiques – dont le scénario, la
déconstruction du sens, la perte de repères ainsi
que la perte de la cohérence et de la continuité,
et la sollicitation des sens et des sensations- a
établi une pratique de guerre froide et qui
appartient plutôt aux instruments de contrôle
habituellement utilisés pour la publicité, le
marketing et la guerre psychologique. Revenons
donc sur les montages de diapositives
multimédia, que le studio désigne sous le nom
de films, et pour lesquels Charles Eames emploie
le mot-valise d’« expositions de l’attention » ou
« Awareness Shows. » Ce dispositif audio et
visuel vise « en associant la vue avec le son [...] à
regrouper et à développer des relations
émotionnelles » (Charles Eames, 1953)
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« Depuis plusieurs années nous avons
utilisé la photographie comme un outil
d’information. Comme l’information dont
nous avions besoin pour communiquer s’est
développée dans une urgence et une
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complexité exponentielle, nous nous
sommes de plus en plus impliqués dans le
medium de l’image en mouvement et dans
une banque de données d’images de multiphotographies. » (Charles Eames, 1969)
Pour les Eames, l’image supplante le
discours tandis que l’idée peut prendre la forme
d’une image, et son horizon peut la délivrer du
langage :
« Les mots et la communication sont si
fragiles que pour capter l’attention on a
décidé de créer une information simultanée
sur des écrans. Les informations sont toutes
liées, ça ressemble à la vision qu’on a
quand on conduit une voiture, on regarde
plein de choses à la fois même si on ne s’en
rend pas compte, c’est la manière dont les
idées fonctionnent en relation les unes
avec les autres ‘nous continuons à
construire des idées grâce aux relations
entre les images.’ » (Charles Eames,
2015 :257)
Impressionné par les images, les multiécrans des Eames conditionnent le public dans
un état mental de réceptivité avancée qui
présuppose l’acceptation de l’inconscient du
sujet placé dans état quasi hypnotique. Incombe
au récepteur de reconstituer l’information à
partir d’éléments transmis. Pour les premiers
spécialistes de l’hypnose, comme le docteur
Alfred Binet ou Hippolyte Bernheim, cet état de
réceptivité est inscrit naturellement dans le
fonctionnement du cerveau. Naturellement, la
primauté du visuel sur la discursivité n’a pas été
toujours acclamée ni considérée comme une
réussite. De fait, la confusion créée par le flot
d’images en a même irrité certains comme Mina
Hamilton. Peut-être était-elle insensible à la
manipulation, elle n’en était pas moins sensible
à l’esthétique des projections de Eames :
« Au début, les techniques semblaient
parfaitement
s’adapter
au
projet
conceptuel, mais la succession rapide
d’images jetées sur l’écran placé loin les
uns des autres créé parfois de la confusion,
et souvent est frustrant – en particulier du
fait de la beauté et de la précision de
chaque cliché ou ‘prise’ […] La vitesse de
l’exposition […] est si importante qu’une
personne n’a pas assez de temps (à
l’inverse de son expérience dans une
exposition statique) pour décider de ce
qu’elle veut voir ou ne pas voir elle
22

appréhende donc sur un mode aléatoire les
différent ensembles d’information. En un
sens, ce que les Eames ont accompli avec le
film dans l’exposition IBM est de
représenter ce désordre comme s’il
s’agissait d’une symphonie ou d’un ballet :
une succession d’images et de sons se
déplaçant si rapidement à travers le temps
et l’espace qu’ils ne peuvent être isolés,
reconnus, ou retenus par la mémoire
comme des événements individualisés,
mais qu’ils sont entrelacés pour fonder une
impression totale. Le résultat en forme de
kaléidoscope est écrasant et ‘spectaculaire’,
mais il est surtout trop fragmenté pour être
entièrement réussi. » (Mina Hamilton, 1964 :
36-38)
Néanmoins, l’aspiration des Eames à
inventer un esperanto des images détaché de
toutes autres formalisations, échappant aux
règles du langage, voir le supplantant, repose
sur la conviction que l’idée a le pouvoir d’être
traduite par des images. Nul hasard donc si les
Eames s’aventurent dans ces territoires
hypothétiques d’une autre communication, et
flirtent avec les techniques du contrôle mental.
L’inconscient sur lequel repose le
subliminal présuppose l’existence d’un territoire
sous-terrain à la conscience, et dans le champ
de la psychologie il pose une distinction entre
les perceptions des sensations, un axe qui n’est
pas étranger à l’univers mental de Eames qui
confie : « Pendant des années, j’ai essayé
l’autohypnose en me regardant au-delà d’une
bougie devant un miroir » (Charles Eames, 1970).
Inséparables des notions de perte de contrôle
de conspiration, et d’influence, le subliminal
joue avec les idées délicates de manipulation
essentiellement dans le domaine de la publicité
et de la culture populaire des médias: il s’agirait
d’inciter à la consommation par des techniques
de manipulation qui force l’assentiment du
consommateur contre son gré. Aux Etats-Unis,
les premiers débats publics sur le sujet
coïncident avec l’âge de l’information dès les
années 1950, et si le subliminal a souvent été
associé à des images s’insérant dans le flux
d’une narration visuelle, son pouvoir est
toujours soumis à questionnement : est-ce un
leurre, une escroquerie ; une technique ou une
donnée scientifique ?
Si l’hypothèse d’une relation entre les
Eames War Rooms a été effleuré par Colomina,
et que les rapprochements entre démocratie, et
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expositions multimédia ont été étudiées par
Fred Turner, poser une parallèle entre le
contrôle mental, les images subliminales et MKUltra et les installations multimédia des Eames
n’a jamais fait l’objet de recherche et cet essai
soulève pour la première fois la question de la
puissance quasi-hypnotique des images et de la
sollicitation des sens dans ce contexte, et
souligne ses implications étonnantes pour
l’histoire des images, de la théorie visuelle et du
design pendant la guerre froide. Les Eames
activent un lien invisible entre culture visuelle et
pensée, et souligne l’importance des films à
livrer un message sensible. Les projections qu’ils
mettent au point dès le début des années 1950
activent le modèle idéal d’une transmission
fluide, ce fantasme de communication directe
échappant au langage parlé.
Inviter la mémoire, les relations, la libre
association, les connexions tenues par une
avalanche de sollicitation audio et visuelles,
sont des pratiques utilisées parallèlement par
des scientifiques et des psychologues travaillant
au sein d’organismes secrets.

Mon hypothèse ici n’a pas consisté à
associer directement les travaux de projection
d’images et de projets grand public des Eames
comme une mise en œuvre au service du
contrôle mental, mais à soulever la question
d’une possible infiltration de ces pratiques de
contrôle mental dans le champ du design. Cette
question est bien connue et a été étudiée dans
le champ de l’art, mais elle a été négligée et n’a
pas fait jusqu’à présent l’objet d’études dans le
champ du design, bien qu’elles ont irriguées inconsciemment ? - le travail des plus
importants designers américains du 20ème siècle.
Pour conclure, si cet essai dévoile que les
Eames ont caressé un idéal de communication
parfaite, non-verbale et télépathique, il permet
surtout de repenser totalement l’œuvre des
Eames en inversant le rapport habituel entre les
images et le design industriel, et en déplaçant
comme ici les images au centre et le design
industriel à la marge de leur pratique de
designers, il modifie aussi la définition du
design.

Reconnaissance:
Cet essai a bénéficié du soutien du FNS/SNF pour le projet de recherche: Mind-Control.
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The Power of the Frame upon the Viewer: Multiple Perspective
Seduction in Peter Greenaway's The Tulse Luper Suitcases Trilogy
Fátima Chinita*
Abstract
In The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy – Part 1 – The Moab Story (2003); Part 2 – From Vaux to the Sea
(2004); Part 3 – From Sark to Finish (2004) – Peter Greenaway plays with the tension between three- and
two-dimensionality. His digital cinema, which superimposes several layers of images and sounds, uses
the frame as both instrument and theme of a meta-cinematic discourse on media and the way they
interrelate. Drawing especially from painting and theatre, Greenaway rejects the Renaissance monocular
perspective in favour of a haptic visuality that alternates between depth and flatness, between singleframed tableaux and multi-framed composite images. The result is a hybrid, a sort of “imploded”
narrative, as disruptive as it is engaging. Although dismissing the traditional Western visual paradigm in
general and the classical analytical montage in particular, Greenaway nevertheless bases his practice
on some of the most renowned aspects of the continuity editing style, if only to undermine them. This
critically revamped editing is aesthetically and cognitively seductive, acting upon the viewers’ fetishistic
attraction for the medium as well as their affects and senses.
Keywords: Frame, Multi-layering, Multi-frame, Two- and three-dimensionality, Senses, Immersion.

1. Redefining the shot, resetting cinema
Most of Peter Greenaway's cinematic
projects from 1991 onwards make ample and
experimental use of the new digital properties of
the medium and evince a growing multi-layering
of images and sounds. Originally thought of the
smaller unit of physical material placed in
between two cuts, the shot is no longer what it
used to be. Dissolves, superimpositions and
other optical effects based on exposure have
always enabled some visual overlapping, but
during the classical narrative period they were
not self-reflexive per se, usually working for the
benefit of the story and the process of its telling.
As such, they were not intrusive, but rather
complementary, and, furthermore, they were not
excessive. In The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy, 1
Greenaway dares to obliterate the traditional
shot. Indeed, for the most part, it is impossible
to say where, in all the trilogy, one shot begins
and ends. The simultaneous perception of five
layers of image and two layers of sound in one
single moment of film constitutes a
1

The trilogy is composed by the films Part 1 – The Moab Story (2003),
Part 2 – From Vaux to the Sea (2004), and Part 3 – From Sark to Finish
(2004). For the sake of abbreviation, I will refer to them as Part 1,
2 and 3.

* Theatre and Film School, Polytechnic Institute Lisbon

bombardment of the viewer's senses and a
cognitive challenge only fit for the less literal
souls, those who appreciate a film apart from its
story or in addition to it. This actually befits the
historical flow of the film, an account of a man’s
life, Tulse Luper, caught up in the whirlwind of
victimization during the period between WWI
and WWII, and, consequently, finding his way to
multiple incarceration over time.
Although Gilles Deleuze did not have Peter
Greenaway in mind and was probably very far
from guessing the possibilities of digital cinema,
his “lectosigns” (i.e. the readable dimension of
the modern film) are a good definition of what
the British director does (Deleuze 1985, 7-37 and
292-365). Since Greenaway’s audio-visual shots
are indiscernible from one another, I prefer, with
Deleuze, to call them “images,” reserving the
word “shot” only for image dimensions (scale).
For Deleuze the notion of image is abstract and
not reducible to pictorial representation, since it
also includes sound. In Greenaway’s trilogy all
visual images contain, at one moment or other,
at least an inner frame or superimposition, and
are therefore in constant transformation. This
composite editing causes the multi-layering that
takes place in the film. In what follows, I will
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consider only parts of an image before it
transforms again into something else, as images
are here quite unstable in themselves (i.e.
without a cut).
Among the multiple experiments with the
soundtrack, the autonomy of the voice in
relation to the image, corresponding to the
indirect free style, looms large. As Greenaway
contends in several interviews (e.g. lecture
delivered at Turku 2014; Gras and Gras 2000, 52),
the images are no longer illustrative of the
words (by which he means literature); they have
a storytelling capacity of their own not simply
devoted to straight line narratives. In The Tulse
Luper Suitcases trilogy, the dialogues are often
non-synchronous with the images, or they are
repeated more than once by the same character
or others, effecting a sort of echo which enriches
the films and makes them more complex in
terms other than diegetic. However, the voiceover is no longer omniscient, as conveyed by
the many contradictory accounts of Luper's life
and the less than assured observations of some
diegetic commentators. The latter are fictive
scholars expert on Luper, endowed with
fabricated names and featured in small frames
within the larger film frame (the two most
prominent are called Thomas John Inox and
Alphonse Fengetty and they also appear full
body on the outward frame). 2 Additionally, the
traditional off-screen space is no longer
productive, since the invisible keeps intruding in
the visual field, and the textual is used in a
different way as well, as subtitles and writing of
all kinds become an integral part of the visual
image.

2. Breaking the frame, or the outside of the
inside

From now on I will call these characters merely Commentator 1 and
Commentator 2.
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Figure 1: The apparatus exposed (direct address)
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 2. DVD. Fortissimo Films

Figure 2: The apparatus exposed (mise en abyme)
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 3. DVD. Fortissimo Films

The expression to “break the frame” means
that the film viewers are distanced intellectually
from the viewed object and alerted to it as a
construction. Peter Greenaway himself proudly
acknowledges the self-reflexive nature and
artifice of all his films (Gras and Gras 2000, 98,
110, 182-83; Woods 1996, 18) as he does with his
cinema of ideas, in which the viewers’
“associations [are] filtered through the thinking”
(Woods, 122). Moreover, he admits that “the
phenomenon of the frame” (Gras and Gras, 167)
is the subject of his recent cinematic researches
2

into a “cinema of the future” (182), projecting his
practice as a post-perspectival unbound
interaction between images and sounds (167 and
183). The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy breaks the
frame more radically than ever before in
Greenaway’s films. The British filmmaker’s digital
praxis is essentially an “imploded cinema” which
forces the traditional monocular perspective to
collapse. And yet, as Anne Friedberg comments
(2007, 7), there is no unframed film. Despite the
barriers it erects, a frame also keeps a film in
place as a medium and art product. Greenaway
is aware of this paradox and plays with it.

Anne Friedberg applies the metaphor of the
window to usually rectangular representations
indicative of art forms, for example the canvas
for painting and the screen for cinema (2006).
Both are enclosed in frames and marked by
dualities that reveal paradoxes inherent to the
art forms to which they belong: two-/threedimensionality (i.e. a relationship between
surface and depth) (150); immobility/movement
(that is, a fixed viewing position in relation to
mobile images with different shot perspectives)
(150); container/that which is contained (in other
words, the canvas surrounded by a frame and
the pictorial representation itself). Therefore,
both painting and cinema belong to the same
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perceptive paradigm. As Gregory Minissale
claims for painting (2009, 20), in both cases, the
frame is something which the spectator's
conscience needs to suppress in order to focus
on the content. There is a sort of rebound
between the inside and the outside of the art
work (21) and a spectatorial coexistence of
perceptions, between the material substrata
(which in the case of cinema are the screen, the
film or digital base, the rays of light, the colour,
the sound) and the contents of the image (the
objects and the figures depicted) (27). “Note that
the consciousness of the physical surface of the
painting must be suspended if that surface is
pierced by consciousness of what it represents,
and the latter must be suspended when
consciousness of the surface again arises […]”
(235).

Figure 3: Inner framing in rows and columns
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 1. DVD. Fortissimo Films

In The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy the
frame is never suppressed, rather it is
thematised and highlighted. Still, Greenaway
also pays a tribute to the theatrical art form. His
allegorical style, based on the aesthetic of the
tableau, 3 intermingles in-depth compositions
framed in long shots and flat compositions
framed in medium to close shots, enabling the
literal to coexist with the abstract. There is no
need for Greenaway to mask the frame in order
to better let the viewer enter the diegetic
universe because the story world is unrealistic
and allegorical and no direct identification with
either story world or characters is possible. In
fact, there is no story to follow, rather stories to
be made aware of. By using the techniques of
tableau aesthetic and multi-framing together,

Greenaway creates an inter-medial discourse on
film. A Chinese box of frames within frames
proves that the content of the images are more
images (and sounds) and that Marshall
McLuhan’s dictum still holds true in the early
2000s: “The medium is [still] the message” (1967,
7).
Instead of concerning himself with place –
the positioning of the film viewer in relation to
the film - Greenaway, whose multi-layering
implodes perspective, uses the frame as a
spatializing device in order to subvert the
classical codes and convey immersion in a
different way. The outer frame (screen) is
recurrently divided in quadrants corresponding
to different sectors of the image where inner
frames appear.
His alternate use of two- and threedimensionality better asserts the full potential
of the medium as an expressive and sensemaking tool. In so doing, he refutes both Hugo
Münsterberg (1916) and Rudolph Arnheim (1954),
who considered that film was situated inbetween flatness and depth, as well as
Friedberg, who quotes both theorists (2006,
154).4 For Greenaway, the frame’s content is
simultaneously flat and three-dimensional, not
something “in between.” Only this way can he
use the form in a Cubist manner while retaining
the figurative pull of the human body and face.
In the example bellow, the in-depth composition
(figure 5) highlights the architectural threedimensionality of the premises, while the
fragmented version (figure 4) flattens the
background and is all the more two-dimensional
for it. Yet the components of the two images are
the same: Commentator 1 and Ingres’s painting
(which hangs at the end of the hall).

Figure 4: Flatness
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 2. DVD. Fortissimo Films

3

Steven Jacobs defines tableau as a scene with a three-dimensional
composition and effect (i.e. framed in depth), reminiscent of the
Lebende Bilder (in which living, but motionless, people are lighted in a
theatrical way) and the tableaux vivants (in which a group of people
replicates the stationary pose of a two-dimensional painting) (2011,
88). When transposed to film, this requires that the scenes be uncut.

4

Hugo Münsterberg, Film [sic]: A Psychological Study (New York: Dover
Publications, 1970), 19 and Rudolph Arnheim, Film as Art (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1971), 28.
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Figure 5: Depth
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 2. DVD. Fortissimo Films

It is tempting to consider Greenaway’s
method of multi-framing a form of database
cinema enabled by the computer screen (Noys
2005, n.pag.), but Greenaway uses his immense
audio-visual archive as a production resource
instead. Although overlapping, his images are
not to be perceived as separate and different
blocks of information, as Lev Manovich claims of
the computer windows (2001, 97). Neither are
Greenaway’s different data, contrary to what
Manovich contends, nullified by one another. It
is true that they do not (by themselves)
command the full attention of the viewer, but
that is due to the film’s overall effect, which is
intended and not random (as would be the case
in a computer display). Greenaway’s images may
appear anarchically assembled but they form a
tight discursive agenda. Therefore, Greenaway’s
screen is still half classical, deliberately evincing
a relationship with painting. The conveyance of
stories in a web of storytelling is highly
dependent on the human figure(s) as
character(s) and cannot do away with the
monocular perspective altogether. Therefore,
the “collapse of perspective” that I mentioned
earlier has to be understood in a qualified
manner. Greenaway uses perspective in order to
question it and subvert it.
The frame that Greenaway essentially
breaks is not the frame of the screen, and with it
the anti-illusionist world of film viewing and its
narrative immersion; he primarily breaks the
framing view of Western visuality and
recomposes it in a new immersive way.

3. The paradox of flatness in depth
Despite its permanent distancing effects,
The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy oddly engages
the film viewer's emotions and senses. The
overall result produced by the highlighting of the
frame in such a multi-layered work generates
28

immersion, although in a subversive way. The
Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt (i.e. distancing
effect) may prevent the viewer's identification
with the characters and inhibit a cause and
effect involvement in the story world, but it does
not stop the viewer from engaging with the
storytelling and the world it builds in particular
(of which the characters are an important part).
An affective involvement of another kind is
developed, which does not take place by
osmosis. The trilogy is more narratively
enveloping than other Greenaway digital
projects, no doubt because of its length, but also
because the characters have a greater agency to
them. They are abstracted to the point of
becoming archetypes, representing other people
in the same potential situation(s), which are
highly intense due to the war. For instance, in
this human gallery Luper stands for the
Everyman. The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy rests
on two cornerstones: the narrative runningformat, in which characters tend to be more
familiar to viewers over the long course of the
action (even though some of the characters are
played at once by different actors), and the
simultaneously divisive and cohesive power of
editing.
According to Friedberg, editing has
always generated several points of view because
images are perceived in a temporal film flux
(2006, 83). The ruptures in perspective take place
between the “shot” changes, thus allowing for
narrative continuity within pictorial diversity.
Peter Greenaway, however, manages to subvert
this just as well in a single image as in the filmic
flux, framing different layouts and spaces both
simultaneously and sequentially. The reasons for
it are the lack of stable “shots” and the
movement within each image. On the one hand,
kinetic plasticity causes one image to evolve into
the next without clear division (or framing); and,
on the other hand, camera and CGI movements
add extra internal segmentation to the images (a
more surreptitious kind of inner framing).
Ironically
enough,
Greenaway
achieves
immersion at the same time that distance is
kept, using digital correlates for some devices
typical of David Bordwell's paradigm of classical
Hollywood cinema (1988, 11-87). Some of these
analytical cutting methods stand out and are
used in the entire trilogy despite the inner
differences between the three films. They are the
cross-cutting (between plateau-shot and inner
framing, which I have already mentioned); the
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establishing shot; the shot/reverse shot; the cutin; the close-up; and the subjective shots.
Defined in The Complete Film Dictionary as
“The opening shot of a sequence, which
establishes location but that can also establish
mood or give the viewer information concerning
the time and general situation” (Konigsberg 1987,
105), the establishing shot is usually a static long
or extreme long shot, but can be substituted for
a mobile shot if needed. By avoiding to start a
“scene” with the mapping of people and objects
in space, Greenaway calls attention to the frame
of the film screen and the shot analysis decided
upon by the film director, rather than the
diegetic content of a visual image. In other
words, the film frame signals the outer and inner
boundaries of the image and the activity of
“framing” itself and cries out meta-cinema.
Indeed, in The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy
location and mood are better conveyed by the
tableau shot, which, however, never shows the
entire space, even in long shot (a fourth wall is
always kept hidden from view, as is customary
on stage from whose tradition the tableau
derives). Not surprisingly, in a digital project so
multi-layered as Suitcases, there is nothing to
establish; everything is in a perpetual state of
metamorphosis. Nevertheless, Greenaway does
provide an impression of spatial anchorage.
In Part 1, Luper is imprisoned in a jail-house
in the Moab desert. The supposed establishing
shot of Luper’s prison complies with the shot
scale required (the image represents, in a long
shot, a building seen from afar), but the building
is clearly derelict and cannot hold inmates. An
obvious functional or temporal discrepancy
undermines the value of this establishment.
Right after the long shot, the film viewer is
confronted with an image taken from inside the
jail, which is clearly a studio setting. Luper is
seen in medium shot standing with his back to
the paradigmatic windows which architecturally
“frame” (i.e. characterize) the inside of this room.
The opposite wall, which he is facing, is never
seen during the entire tableau. The soft light
filtered through the windows in a film projectorlike effect, together with the grid of the windowbars, provide the interior with a velvety density
that hits the viewers’ senses as much as the
character’s body. The interior of the jail is cosy
and aesthetic. Luper is framed between two
windows in the centre of the composition as a
subject in a painting. The viewer’s eye is drawn
towards
the
human
figure,
since

anthropomorphic shapes are a cultural code
older than the Renaissance perspective, while
the windows give the impression of multiframing. They are self-reflexive film material
gazing upon the viewer and not outwards in the
direction of the landscape (and a realistic
narrative).

Figures 6-7: Luper in the Moab desert jail-house
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 1. DVD. Fortissimo Films

The shot/ reverse shot is often used in
conversations where characters are positioned
in front of each other, and enables the viewer to
better focus his or her attention alternately on
either one or the other person (or group of
people). It implies a spatial duality. Peter
Greenaway has found a way to keep the viewer
interested in both sides of the visual field by
maintaining them both present in the image at
once, but as part of different inner frames. The
image bends over itself and reveals both the
visible and that which should remain unknown.
The on-screen and the off-screen space
coincide.
For instance, in Part 2 Luper is held captive
in the film theatre Arc-en-ciel in Strasbourg,
where he is made to work. During a projection of
Carl Dreyer's Joan of Arc (La passion de Jeanne
d'Arc, 1928) the camera remains static in the
position of the screen facing the patrons, while
at the same time showing, in an inner frame,
images of the film itself. In other words,
Greenaway’s film is presenting the cinematic
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viewer with an image of the intradiegetic viewers
along with what they watch. Luper and his fellow
ushers stand at the back of the film theatre and
they, too, watch the screen. As Dreyer’s opus
contains intertitles, the film is also presented in
its absence via the English version text
superimposed over the image of the back wall of
the theatre, instead of its rightful place which
would be the screen. The cinematic viewer is
caught somewhere in between the screen and
the seats of the Arc-en-ciel film theatre. Even
though he or she is not in Greenaway’s film, but
facing the diegetic audience, the usual mise en
abyme where the viewer is positioned on the
same axis and direction of the characters does
take place as well. He or she is symbolically
aligned with Dryer’s film being projected on the
intradiegetic screen, in the company of Maria
Falconetti, the actress playing Joan of Arc, a
dream come true for every cinephile.

the other character holds his or her place, when
in reality, since that character cannot be seen,
he or she does not exist; on the other hand, the
viewer has to imagine that the character will
come back to the image (38). In short, the viewer
has to imagine that the film world is bound by
the same physical laws as the real world. That
such is not the case is indicated by the existence
of a frame. When the viewer realizes this, he or
she is necessarily deflated vis à vis the story and
its supposed reality; this marks the end of the
spectatorial fascination (1969b, 50). Also, no
longer can the viewer imagine him or herself in
the place of the Absent One. Since Greenaway is
always disclosing the cinematic artifice (the
dispositif), he aligns the viewer not with the
characters but with the situation; not with the
real world but with the construction of the
artefact. Enjoyment does not diminish upon
realization of the artifice; instead it grows.

Figure 10: The figural versus the literal
(C) Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 1. DVD. Fortissimo Films

Figures 8-9: The film and its viewers (and listeners)
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 2. DVD. Fortissimo Films

As Jean-Pierre Oudart has claimed in his
theory of the suture, what is seen in the shot is
perforce left out (of the field) in the following
reverse shot and vice-versa (1969a, 36). The offscreen space (and the character in it) is,
therefore, momentarily absent from the visual
field and has to be construed by the viewer, who
imagines him- or herself in the place of the
Absent One (37). The imagination used is twofold:
on the one hand, the viewer has to imagine that
30

In Part 1, Luper is helped to escape from the
Moab jail-house by Ma Fender, the second
character from the left in Figure 10. They run off
in a car, along with Passion Hockmeister, Luper’s
mistress and seducer, and Martino Knockavelli,
his best friend. They are pursued by the local
Sheriff, Luper’s jailor and Ma Fender’s husband,
with the assistance of the jail-house
photographer. Pursuers, in an inner frame, and
pursued, in the outer frame, are depicted on the
same screen, conflating two spatial positions,
separated by geographical distance. The cars are
presented to the viewer in reverse order of their
actual narrative positions. Because it is placed in
the centre of the image, the Sheriff immediately
draws the attention of the viewer and seems to
be driving in front of Luper’s car. The spatial
contrast in one single but multi-layered image is
reinforced by the play between realism and
abstraction. Ironically, the smaller frame is made
to look more realistic than the outer frame,
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which contains it, by the simple fact that the
“car” where Luper is escaping is not a car at all.
The four people being pursued recite their lines
in a monotone voice while clearly standing in a
film
studio.
Their
dialogue
appears
superimposed on the image in screenplay
format. This establishes several oppositions at
once. This shot/reverse shot shows the illusion
of narrative, on the inner frame at the centre,
consorting with its anti-illusionistic nature, on
the borders. The inner frame here establishes a
boundary between the film and the process of
its making. This shot/reverse shot is, therefore,
doubly immersive: in the film-making proper as
well as in the story world. The suspense is not
undermined by the inexpressive recitation of the
actors in the background since the movement of
the digital rear layer behind them contrasts with
the stasis of the characters being pursued. This
conveys the feeling that the Sheriff’s car is
travelling faster than Luper’s and that the
protagonist will be caught.
A cut-in is an approximation of the view
along the same axis of capture. One could say
that the image thus enhanced is an oldfashioned crop of the larger size depiction that
already contains it. In The Tulse Luper Suitcases
trilogy cut-ins are used for reinforcement but
with a deliberate post-modern twist. Indeed,
although they are made to replicate part of a
larger image, the objects therein (notably the
characters) do not have the same background or,
for that matter, hold the same positions.

top and bottom halves. Three of the characters
are duplicated on the same screen, perceived in
two different inner frames at once. The bottom
row corresponds to the long view of the room
where the dining table is set and the row above
functions as a cut-in. Luper’s placement, seated
on the extreme right, is adulterated in order to
fit on the reduced tryptic. The viewer is drawn as
much towards the faces above as to the Baroque
décor bellow and the mood it conveys through
the warm lighting provided by candles.

Figures 12-13: A reverserd cut-in
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 1. DVD. Fortissimo Films

Figure 11: The Budapest morgue redux
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 3. DVD. Fortissimo Films

In Part 3, while working at the Budapest
morgue during his imprisonment there, Luper is
having dinner with the Swedish diplomat intent
on saving Jewish lives, Raoul Wallenberg (sitting
at the centre), and the two local clerks. The
image is split in two rows across the middle,
conveying (almost) the same information on the

In Part 1, a little girl pretends she is
Florence Nightingale “picking flowers for the
dead,” when she is confronted by an elderly
lady. In figure 13, one can see their relative
positioning in physical space, but first
Greenaway shows them within inner frames,
altering completely their relative distance in the
cinematic space. Both the girl and the lady are
depicted in cut-in form but the viewer hardly
considers it a cut-in, not having seen the larger
shot before. Moreover, the lady is a cut-in
inserted upon the image of the girl. Upon first
perception, the effect is very confusing for the
viewer, who does not realize the two characters
are part of the same spatial continuum. Besides,
the proportions of the classical cut-in are
reversed, since here the approximation is
embedded, which conveys the impression that
the image is actually cut-out towards the
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viewer’s space. Still, the effect is pleasant
because of the enlarged head of the lady,
towards whom the girl looks as if she was a
deity.
“The close up”, according to to Bordwell
and Thompson, “is
traditionally the shot
showing just the head, hands, feet, or a small
object” (2001 [1979], 262). The term is preferably
used for the human face, the other possibilities
being just inserts (Bonitzer 1999, 20). It is in this
context that Béla Balász claims the face to be
the most subjective manifestation of man,
rendered objective (n.d., 60). The sheer size of
the face thus enlarged “is complete and
comprehensible in itself and therefore we need
not think of it as existing in space and time” (61).
Actually, “facing an isolated face takes us out of
space, our consciousness of space is cut out [...]”
(61). Peter Greenaway takes this formulation to
new heights by completely obliterating the
surrounding space, either through blacking out
the existing environment, using inner frames, or
filming the characters against a black
background. 5
Despite his insistence on spatial relations,
Balász is thinking of the power of physiognomy
to convey emotions. Overall, in The Tulse Luper
Suitcases trilogy, the close-up does not cause an
emotional contagion (Plantinga 2009, 126), since
the films are not based on sympathetic emotions
towards characters with whom the viewer may
identify. Besides, most of the times that the
magnified faces are seen in The Tulse Luper
Suitcases trilogy they do not convey emotions at
all. Even Fastidieux, the owner of an Antwerp
train station kiosk befriended by Luper in Part 1,
is expressionless when shedding tears with guilt
for having betrayed him to the Gestapo. The
viewer is more impressed by the contrast
between the blank face and what it imparts.
The close-ups used by Greenaway acquire
an added shock value because the faces address
the viewer directly. However, they do not always,
or completely, break with the story world.
Sometimes,
they
may
be
considered
simultaneously “sublime” and “non-sublime”
since they challenge the order of cinema and, at
the same time, ratify it; these gazes are, at once,
diegetic and non-diegetic (Bonitzer 1977, 41)
because, although they ultimately attain the film
viewer placed outside the film in a different
5

Many close-ups with coloured (and textural) backgrounds are seen,
but they usually belong to people who are dead and are presented in
the film through photographs.
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ontological order, they are also addressed to
characters within the story world.
For instance, the black background images
are usually abstractions of the same
proceedings taking place in in-depth tableaushots. All the Luper experts offer their
impressions in close-up addressing the viewer.
The hybrid nature of the trilogy, which affirms
itself as being historically didactic, frames the
commentators as documentary talking heads.
Although they are many times perceived in small
inner frames, often three taken from three
different angles at once, the shot scale is still the
close-up. On the other hand, what Bonitzer calls
“le mauvais oeil” (“the evil gaze”) (41), the gaze
that disrupts the belief in fiction and reveals the
anti-illusionistic nature of the artefact
(dispositif), does not have the same import in a
self-reflexive trilogy that is entirely committed to
destroying the illusion
Nevertheless, the close-ups in The Tulse
Luper Suitcases trilogy that do not belong to the
scientific commentators highly engage the
viewer. They can be said to accomplish the
intensity and ecstasy Bonitzer claims for the
cinematic face (1999, 20-21). According to this
theorist, the partiality and sheer magnitude of
such a shot is conducive of fetishism and phobia
(20). Also, the eyes fixed upon the viewer trigger
discomfort and fear (21). Above all, the close-up
is mesmerizing and, combined with narrative it
can be an instrument to pull the viewer into the
film. The one character who is recurrently seen
in close-up, Charlotte des Arbres, is nicknamed
“Storyteller” in the trilogy. In Part 2 she tells a
running-on story about three pregnant women
who crossed France pushing three baby-carts
with gold hidden in potatoes. The absurdity of
the story told is compensated for, in drama and
importance, by the character’s tone of voice and
her almost imperceptible eye and lip
movements. By this time in the film she has
acquired a mythic grandeur, as a stand-in for all
storytellers and, especially, as a narrator of
unrequited love stories: “Once there was a
beautiful woman who loved unwisely.” Her eyes
are the object of the only extreme close-up of
the trilogy, doubly engaging the viewer: as a
human being looking at another one, and as the
film looking at its viewer (that is why her face is
self-reflexively mirrored by her own discourse
conveyed in writing on the screen, in scroll). Her
eyes metaphorically pierce the screen in order
to evince the apparatus, but because they are
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literally organic they are almost perceived as
being tactile.
The type of shot subjectivity known as
“internal focalization,” corresponding to direct
character perception (Branigan 1992), is
conveyed through the POV structure, which,
according to Edward Branigan, is made up of a
minimum of two shots: “point,” from which
someone looks; and “from point,” reversal image
showing what that person was looking at (1984,
103-105). In the most primary internal
focalization in classical single-framed cinema
(pertaining only to ocular processes), there is a
congruence of character and camera position in
space: the film viewer perceives what the
diegetic eyes see. Instead of using the two shots
consecutively, Greenaway places them on the
same image, allowing us to see at once the
diegetic viewer and the object of his or her gaze.
Although this is supposed to be a subjective
shot, all the subjectivity is drained out of it.

textural calligraphy. In Part 2, Monsieur
Moitessier is looking at a photograph of his
former lover, the transvestite house-maid
Marion. This image is followed by a cut-in of
Moitessier and Luper, seen in colour, along with
the picture contained in the photograph,
depicted in black and white (figures 14-15). The
tableau image fully conveys the architectural
beauty of a cloister (although the action is
supposed to take place in a private property)
and is filled with ornate columns and arches that
invite touching, while its depth calls for visual
permeation. The contrast between the coloured
corporeality of the two live characters and the
translucence of the grey photograph is sensual.
The viewer cannot but help feel touched by the
“eyes” within the photograph as much as by its
diaphanous nature, which is almost unreal. What
the maid lacks in physical beauty, she amply
compensates in physical presence.

Conclusion: The frame as an immersive
catalyst

Figures 14-15: Monsieur Moitessier longing after “Marion”
© Peter Greenaway, ALCS 2017. Part 2. DVD. Fortissimo Films

For instance, in Part 3, Martino Knockavelli
writes to a cousin telling him some things about
Luper which are to be discovered by the film
viewer only later in the film. As the character
pens down his thoughts, his handwriting appears
superimposed on the film screen, apparently
revealing what he is looking at (the letter). The
cinematic viewer is attracted by the appearing
handwriting, because of the motion and the

The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy directly
presents all the art forms mentioned by Ricciotto
Canudo in his seminal article (1911): architecture,
painting, poetry (writing), music, theatre, dance.6
By using theatrical codes together with pictorial
ones, Greenaway achieves what Friedberg calls
“reception in a state of distraction” (2006, 232),
where the contemplation of detail is
undermined by the perception of the whole.
Ironically, in the The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy
detail includes the scenic homogeneity of the
tableau-like shot framed in depth and composed
in long shot, as well as the close shots
transformed by superimpositions of other
materials (especially inner frames and written
text). These are the contents more prone to
contemplation and the ones that engage the
viewer through lighting, texture and proximity.
The whole is the unstoppable flux of images and
sounds, made up of perpetual kinetic
disturbance mixed together with a proliferation
of inner frames. It is highly distractive per se, but
manages to activate the sensorium as well.
Overall, distraction wins, but not to the point of
warding off the viewer. The show of colour, lights
and movement works a little bit like

6

Heidi Peeters alludes to the “patchwork of materials” claiming that
the superimposing of techniques and aesthetics is indicative of media
cross-overs and hybridity (2005, n. pag.).
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monumental spectacles of Light and Sound and
firework displays.
Watching The Tulse Luper Suitcases trilogy is
a holistic experience. It acts upon the viewer's
senses in two ways. Firstly, it can generate some
affects which Plantinga calls kinetic turbulence
and visceral reactions (2009, 140). The creation of
memorable images (and sounds) and the
triggering of corporeal reactions are also within
the scope of Plantinga’s cognitivist film
philosophy (7). Secondly, by stimulating the
senses in general, it calls upon Laura U. Marks’s
“intercorporeal relationship” between film and
viewer (2002, xx). Greenaway’s superposition of
images
in
tension
–
depth/surface,
volume/flatness,
tableau/frame,
and

background/foreground deliberately triggers a
game between haptic visuality, focused on
shapes and physical materials, and the optical
modality of vision, focused of the totality of the
image and the broadness of the visual field. This
fluctuation between far and near not only entails
the rejection of a centred, all-encompassing
vision (i.e. monocular perspective), but it also
corresponds to what Mark’s calls “haptic
eroticism” (xvi): “Life is served by the ability to
come close, pull away, come close again” (xvi).
By conjoining the two visualities, Greenaway
manages to locate the film viewer in a metacinematic interstice with richer spectatorial
possibilities and enjoyment.
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Reading Georges Didi-Huberman’s
Devant Le Temps: History, Memory and Montage
Miguel Mesquita Duarte*
Abstract
This article focuses on the critical and explanatory analysis of Georges Didi-Huberman’s Devant le
Temps (2000), here considered as a pivotal work of his extensive oeuvre. Devant le Temps extends some
of the most important aspects explored a decade earlier, in Devant L'Image (1990), establishing
numerous contact points with some of Didi-Huberman’s later works, namely those dedicated to Aby
Warburg and the subject of the atlas in the history of art. Through the interweaving of these different
moments, we seek to analyse some of the concepts governing the theory of art history and of aesthetics
developed by Didi-Huberman, stressing some key concepts such as image, time, memory, anachronism
and symptom. That way, we will also communicate with several important authors who directly, or
indirectly, influenced the practice of the history of art advanced by Georges Didi-Huberman.
Keywords: Georges Didi-Huberman, Walter Benjamin, Aby Warburg, Carl Einstein, art history, time,
image.

Grasping the image of historical time
To confront the image implies the
confrontation with time. Because it is in the
image that time unfolds itself, comprising
different intensities, rhythms and durations. The
image acquires, more exactly, the density of a
complex and condensed temporal tissue,
susceptible to link the present and different
levels of the past. But what kind of time is this,
involving malleability, fractures, rhythms and
counter-rhythms? Didi-Huberman begins by
addressing the intensity of gaze’s experience,
which goes along with the experience of desire,
surprise, endurance and thought, associated to
the reception of the work of art. An experience in
which the present does not cease to reconfigure
itself, as the present is only thinkable, in the
image, through the operation of memory. But to
stop in front of the image and to make ourselves
available to its figural mystery and temporal
complexity, also implies rethinking the
historicity of the work; that is, implies to rethink
the historical layers that are likely to resurface,
for example, through the attention given to a
detail that went previously unnoticed.
This question is essentially epistemological,
being related (in a clear approach to Michel
Foucault’s methodology) with the requirement of
a critical archaeology of art history that rejects

the positivist and iconological models of the
discipline. From Winckelmann and Hegel to
Panofsky, these are the models by which the
objects would be offered to the historian in an
exact focal point, enabling the perfect analysis
of the epochal past, as well as the correct
understanding of historically pure categories,
conventionally regarded as proper to the study
of a certain period.
In Didi-Huberman, the model of critical
archaeology proves to be definitely incompatible
with the ideal of an art history that rests on the
stability of positivism and on the agreement of
the chronological time. And this is due to the
fact that the «image of time» is a historically
complex and impure tissue of durations and
genealogies, in sum, «un extraordinaire montage
de temps hétérogènes formant anachronisms».1
We must replace, therefore, the horizontal
nature of the evolutionary history by the vertical
nature of time, paradigmatically associated with
the processes of memory.
It is this montage of different times, this
thoughtless and this damn part of history,
founded in the anachronism, that will compete
to over-determining the work of art; over1

DIDI-HUBERMAN, Georges, Devant le Temps : Histoire de L’Art et
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determination in the sense that the work of art is
inserted into a network of mnemonic
relationships, causing a particular visual form, a
concept, or a thought, to be resumed centuries
ahead, thus acquiring the configuration of
survival and transformation. It is this aspect that,
moreover, provides a framework to the last
chapter of the book, in which Didi-Huberman,
focusing on the case study of Barnett Newman’s
abstract painting, analyses how the American
artist reclaims an ensemble of apparently
archaic categories, related to the features of
ecstasy, desire and terror of the aesthetic
experience, to express the core of his artistic
practice.
Nevertheless, the fecundity of the
anachronism is, at the outset, put into practice
by the French author through a fairly direct
formula, in a case of pseudomorphism
(intentionally used as a mineralogical metaphor)
already evidenced by Didi-Huberman in previous
texts, namely in Fra Angelico: Dissemblance and
Figuration (1990). In Fra Angelico’s Holy
Conversation (Madonna of the Shadows),
performed about 1438-50, the fresco’s
intersecting surfaces −surprisingly speckled by a
kind of firework of small patches and erratic
strokes−, trigger a kind of displaced similarity
with the drippings of Pollock’s abstract
expressionism.
The
paroxysm
of
the
anachronism
refers,
precisely,
to
the
apprehension of a heterogeneous time
necessary to understand the condition of a past
that, however, could not be fixed in the past: it is
a more-than-past. Furthermore, to access the
multiplicity of a stratified time, made of survivals
and durations that are more-than-past, it is also
necessary that the present can emerge as a
more-than-present, inscribing an act of shock
and reminiscence. Thus, the past has to do with
a mechanism that is inscribed within memory
itself, involving an impure and discontinuous
assembly of differential elements. According to
Didi-Huberman :
Ce temps qui n’est pas exactement le passé
a un nom : c’est la mémoire. C’est elle qui
décante le passé de son exactitude. C’est
elle qui humanise et configure le temps,
entrelace
ses
fibres,
assume
ses
transmissions, le vouant à une essentielle
impureté. C’est la mémoire que l’historien

convoque et interroge, non exactement le
passé. 2
The methodological issue is, henceforth,
related with a differential time composed by
dissimilar levels and durations. It is this heuristic
feature of the anachronism that allows that
portion of Fra Angelico’s fresco to be discovered
via Pollock; such as, in Barnett Newman, it
becomes
possible
to
reinvent
and
reconceptualise
the
phenomenological
experience of the work of art. Both encompass a
kind of rhythmic heartbeat of time itself, varying
between the present and the past, between the
emphatic proximity and the critical setback. In
sum, it is this operation that, according to DidiHuberman, forms the act of historical thinking.
It is not by chance that Didi-Huberman, in
the introductory notes of Devant le Temps, pays
a special tribute to Gilles Deleuze’s concept of
the time-image, developed in the second volume
of his notable work on the philosophy of cinema,
Cinéma 2: L’Image Temps. According to Deleuze,
in the work of some modern directors, the
cinematographic image reveals the capacity of
making time visible, being experienced not as a
figuration of the real, but rather as a Figure
concerning what is not visible and, ultimately,
what could only be grasped through the creative
act of thought. Contrary to the category of the
movement-image, in which the previous take is
horizontally combined with the next take, the
time-image concerns the discontinuous montage
of takes, intentionally stressing the gaps and the
intervals that are materialized in the screen, but
in such a way that its phenomenological limits
are radically surpassed. That is why, at a certain
point, Georges Didi-Huberman compares the act
of historical knowledge to the abnormal
projection of a discontinuous film in which we
could identify each of its frames and interstitial
zones.
What is at stake in Didi-Huberman’s account
on Deleuze’s theory of the cinematographic
image is the refuse of historicism and the claim
of a vertical historiography that goes towards
the act of thought. A creative act of thought
susceptible to collapse the evolutionary model
of historicity, henceforth replaced by the
affirmation of the tensions between the past and
the future. In order for real historical knowledge
to be produced, the empathic and affective
engagement with the image implies what
2
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Hayden White, following Michel De Certeau´s
considerations, named as the «domain of
possible or imaginable». 3 White notes that,
according to De Certeau, the other of history is
fiction, a real that can only be symbolized and
never represented. Negating it, history refuses
the possible as that which falls out the
constraints of what can be classified and
compartmentalised, it refuses to think the past
as being both real and imagined, virtual and
actual, latent and manifest.
This is how the concept of symptom, later
examined in its philosophical and psychological
implications, acquires, in Georges DidiHuberman, a particular interest, since it denotes
a specific type of appearance that disrupts the
normal course of things, escaping the trivial and
racional observation. According to DidiHuberman, it is necessary to understand that in
the same historical object several times interact
through collisions, tensions and multiple forks.
The symptom will refer, fundamentally, to the
conjunction of two heterogeneous durations: on
the one hand, one must consider the
appearance, or the sudden opening of the work;
and, on the other hand, the latency, or the
inscription of time itself, as duration, and
survival. Moreover, if the image, considered in
this
temporal
complexity,
suspends
representation, forcing us to think an
unconscious of the representational process, in
the same way, the symptom, - which
corresponds to the sudden emergence of an
anomalous detail that causes the disruption of a
homogeneous tissue, - will suspend the
chronological course of history, forcing us to
conceive of the existence of a historical
unconscious. This is a notion that DidiHuberman preserves in its psychoanalytical
implications, since, as noted by Georges DidiHuberman in L’Image Survivante, the psychic
symptom refers to the idea of an ancient and
fossilized energy that bursts at a given moment
of the present, by disconnecting itself from its
original location and crossing the energetic trace
of the past with the expressive gesture in which
it is imprinted, 4 thus involving a reciprocity
between consciousness and the unconscious,
iconographic gesture and emotional charge.

Nevertheless, if these reflections are
partially found in previous works, such as in
Devant L'Image (1990), the fact is that the
demands regarding anachronism and time
assemblages could not, as noted by the author,
be limited neither to the Freudian formulations,
nor to the analysis of an isolated case study.
This is why Didi-Huberman examines, in
Devant le Temps, three crucial authors, for whom
art history emerges as a category decisively
animated by the symptomatic image and the
anachronism: Aby Warburg, founder of a
historical anthropology of the image; Walter
Benjamin and the dialectics of the image; Carl
Einstein and the formulation of new historical
objects and the role of creative processes of
writing. We are facing three German authors of
the first three decades of the twentieth century.
All of them anachronistic thinkers who loomed
the image as a vital, new and highly complex
issue, and whose theories, without forming a
movement
consciously
initiated,
do
communicate, however, with the various
disciplines that, in common, pose problems
concerning image, time and history. Not by
chance, the bottom line in Didi-Huberman’s
overall work concerns this broader relationship
between history, time and image, in an attempt
to find out the consequences of that relation in
the way of thinking and doing art history.

Memory and the montage of history
A critical history of art is, as argued by DidiHuberman, a history of art attentive to its
multiple origins, bearing in mind the fractures of
aesthetic doctrines and the cracks of both
representational and temporal tissues.
In this sense, the author is already drawing
a first lesson from the epistemic-critical view of
history of Walter Benjamin, concerning the fact
that the concept of origin does not refer to a
source from which we could draw a precise and
unambiguous genesis of the event. The origin is
not given to knowledge as a factual and univocal
existence, rather manifesting itself in a whirlwind
that comprises, on the one hand, the recognition
of restitution, or restoration of the past; and, on
the other hand, the existence of something that,
in itself, is always unfinished, therefore requiring
a critical and future construction:

3

WHITE, Hayden, “Historical Fiction, Fictional History, and Historical
Reality”, in Rethinking History, Vol.9, No2/3, 2005, pp.147.
4
DIDI-HUBERMAN, Idem, pp.79-80.
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originaires sera donc une histoire de l’art
capable de créer des tourbillons, des
fractures, des déchirures dans le savoir
même qu’elles se donne pour tâche de
produire. Nommons cela une capacité à
créer de nouveaux seuils théoriques dans la
discipline.5
From this point of view, if the image is
placed, in authors such as Walter Benjamin and
Aby Warburg, in the centre of the historical life, it
is because the image is the only instance
capable of inscribing a double temporality, a
temporality à double face, which, on the side of
Warburg, is captured through the concept of
polarity, as in Benjamin is mainly considered
through the concept of dialectical image. Hence,
one of the most important aspects, involving the
connection made by Didi-Huberman between
these two thinkers, concerns the establishment
of a true anthropology of images able to address
modalities that overflow the very art object,
demanding, for such, the opening of art history
to new forms of temporality.
It is here, we believe, that Didi-Huberman
advances towards an original image theory, as
these new forms of temporality are based on the
assumption that an image is something very
complex, something likely to register (empreinte)
not only forms and contents, but, essentially, an
historical and mnesic substrate: a substrate that
is not lost, and that, on the contrary, will
intensify and transform itself over time,
comprising different levels of actualization that
take place in the image. The image thus acquires
a genealogical and even archaeological
condition. And if, as in Warburg, the image
inscribes a topology of conflict, regarding a
trans-historical polarization of elements that are
essential to comprehend the history of Western
civilizations (the obscure and the rational, the
profane and the sacred, the Apollonian and the
Dionysian, etc.), it will be through the
immediateness and the astonishing presentness
of the image that the past erupts, acquiring the
potentiality of its prophetic accomplishment.6
But what is the mechanism that, after all, is
able to give account of this dialectical present, a
present related with non-chronological forms of
temporality, as indicated by Didi-Huberman?
What model of time is able to get out of the

positivist model of evolution as progress? Again,
the available response is only one: this model of
time is memory itself. Memory links to the
immediateness
of
the
images,
which,
simultaneously, can be captured from multiple
sources and contexts, obeying to metonymical
and metaphorical processes, as may be seen in
Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas and in Walter
Benjamin’s Arcades Project. 7
As Didi-Huberman detected, the Copernican
revolution in art history, claimed by Walter
Benjamin as a requirement, consists, precisely,
in the passage that leads us from a conception
of the past as an objective fact, to a conception
that takes the past as a fact of memory. More
exactly, as an event that is both psychic and
material, being endowed with constant motion
and susceptible to be built, assembled, and, to
some extent, fictionalized by the ensemble of
the historian’s knowledge and skills.
In sum, it is this dynamic principle of
memory – of which the historian is the
interpreter and the dreamer – that inscribes
(and following the tradition of authors such as
Marcel Proust and Henri Bergson) an
unconscious of time. Nonetheless, this
unconscious is not immaterial; it rather comes to
us through the materiality of traces, pointing to
the residual nature of history, as well as to a
certain idea of micrology that reverses the
historical idealism. History, therefore, moves
towards the impurity of debris, claiming the
importance of the details and the minuteness
that is brought up through the perforation of the
representative surface.
For this reason, the Benjaminian demand
translates, according to Didi-Huberman, the
existence of an archaeological knowledge of two
types. A material archaeology, in which the
historian is a collector of useless and unnoticed
objects, concerning, as in Le Livre des Passages
(The Arcades Project), the activity of the
chronicler whose narrations go across different
territories, from the most banal and insignificant
faits divers, to the most worthy and major
events; and, secondly, a psychic archaeology,
directly related to the processes of memory.
Material objects are not stable anchors of
memory though. Objects do not remain constant
each time we approach them, rather comprising
sensorial and evocative aspects linked to

5

DIDI-HUBERMAN, Idem pp. 83.

6

DIDI-HUBERMAN, Georges, L’Image Survivante : Histoire de l'art et
temps des fantômes selon Aby Warburg, Paris, Les Éditions de Minuit,
2002.
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interpretation and subjective responses. In DidiHuberman, memory is therefore regarded as a
deflagration of buried forces, ghosts, dreams
and symptoms - intensities that, nevertheless,
are also engaged in the vital exercise of things,
ultimately considered in their sensorial and
sensual threads. The objects and materials that
cross the time do not belong to a vanished past:
they are actualised through inexhaustible
receptacles of memories and survivals, being
repeated in their own interiorized difference.
It is here that, in due course, DidiHuberman locates the effectiveness of the past
in Walter Benjamin’s perspective on history. As
stated by Walter Benjamin, at the level of
historical knowledge, it is not a question of the
past being illuminated by the present, or
otherwise, but to perceive the tension between
differential times, formed in a constellation of
multiple sources and durations.
As a matter of fact, the hieroglyphic
dimension of Aby Warburg’s project, Atlas
Mnemosyne, developed from 1924 to 1929,
almost seems to be a visual realization of
Benjamin’s
theoretical
formulation.
By
articulating heterogeneous reproductions of
objects belonging to the art history and the
Western culture, Warburg disrupts, - as analysed
by Didi-Huberman in the books devoted to the
subject, especially in L’Image Survivante - the
idea of a one-way influence between the present
and the past, in favour of multidirectional and
unstable trajectories between images, artefacts
and ideas. Each panel of Warburg’s Mnemosyne
Atlas, thus, acquires the sense of a properly
cinematic composition, here understood as a
process involving the continuous collision and
merging of perceptions, ideas and sensations,
therefore susceptible to visually reveal the
discontinuity of time.8
In the thesis of Aby Warburg, the
fundamental movements of life and desire are
embodied and preserved by means of primitive
formulas existing in the images of Antiquity,
encompassing the ability to influence the
movement of the present itself. This is how DidiHuberman could consider that, in Aby Warburg,
everything that happens in the body and in the
morphology of the images depends on “a certain

assembly of time”.9 It is a relationship driven by
the heterogeneous assembly of coexisting times,
being this aspect that, according to DidiHuberman, constitutes the ultimate ambition of
the Warburgian’s concept of Nachleben, or
afterlife. The Nachleben is therefore inseparable
from a genealogical principle by which the
uniqueness of each event occurs on a backdrop
of permanence, related to experiences of
mankind that endure and are reactivated in a
differential time, since it necessarily involves the
reciprocity between an earlier time and a later
time. It is precisely this temporal and cognitive
complexity that differentiates the notion of atlas
from the archive, as explored in detail by DidiHubermn in his essay Atlas: How to Carry the
World on One’s Back.
The concept of survival, or Nachleben
(afterlife), first developed by Aby Warburg, also
acquires for Walter Benjamin the status of the
foundation of history, offering clues about the
life and the after-life of the artistic object.
According to Walter Benjamin:
La compréhension historique doit être
conçue fondamentalement comme une
survie de ce qui est compris, et il faut
considérer, par conséquent, ce qui est
apparu dans l’analyse de la survie des
oeuvres (...) comme le fondement de
l’histoire en général.10
If, in Aby Warburg, the Nachleben points to
the processes involving historical renaissances,
fundamentally regarded as an erratic memory of
images, in Walter Benjamin, the Nachleben is
related both to the materiality of the past (its
traces and vestiges) and the opening of time
itself, encompassing the object in an extensive
and auratic constellation:
Le fait, pour une chose, d’être passé ne
signifie pas seulement qu’elle est loin de
nous dans le temps. Elle demeure lointaine,
certes, mais son éloignement même peut
surgir au plus près de nous - c’est, selon
Benjamin, le phénomène auratique par

9
8

DIDI-HUBERMAN, Georges, L’Image Survivante: Histoire de l'art et
temps des fantômes selon Aby Warburg, Paris, Les Éditions de Minuit,
2002, p.474; DIDI-HUBERMAN, Georges, Atlas: How to Carry the World on
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excellence, - tel un fantôme non rachète, tel
un revenant. 11
The psychic archaeology, - which DidiHuberman already encountered in Aby Warburg,
- therefore implies the consideration of a cryptic
and unconscious memory, consubstantiating, as
in the Freudian principle of excavation of the
unconscious, a dialectical conception of memory
itself. As Didi-Huberman argues, it was already a
matter of conceiving of, in Benjamin’s theory, a
phenomenology concerning memory as a
process: a memory that surpasses the subjective
capacity of recollecting data, rather including the
discontinuities, the lapses and the failures that
constitute the very process of remembering.
Memory therefore escapes the control by the
rational subject, moving towards the uncertainty
and potentiality of the oblivion. We must
consider, therefore, a dialectic movement
between the conscious and the unconscious,
between dream and rationality, remembrance
and oblivion.
It is precisely this kind of tension that,
according to Didi-Huberman, informs Walter
Benjamin’s definition of what an image is. The
authentic image is a dialectical instance, that is,
an effulgent visual instance characterized by a
double temporality, comprising the immediate
actuality of the present and the simultaneous
opening of time in multiple directions. The
image is not imitation nor limitation, but rather
the
interval
made
visible
between
heterogeneous spaces and times: that is why,
according to Aby Warburg, the only interesting
iconology is the iconology of the interval.
Reassembling history itself implies that we
move towards the intervals, the bifurcations and
the discontinuities of memory as an operation of
thought and imagination. The process of
assembly, or montage, implies, therefore, the
prior dismantling of what is built, and the
structural and mnesic reassemble of elements,
stressing uncertainty (the not knowing) as the
heuristic object par excellence of the historical
act. Here, we encounter not only the
Benjaminian
conception
concerning
the
destructive force of history, capable of
apprehending senses that are outside the
institutionalized narratives of power, but also
the Foucauldian conception of a genealogical
history that summons up history as a radical and
11

Writing history
Not coincidentally, Didi-Huberman would
find in Carl Einstein’s work one of the greatest
examples of a type of historical writing that is
marked by the inventiveness of a truly poetic
and dazzling style. But Einstein’s inventive form
of writing is also marked by its strangeness,
especially when compared to the positivist
effectiveness of the Anglo-Saxon model, so as to
be considered an oeuvre that, even today, is
difficult to read. As defined by Didi-Huberman,
Einstein’s thought is governed by the principle of
inactuality, since it remains, like at the moment
of its appearance, in 1912, advanced in relation
to its time.
This is, of course, a description carried out
by Didi-Huberman in overtly Nietzschean terms.
In Nietzsche, history should engage with a
capacity to feel a-historically. It must connect to
a force that teaches oblivion, creating a horizon
indispensable to action. Through action, the
individual is mobilized by the desire to achieve
the fair and the new. In this sense, Nietzsche’s
considerations are pervaded by a principle of
inactuality. Nietzsche would not know how to
make sense of thinking and practice in his actual
time, since the latter was dominated by the
excess of knowledge and erudition, inhibiting
the vital force of the creative being. The
historical knowledge must be engendered
against time, that is, against the norms and the
12
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transgressive act of thought, producing
discontinuities
and
multiplications:
we
remember that, for Foucault, «knowledge is not
made for understanding; it is made for
cutting».12 Foucault articulated a notion of
counter-memory and counter-history in order to
criticize the disciplinary power of historiography,
referring alternatively to memories and
historical narrations that challenge dominant
discourses. In sum, historical and memorial
practices can emerge as places of contestation
that question the univocal and institutionalized
versions of the past. Consequently, these
aspects contribute to the reversal of the
disciplined speech of the historian, giving rise to
an inventive language that tends to the
affirmation of an increasingly poetic and political
dimension of historical knowledge.

FOUCAULT, Michel, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”, in Language,
Counter-Memory. Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews by M.
Foucault, New York: Cornell University Press, 1977, pp. 154.
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institutionalized knowledge that guarantees the
monolithic order of discourse, projecting itself in
a time to come.13
Carl Einstein brings this conception to the
field of art history, recovering some of the most
important features that already influenced the
theory of authors such as Aby Warburg and
Walter Benjamin, both directly affected by
Nietzsche considerations on history. Einstein
grasped the idea that the passion provoked by
the image is irreducible to the narrowness of
historical erudition and chronology, demanding
a multifocal and creative vision that interweaves
multiple areas of knowledge, sensibilities and
affections. Art history should therefore consider
the tensions and contradictions that fissure any
unitary and aestheticizing conception of the
work of art.
Against
the
institutionalized
and
disciplinary view, Einstein will oppose the
requirement of an historical practice that seeks
to discover what concerns a fundamental and
vital knowledge. This requirement comprises a
kind of creative knowledge capable of
integrating the magic and the unconscious
dimensions that inform the work of art. These
notions are approached as anthropological and
ethnological elements that expose the
complexity of the real (against the notion of
reality, thus comprising the realm of possible
and imagination) and the density of its temporal
relations, both encompassing a certain idea of
the ungraspable and the inexplicable of the
image.
The overcoming of time in nonlinear terms
thus corresponds to situate history at a
genealogical level. It combines, in a dialectic
fashion, the issue of the origin and of the new,
but in such a way that, from then on, neither the
origin is a fixed and stabilized source of the
future, nor the new refers to a mere conclusion
of evolutive developments that were initiated in
the past.
It should be noted that Einstein's work
touchstone is the confrontational relation
between African sculpture and the modernity of
Cubism. In his work on African sculpture,
Negerplastik (1914), Einstein brings about a
thesis that, as stated by Didi-Huberman, by itself
suggests the paradox and the violence of the
dialectical movement: African sculpture is not an
13

NIETZSCHE, Friedrich, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History
for Life, trans. Peter Preuss, Indianapolis, Hackett Publishing Company,
Inc., 1980, pp. 61-65.

object of knowledge because it does not exist as
such. And if does not exist, it is because the
prejudgment of positivist and colonialist
ethnography immediately expropriates African
art not only from its history - naming it as
primitive – but also from its artistic dimension,
by reducing it to a strictly instrumentalist and
functionalist mode of production.
The impossibility of making history on
African art will only be upraised if we reject, on
the one hand, the epistemological model
engendering the institutionalized history
(identification of the masterpieces and their
authors, explanation of the social context,
evolution of styles in geographical terms, etc.),
and, on the other hand, if we surpass the
aesthetic and erudite model of art history, based
on concepts related to the ideal and the beauty.
Carl Einstein’s accounts on African art cannot be
subtracted, as quoted by Didi-Huberman, «aux
expériences faites par l’art contemporain,
d’autant que ce qui prend de l’importance
historique est toujours fonction du présent
immédiat». 14
Only apparently this contradicts the
principle of Nietzschean inactuality. What is
stressed is the idea that the history of African art
as origin is decisively (and dialectically) fissured
by the Cubist perspective. Furthermore, and
according to Didi-Huberman, in making the
cubism the Now of African art, Einstein released
the latter from the Western prejudgments. This is
why this attitude brings as well the possibility for
European art to rethink its own history; but
never in terms of a discovery concerning a
primitive origin, much less in terms of deceitful
modernities
or
camouflaged
exoticisms.
Therefore, to say that cubism encounters African
art corresponds, in fact, to state the violence of a
shock able to disengage epistemological
obstacles, opening up history to new research
objects, as well as to new models of temporality.
In Benjaminian terms, corresponds to affirm
the abruptness and the sudden emergence of a
Now (Maintenant), which clashes with the Once
(L'Autrefois) of the past, forming a scintillation, a
space constituted by interconnections that
remained unseen. The same principle was at
stake in Barnett Newman’s work, in which the
present is addressed as the singular experience
14
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of an actual that enters in conflict with a past
that is not merely recovered, but deeply shaken
and reinvented. This brings into play, in DidiHuberman terms, the experience of a radical
modernity that runs parallel to the redefinition
of the Benjaminian aura, which appears,
fundamentally, as a game of distances and
proximities created by the experience of the
work of art.
This phenomenological aspect of the
aesthetic experience is also pursued by DidiHuberman in his analysis on Carl Einstein
theoretical practice, whose work entails an
original perspective on the act of seeing
produced in the arc between Impressionism and
Cubism. In short, Einstein will consider the
collapse of the notion of beauty, conceptualising
the visual object that breaks out from this ruin
as a symptom. The experience of the artistic
object is a symptom, that is, a breakdown that
goes towards a violent impact on the viewer and
upon thought in general.
The understanding of the symptomatic
aesthetic experience in Einstein indicates a
dialectics of decomposition of the human form,
something that takes us away from the simplistic
notion of formalism in art. It concerns, more
exactly, a deformation in which the role of the
anamorphic, for example (much used, it should
be recalled, in the photographic work of Georges
Bataille and Man Ray), goes far beyond the mere
optical relation, rather concerning a kind of
reinvention of the conventional anthropocentric
space (hence the admiration of Carl Einstein for
the work of Dutch painters of the seventeenth
century, such as Alessandro Magnasco and
Hercules Seghers). What Einstein saw as
extremely irreparable and painful in the
paintings of Seghers arises, according to DidiHuberman, as an isolated symptom that extends
itself to a general symptom in the modernity
brought by cubism. With Picasso, Braque, and
Gris, the threshold of representation (réveil) not
only imagines reality, but, what is more, creates
the real itself:
Cette redéfinition est dialectique dans la
mesure où l’anthropomorphisme n’en est
pas
exclu,
mais
très
exactement
décomposé, comme chez Juan Gris où
Einstein décèle une tectonique - un refus

de l’anthropocentrisme - qui n’est pourtant
fait que d’éléments humaines.15
The importance of cubism in Carl Einstein is
decisively explained by this attraction for a
dialectics that includes that which decomposes,
the anthropomorphism, associating it to the
operative aspect of a field of forms, susceptible
to shatter the continuous space of classical
representation. Thus, the realism in Einstein is
related not with the security of a certain realistic
style of representation, but rather with the
opening up of vision to a new form of real:
[…] ouvrir le voir, cela signifie prêter
attention - une attention qui ne va pas de
soi, qui exige travail de la pensée, remise en
question perpétuelles, problématisation
toujours renouvelée - aux processus
anticipateurs de l’image.16
In Einstein, the space is grasped as an
unstable intersection between mankind and the
universe. The act of seeing only acquires a truly
human dimension when includes a divinatory
process that instates the invisible and the
possible. If the history of art is contaminated by
the revolutionary forms of knowledge and
sensibility (we must not forget the changes
brought about by physics and psychoanalysis in
the beginning of the twentieth century), then the
very form of writing will also necessarily
comprise a brutal effondrement that drags
subjectivity itself. In this sense, to open the
vision to time and thought is to open up art
history to the complexity of its destabilizing
images.

Conclusion
Throughout this article I intended to
provide a comprehensive analysis of Georges
Didi-Huberman's thought. The article tried to
evidence multiple theoretical connections that
contribute to critically examine the role of art
history in the way we perceive and understand
the past. Didi-Huberman engages with a form of
art history that interiorizes the dichotomies
proper to the instances of time, memory and
image, instances that, although composing the
intimate core of historical writing and thought,
are usually disregarded by the disciplinary and
orthodox models of art history. Following the
15

DIDI-HUBERMAN, Georges, Devant le Temps : Histoire de L’Art et
Anachronisme des Images. Paris, Les Éditions de Minuit, 2000, pp. 196.
16
Ibidem, pp. 220.
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examples of authors such as Walter Benjamin,
Aby Warburg and Carl Einstein, Didi-Huberman
stands against the canonical art history, rather
affirming the connections established between
art history and heterogeneous areas like
philosophy, anthropology, or psychoanalysis. In
Didi-Huberman, in order for real historical
knowledge to be produced, the intellectual
engagement with the image must be coupled
with a broader affective experience of the work
of art, considered in its multiple perceptual
unfoldings and temporal relations. More than
being stable anchors of memory, images are
dynamic and heterogeneous elements that do
not remain constant, transforming memory itself

and entering in relations with other images and
objects, therefore comprising the possibility of
reassignment of meanings. For Didi-Huberman,
through art history the spectator is not simply
presented to a past heritage; he is forced to
engage with history as a process, a mode of
creative thinking. That way, making the past
meaningful in the present involves a
mnemotechnical labour through which the
traces from the past are interpreted, combined
and revaluated, accepting invention as a
conceptual and methodological locus that
transforms significantly our perspective about
the possibilities of art history.
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Chinese Cartoon in transition: animal symbolism and allegory
from the “modern magazine” to the “online carnival”
Martina Caschera*
Abstract
By definition, the cartoon (satirical, single-panelled vignette) “reduces complex situations to simple
images, treating a theme with a touch of immediacy. A cartoon can mask a forceful intent behind an
innocuous facade; hence it is an ideal art of deception” (Hung, 1994:124). As well as their western
counterparts, Chinese cartoonists have always based much of their art on the strong socio-political
potential of the format, establishing a mutual dependence of pictographic material and press
journalism. From a media perspective, the present paper shows how Chinese cartoon developed from
1920s-1930s society ̶ when the “modern magazine” was the most important reference and medium for
this newly-born visual language – to the present. Cyberspace has recently become the chosen space for
Chinese cartoonists’ visual satire to take part in an international public discourse and in the “online
carnival” (Herold and Marolt, 2011:11-15), therefore replacing magazines and printed press. Through
emblematic exempla and following the main narrative of “animal symbolism and allegory”, this paper
intends to connect the historical background with cartoonists’ critical efficiency, communicative tools
and peculiar aesthetics, aiming at answering to questions such as: how Chinese modern cartoon
changed, from the first exempla conveyed in “modern magazines” to the latest online expressions? Is its
original power of irreverence still alive and how did it survive? How modern cartoonists (Lu Shaofei, Liao
Bingxiong) and contemporary cartoonists (Rebel Pepper, Crazy Crab, Ba Diucao) have been dealing with
governmental intervention and censorship?
Keywords: Visual Culture, Popular Culture, cartoon, satire, censorship, cyberspace

Introduction
The “cartoon”1 is a “historically specific
visually-dynamic construction of word and
image” (Crespi, 2016: 4), i.e. a complex language
characterized by “timeliness” and “topicality”2.
Like their Western counterparts, Chinese
cartoonists have always based much of their art
on the strong socio-political potential of such
visual language, establishing the mutual
dependence between pictographic material and
press journalism.
Since the late XIX century and especially
during the War of Resistance, the Yan’an years
and throughout the Maoist Era, political cartoons
have been generally conceived as propaganda
tools, carefully thought out as an important part

1

The present essay adopts the term “cartoon” to define the singlepanelled, satirical vignette with socio-political content.
2
According to the British cartoonist David Low, “timeliness” and
“topicality” are the characteristics that make political cartoons ideal
means to reflect current affairs. David Low, 1953:5.

* University of Chieti-Pescara “G. d’Annunzio”

of a top-down indoctrination 3. For this reason,
Chinese cartoons have been commonly deployed
by (art) historians to illustrate political
narratives, and their study has been often
influenced by/projected in ideology-driven
views4. Such a “utilitarian approach” overlooks
the potential of the language itself—an art
refined by years of work and study in the field—
and fails to recognize the complexity of the
specific mediascapes involved in the formation
of these popular culture artifacts 5. Paraphrasing
3

For more information on War and cartoon propaganda, see Hung,
1994.2. As for the centralization of cartoon production in Early
Republican China, see Altehenger, 2013.
4
The major studies in the field mainly describe the impact of historical
events on the genre and vice-versa (Bi Keguan and Huang Yuanlin,
2006; Liu-Lengyel, 1993) and/or approach political cartoons as part of a
comprehensive socio-political discourse (anti-Japanese propaganda
and communist monopoly in Hung, 1994 and 2010).
5
For Popular Culture I intend “certain kinds of literature or art that are
widely diffused and generally accepted by the people in a particular
social setting at a particular period of time” (Hung, 1994.2: 7). This
approach addresses the “artifacts”, rather than values and beliefs
related to a particular social milieu (literary-cultural approach) and
allows the researcher to “cross cultural lines and transcend group
affiliations” (ibid.).
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Mitchell, cartoons “cannot be addressed without
some reckoning of the medium in which they
appear”
(1995:203),
and
therefore,
the
“environments” where these forms/systems6
thrive, as well as their creators and viewers,
cannot
be
approached
as
isolated
objects/subjects. When unable to measure the
actual reaction of the readership, the analysis of
political cartoons makes it possible, at least, to
clarify specific processes of media encoding: the
author’s visual strategies supply a great deal of
information about what the targeted audience
was expected to know already, about the
subject, about the cartoon specific grammar and,
more generally, about media.
Focusing on political cartoons, this paper
follows the development of these multimodal
texts7, ranging from the 1920s-1930s—when the
modern (xiandai 现代, modeng 摩登) magazine
allowed for the popularization of the language
and the professionalization of their authors—to
the present day, with the most influential
cartoonists
mainly
working
for
digital
enterprises. The intention is not to give a
comprehensive account of the history of Chinese
modern cartoon (xiandai manhua 现代漫画) 8, but
rather, to detect both the system-environment
dynamics and the systemic coherence of each
medium by shedding light on the use of animal
symbolism and animal allegory, two specific
communication dynamics involved in the
(trans)formation of the genre9. Drawing on the
three “environments” where cartoon-forms have
been thriving since the late XIX century (the
newspaper, the cartoon pictorial and the
Chinese cyberspace), the present contribution
6

To introduce a more attentive way of analyzing images, Mitchell
speculates on the systems theory model of media as “autopoetic
system-environment dialectics”, drawing the conclusion that “media
can fit on both sides of the system/environment divide: they are a
system for transmitting messages through a material vehicle to a
receiver; or they are a space in which forms can thrive” (1995:207-208).
7
For a definition of the meaning and the role of multimodality and
multiliteracy in contemporary learning see Cope, Bill and Mary
Kalantzis, 2009.1 and 2009.2.
8
For a comprehensive account of the history of Chinese cartoon, I
suggest Bi Keguan and Huang Yuanlin, 2006; Huang Ke, Gan Zhenhu
and Chen Lei (eds.), 2010; Gan Xianfeng, 2008.
9
For “animal symbolism” I refer to the practice of attributing the
power of representing abstract concepts and values to specific animals
(e.g. Lion and regality). The correspondence between signifier and
meaning is commonly bound to nationally-shared conventional
criteria, and is, therefore, more static. Conversely, the main strategy
used to read “animal allegories” is contextualization because their
meaning and role may change in accordance with the environment and
the relationships these allegories are projected on. In other words, the
link between signifier and meaning in the allegory is more arbitrary
and intentional, less intuitive and more elaborated to detect than
through symbolism.
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explores both conventional and creative aspects
of the use of animal symbolism and allegory, by
comparing exemplary works and connecting
them to their historical background.
The essay is divided into two subnarratives, which illustrate, from different
angles, how cartoonists draw both on a
traditional/popular and on a global imaginary in
order to encode their messages, according to
specific system-environment dynamics, i.e. how
they participate in the construction of a
transcultural 10 visual grammar. While the first
section deals with the representation of power
dynamics, as they are projected on an
international scenario, the latter mainly
addresses the role of censorship as a dialectic
subject influencing, both concretely and
metaphorically, cartoonists’ communication
choices.

Animal symbolism and allegory vis-à-vis
Foreign Affairs
During the XX century, the Chinese cartoon
took part in the formation of an internationallyshared iconography and visual grammar, the
“transcultural imaginary” 11. Since the 1930s in
particular, this process is not to be intended as a
passive emulation of established standards, but
more as a conscious adaptation of an imported
visual language to specific media frameworks.
From a historical perspective, the modern
newspaper is the medium that possesses the
greatest continuity in featuring cartoons.
By the first decade of the XX century,
newspapers were the crucial space for Chinese
cartoonists to test their communication ability,
mainly capitalizing on the five strategies of
cartoons' specific visual grammar: symbolism,
exaggeration/distortion, labeling, humor/satire,
and analogy. Despite making a relatively small
portion in the economy of the medium, political
cartoons have had an important role in explicit
political indoctrination, mirroring the top-down
10

The “transcultural approach” is based on the assumption that
“[c]ultures de facto no longer have the insinuated form of homogeneity
and separateness. They have instead assumed a new form, which is to
be called transcultural insofar that it passes through classical cultural
boundaries” (Welsh, 1999:198).
11
In the volume Asian Punches (Harder and Mittler, 2013), I. Wei-wu and
C. Rea examine the “presence” of Punch/Puck-like satirical illustrated
magazines in China during the first two decades of the XX century. The
essays offer the opportunity to understand from different perspectives
(foreign and native) the degree of China-based participation in the
construction of a transcultural imaginary, connected both to the
transnational format of satirical illustrated magazines and to the
topical communication need of the time.
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propagandistic project of reformists and
revolutionary journalists 12. Regardless of any
political trends, however, newspaper cartoons
conveyed both mainstream and counterdiscourses and brought a great variety of forms
and contents up until the Sino-Japanese war.
After the foundation of the People’s Republic of
China, a centralizing political action and growing
censorship
deeply
affected
cartoon
communication.
The
reforms
and
the
consequent “de-ideologization” of the media in
the Post-Mao Era had an immediate impact on
newspapers and state publishing enterprises
faced a considerable sales drop 13. By the end of
the 1970s, editorial cartoons were back to their
place in newspapers (namely, but not
exclusively, in the People’s Daily), while
cartoonists enjoyed renewed (albeit relative)
freedom of experimentation and expression.
Despite historical circumstances, from the
perspective of systemic coherence cartoonists’
basic parameters in designing their work did not
undergo considerable change. Compared to the
economy of other media, newspaper depended
more strictly on the verbal counterpart than
pictorial cartooning did, and therefore, authors’
visual choices were aimed to synthetize the
editorial line or mirror (even spatially, by
juxtaposition or enclosure) the subject of topical
articles.
According to cartoon historian Bi Keguan,
the oldest surviving example of modern political
cartoon is Xie Zuantai’s (Tse Tsantai) well-known
“The Situation of the Far East”, Shiju (quan)tu
时局(全)图, a full-page, single-panelled image
published in 1903 on Cai Yuanpei and Zhang
Shizhao’s News from Russia (Eshi Jinwen
饿事近闻) (Bi and Huang, 2006:19). In this
cartoon, 14 the author accurately portrays a map
of China, using different animals in order to
iconically represent the specific territorial
demands of several imperialistic Powers (an
eagle represents the Unites States, a snake
Japan, a pug Great Britain, a bear the Russian
Empire).
12

Chinese media context experienced a boom in cartoons from the
1899, year of the publishing (and re-publishing) of The Situation of the
Far East (mentioned later in the essay), straight to the May Fourth
Movement. Notably, the cartoons were mainly linked to progressive
thinkers. For visual exempla see Bi, 2006 and Gan, 2008.
13
For a further discussion on Chinese media reforms see Huang, 2001.
14

According to Wagner (2011: 24), the cartoon published on Cai
Yuanpei’s periodical was actually a reprinted version of an original
Hong Kong edition of 1899. The title of the 1903 cartoon was “Xianshi
现实”, The Present Situation.

This kind of image exemplifies the most
peculiar characteristics of the first phase of the
genre, among which the resemblance to the
foreign model is indeed the most striking 15.
Cartoonists' reference to the European tradition
was both formal and rhetorical, which means
that authors not only experimented with penand-ink techniques, but also drew from a
common, transcultural visual grammar. Since
allegory and caricature had been crucial features
in cartoons that dealt with Foreign Affairs, the
Chinese readership became accustomed to that
specific iconography, as early as in the first
decade of the XX century.
From a verbal perspective, this means that
long explanatory captions were no longer
needed and short labeling sufficed. From an
iconic perspective, the countries-as-subjects
could be portrayed through a stereotyped and
distorted human representation, through animal
symbolism, or through the caricature of the
country’s political or military leader. When facing
the Other, in fact, cartoonists rarely depart from
this international model set in the late XIX
century, while they are more eager to
experiment with the Chinese popular and folk
culture when it comes to domestic issues and
self-imaging. Therefore, to whatever extent the
subject and the target of cartoonists’ satire
might change according to the political context,
they still relied on a limited range of references.
The following exempla, drawn from different
epochs, confirm the point.
The first image (fig. 1) was published during
the “golden era” of cartoons 16. Among the
pictorials issued in that decade, no one had
broader circulation and more longevity than
Modern Sketch (1934-1937)17, thanks both to Shao
Xunmei’s financial support 18 and to the editorial
15

It is important to stress the multifaceted identity of Chinese
cartoonists’ original models, which range from the British exempla that
circulated in the treaty Ports, since the second half of the XIX century,
to the cultural products imported from Japan, where cartoonists had
already started to reflect consciously on the cartoon format. See Duus,
P. in Harder and Mittler, 2013.
16
During 1934, the so-called “year of the magazines”, about twenty
different cartoon magazines were published (Bi and Huang, 2006:105106). Some of them were highly appreciated by artists and intellectuals
thanks to cartoonists’ attention to both form and content. Lu Xun, for
example, who had a very critical eye for the formal and ideological
aspects of visual arts, appreciated the ideological engagement of
Cartoon Life (Manhua Shenghuo 漫画生活) and wrote a number of
essays for the pictorial.
17
In his online lecture, Crespi maintains that circulation of Modern
Sketch reached 10,000 issues (Crespi, 2014).
18
Shao Xunmei 邵洵美(1906-1968) was an influential intellectual,
writer, patron and entrepreneur who had a pivotal role in the
Shanghainese editorial market. He established of Modern Publications
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board’s readiness to adjust the magazine’s line
to a changing shidai (“epoch”, but also,
metonymically, “modernity”). Modern Sketch
exemplifies the communication needs of its era
by representing a locus of re-negotiation of
powers where authors and readers could not
only take part in the appropriation of mainly
urban landscapes, but also be guaranteed of the
rare opportunity to experiment and stay clear of
radical concerns up to the last issue 19. However,
political cartoons occupied a growing space in
the economy of Modern Sketch during its three
years of publication and, notably, the editorial
board re-created a “habitat” for editorial
cartoons 20 by reserving the prestigious second
cover to those who became ̶ or were already
renown as ̶ specialists of the genre21.

The cartoon in fig. 1 bears witness to the
strong attention that the Chinese readership was
paying to the European political dynamics: Hitler
is portrayed attacking a wolf labeled as “Austria”,
while all the other beasts (France, Great Britain
and Italy), far from interfering, hide in the
bushes and watch from a distance. Here, visual
satire is built on the contrast between the idea
that European countries have of themselves
(predators) and their actual role in foreign
affairs (spectators). Therefore, this animal
allegory aims at both, mocking the imperialistic
ambitions and addressing the issue of country’s
deceptive self-imaging processes.
Fang Cheng's approach to animal allegory
(fig.2) is less serious, but equally “dramatic”, in
addressing the question of spectatorship.

Fig. 1, Cheng Liule, Hitting the Wolf with a Jojoba stick: wolves
fear men, men fear wolves too (Zao mugun er dalang, lang
yeparen, ren yepalang 枣木棍儿打狼，狼也怕人，人也怕狼).
Shidai Manhua 8, Aug. 1934. Source and copyright: Colgate
University Library, Digital Collection.

Fig. 2, Fang Cheng, The Singing Performance of the Wolf
(Langde Yanchang 狼的演唱), Renmin Ribao, 1954. Source:
Hung, 2011. Copyright: Fang Cheng.

(Shidai Tushu Gongsi 时代图书公司), which published five of the most
influential magazines of the 1930s. For further information on Shao
Xunmei, see Shen, 2013 and Lee, 1999.
19
For example, until the end of its publication, in June 1937, Modern
Sketch still featured graphic experimentation and references to the
foreign models. See the “abstract expressionism” in front cover of
Shidai Manhua, 26, or the “fauvist” front cover of Shidai Manhua, 35.
20
The term commonly defines the kind of cartoon that was originally
printed on the first page of newspapers and conveyed the editorial
political view the editorial group.
21
The most frequent features were Huang Wennong 黄文农, Cheng
Liule 程柳乐, and the editor Lu Shaofei 鲁少飞. When Modern Sketch
was launched in 1934, Huang Wennong was already an established
editorial cartoonist and when he died later that year, the editorial
board dedicated many pages the issue of July to his satirical art.
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This author portrays a predator, a
treacherous wolf, 22 dressed up like a rooster,
singing and strumming a guitar so as to seduce
the hens. Following the standard anti-American
attitude typical of Russian cartoon art and its
aesthetics, the author is hinting at the U.S.
interest in South Eastern Asia's natural
resources. According to Fang Cheng, during the
1950s, as cartoonists "zealously emulated
Russian artists' works published in Crocodile"
(Hung, 2011: 165), their style changed
22

Similarly to the western folk iconography, the wolf in China is the
emblem of rapacity. Williams, 2009:252.
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dramatically. In fact, the soviet model had been
crucial even before 23: 1930s cartoonists emulated
not only European and American cartoonists and
popular artists, such as David Low and Grosz
(Europe), Fred Ellis and Daniel R. Fitzpatrick
(North America), Diego Rivera and Covarrubias
(Central and America), but also Boris Efimov
(Chen, 1938:311).
The following two exempla of animal
allegory deal not only with Foreign Affairs, but
also with the very issue of representation.
Both the cartoons allegorically represent
the concept of “aggression” by employing the
image of a tiger, but each of them focus on
different aspects of the question through
peculiar communication strategies.

Fig. 3, The Failure of “Jiang” San Mao’s Patriotism (Sanmao
Aiguo weisui 蒋 三毛爱国未遂), Shidai Manhua, Feb. 1936.
Source and Copyright: Shidai Manhua, 2014.

The comic strip in fig. 3 is part of the
complex narrative of Three Hairs (Sanmao 三毛),
a famous and long-lived series created in the
1930s by artist Zhang Leping 张乐平 (1910-1992)24.

23

The influence of soviet aesthetics was already visible during Yan’an
years, when important newspapers like Jiefang Ribao reprinted soviet
works. It grew considerably during the 1950s (Hung, 2011: 156), and even
more during the second period (1971-1976) of the Cultural Revolution,
when the Socialist realism was a primary reference model for the
whole artistic apparatus. For further discussion of soviet influence on
Chinese art, see J. Andrews, 2010.
24
For a complete view on Zhang Leping’s Sanmao see Pozzi, 2014.

This image could be identified as a metapicture 25
of cartooning and its function in late 1930s
society: the main character of the strip, San Mao,
is depicted as he takes part in an exhibition,
which was deemed as the most effective way of
spreading propaganda art. San Mao’s patriotism
awakens as soon as he “sees” the drawing of a
tiger invading China (a common way of
representing the Japanese invasion). Zhang
builds an allegorical image out of the
asymmetrical relationship between patriots and
government: although San Mao and his friends
are just children, and the tiger they want to
destroy is merely allegorical, yet their
punishment is as real as the Guomindang’s
action
against
patriotic
movements.
Furthermore, the author also represents the
communication goals of cartoons to wit: moving
the conscience, engendering actions.

Fig. 4, Zhang Ding, The Paper Tiger (Zhi Laohu 纸老虎), Renmin
Ribao, Jul. 1950, Source: Hung, 2011. Copyright: Zhang Ding.

The second cartoon (fig. 4) visually
interprets Mao’s famous words against U.S.
imperialism 26. Part of an overwhelming anti25

“Metapictures” are images that reflect “on their own constitution”
(Mitchell 2005:2010). This theoretical framework could also be a useful
starting point for the re-framing of the analytical approach to two
important elements, that is, time and space. Usually, the concept of
“space” has been related with the notion of “topicality”, while
cartoons' “timeliness” has been considered as the connection to a
specific socio-political contest. Considering cartoons as metapictures
means addressing the way in which they recreate time and space,
within their own borders, reconstruct reality, and beeing informed by
the rules of a specific medium.
26
The image of the “paper tiger”, presented by Mao Zedong, in his 1946
interview with Ann Louise Strong, as referred to imperialism and
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American propaganda of soviet inspiration, the
cartoon is particularly explicit in addressing the
incongruity
between
a
country’s
selfrepresentation (the facade) and its actual power
(the essence), the typical strategy on which
humor and satire rely. Notably, the style, which
is reminiscent of both the Chinese folk art and
the 1920s-1930s decorativism, seems to depart
from the Russian model and pursue the
decades-long move towards the "sinicization" of
cartoons. 27

Animal Symbolism and allegory: dealing
with censorship.
In their resistance to and defiance of the
power-holders, cartoonists had, and still have, to
find context-sensitive strategies in order to
avoid (or to better challenge) censorship and
control. Among them, animal symbolism/
allegory is less of a direct communication
strategy than caricature, but is equally striking
and internationally relevant. While apparently
hiding the real target of the critique, animal
references amplify its satirical power by
degrading the subject to a sub-human level.
During the early 1930s, cartoon pictorials
were generally overlooked by KMT censors.
Conversely, in a crescendo of socio-political
awareness, the great majority of cartoonists –
even the ones who were working in mainly
commercial enterprises like Modern Sketch –,
felt the need to convert to the anti-Japanese
propaganda, by the second half of the decade
(see fig. 3), thus prompting a more direct
response to this widespread phenomenon by the
Regime.
The image of a big fish eating a small fish
was a common feature of cartoon pictorial,
during the late 1930s28, and its aim was to
allegorically represent the military superior
Japan taking advantage of a weak and compliant
China (fig. 5). By that time, when even writing the
word “Japan” on a periodical was forbidden,
animal allegory offered a loophole to vent
people’s dissatisfaction. Made during the 1980s,
the second cartoon (fig. 6) “flips off” the
reactionaries, quickly became a trope for the political propaganda
discourse.
27
In his Manhua Yishu jianghua 漫画艺术讲话 [Lectures on cartoon
art], the art critic Huang Mao 黄茅 theorizes cartoon’s “sinicization”
(zhongguohua 中国化), defining it as a blending of Chinese traditional
(i.e. ink and brush) and Western (e.g. perspective) techniques. For
additional information, see Huang Mao, 1947:64.
28
See for example Hu Kao’s cartoon in the magazine Chinese Cartoon
(Zhongguo manhua 中国漫画), Sept. 1935.
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standard image of the big fish eating the small
fish, in order to reveal how an apparently (i.e.
economically) strong China was actually being
devoured by corruption and inequality. Both
cartoonists are carefully avoiding any specific
personal targeting drawing from the same visual
grammar, but the communication strategy is
substantially different: while the first image is
constructed as a dramatic statement, the second
is a typical “visual satire”, a technique based on
the unraveling of incongruities and paradoxes
through the inversion of the norm. The author’s
employment of a childish aesthetics to depict
the critical situation magnifies the satirical
impact of the cartoon.

Fig. 5, Mo Feiqin, Aquatic Animals (Shuizu 水族), Modern
Sketch 16, front cover. Source and Copyright: Shidai Manhua
2014.

Fig. 6, Xiao Tongbai, The small fish eats the big fish (Xiaoyu chi
da yu 小鱼吃大鱼), Fengci yu youmo, 1980s. Source: Lan and
Shi, 1989. Copyright: Xiao Tongbai.
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As has been observed, the cartoon “reduces
complex situations to simple images, treating a
theme with a touch of immediacy. It can mask a
forceful intent behind an innocuous facade;
hence it is an ideal art of deception” (Hung,
1994.1:124). However, such “deception” was not
always sufficient to protect cartoonists from the
censorship. In February 1936, Lu Shaofei’s
Modern Sketch was closed by KMT authorities 29,
while in 1960 even the official cartoon pictorial
of the PRC, Cartoon, was closed down because it
was too hard to control (Crespi, 2016).
With the end of the Cultural Revolution,
veteran cartoonist Liao Bingxiong went back to
work, after decades of being labeled as rightist
and being forbidden to draw cartoons. During
the nineties, however, he was extremely
disappointed in the situation of Chinese
cartooning (Lent and Xu, 2007:650-651), and
accused his contemporaries of not daring to
criticize the status quo, while describing his
country with contempt. Another veteran and
influential cartoonist, Hua Junwu, on the other
hand, does not seem to be so disapproving of
the Party’s censorship, finding it rather
reasonable instead: if we want to stop the
spreading of pornographic cartoons, we have to
subject to the Party’s control on political
cartooning as well (Hua, 1984:9).
Has something changed over the last
decades, with the spreading of Chinese cartoons
on the cyberspace? The Chinese internet has
been broadly viewed as a new space for the
introduction of a democratic discourse, and,
however questionable this statement might be30,
it is undeniable that some artists have tried, and
still try, to present a counter-discourse built up
on online-cartooning. The iconic component of
cartoons' language makes them elude the
censorial strategy of filtering content by
keywords (i.e. ISP-enforced blacklists), so that it
takes longer for the authorities to intervene and
cartoonists can frequently enjoy a wide – albeit
temporary ̶ success.
The cartoonist known by the nickname
Crazy Crab (Feng Xie 疯蟹) has been one of the
29

In February 1936, Lu Shaofei’s caricature on the front cover of
Modern Sketch indirectly criticized the Chinese ambassador in Japan,
Xu Shiying 许世英, for being too compliant with the enemy. As a
consequence, Modern Sketch was silenced for three months. Modern
Sketch was substituted by the twin-magazine Modern Puck (Manhua jie
漫画界), edited by Wang Dunqing 王敦庆, who later became an
independent publication (Crespi 2012, Note 1).
30
For an introduction to the different approaches and theoretical
frameworks in the field of Chinese internet research, see Harold and
Marolt, 2011.

most influential of the 2000s. He became
internationally famous for the series of political
cartoons Harmonic Farm (Hexie nonchang 蟹
农场)31, which satirically depict the “fair”
(gongping 公平) and “just” (zhangyi 正义) era of
“harmony” (hexie 和谐) in China, while targeting
in
fact
“dictatorship,
censorship,
and
propaganda” (zhuanzhi 专制, shencha 审查,
xuanchuan 宣传)32. The cartoonist’s visual satire
mainly works through the deployment of an
animal symbolism reminiscent of Orwell’s Animal
Farm: the rulers of the farm and the protagonists
of the trips are all Party members, depicted as
greedy and vicious pigs.
When asked about the reason why in 2009
he started drawing cartoons, he said that it was
the choice to fill a gap, feeling that a proper
cartoon critique was missing:
There are lots of cartoonists in China.
However, real political satires are still rare.
No cartoonist dares to challenge the OneParty dictatorship and question the political
system. I hope my cartoons could make a
change (Tom, 2012).
Questioned
about
the
possible
repercussions of his political dissent and his
feelings towards the censorship, Crazy Crab
reports the first question he asked himself when
he started: “Am I crazy enough to draw such
political satire for nothing but a nightmare?”
(ibid.).
Cartooning is a matter of passion and a way
of challenging the status quo, but it is hard to
find a “place to publish these cartoons. There
are only a handful media outlets that can
publish this kind of cartoons” (ibid.), and few of
them pay. However, from the first decade of the
XXI century on, new online platforms (mainly
foreign or Hong Kong based) started contributing
to the enterprise of sharing cartoon-related
content internationally.
One of the most important platforms for the
international circulation of Chinese cartoons
with satirical characteristics is China Digital
Times, a website that hosted Crazy Crab’s
31

Literally, Hexie Nongchang 河蟹农场 means The farm of the River
Crab, but “hexie” is here used with satirical implications, being
homophonous of the Chinese word for harmony “hexie 和谐” ( a wellknown a keyword in contemporary China’s political discourse). See
Decoding the Chinese Internet: A Glossary of Political Slang, 2015:11.
32
Quoted from Crazy Crab’s own explanation of the comic strip in the
“About” section of his website. See Crazy Crab, 2011.
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political cartoons and that now features Ba
Diucao's works 33. As the website aims at
interpreting “the resistance discourse of Chinese
netizens by introducing and translating the
codes, metaphors, and satire created in
response to breaking news and censored topics”
(website disclaimer), it offers cartoonists an
important space where the power of their
irreverence can thrive.

Fig. 7. Rebel Pepper, Why don’t you recognize me?
(Weishenme ni bu chengren wo 为什么你不承认我?), Dec.
2016. Source: author’s profile on Twitter. Copyright: Rebel
Pepper.

In order to address the issue of Chinese
cartoon’s dissemination/control from both a
national and global perspective, one could
approach
the
relevant
production
on
microblogging platforms such as Weibo and
Twitter. These media have become, for example,
the selected space for contemporary cartoonists
to discuss foreign and national affairs in an
international scenario, by reinventing the iconic
role of a “traditional” animal, the pig. While it
mainly symbolizes China mainland and the
Chinese Party-state in political cartoons dealing
with foreign affairs (fig. 7), cartoonists appear
more willing to divert from the main (i.e.
transnational) visual grammar when it comes to
addressing national concerns. For example,
when Ba Diucao resorts to the image of the pig
in fig. 8, he refers to those students “returned
from abroad” (haigui 海归), also called “seaturtles” (haigui 海龟)34. While his visual satire is
clearly built, the online jargon that labels those
students as pigs “tun 豚” (an archaic term for zhu
猪, pig)35, a reference to another term, “xiao
fenhong” (literally “little pink”) 36, is also
inferable. By representing these new and
influential political subjects as “angry pigs” (fig.
8), the cartoonist manages to further condemn
their aggressive attitude, accusing them of being
brainwashed and uncritical of the Party.
Following, and visually pairing, with the
“Australian case” (Aozhou shier 澳洲事儿)
exploded in April 2016 37, this provocative use of
animal symbolism has caused a strong reaction
backlash, especially from the Chinese netizens
abroad, who felt particularly sensitive on the
topic and expressed their opinion through
34

“Sea-turtle” (haigui 海龟) is the animalized variant to the
homophonous slang (yet not derogatory) word for Chinese people who
eventually come home after a long period of study abroad. The literal
translation is, in fact, “returned from the sea” (haigui 海归).
35

According to Wai Ling Yeung, the definition of “tun” in the
cyberspace is even more specific: "It is actually a euphemism used
online to refer to guanerdai, the second-generation [offspring] of
[Communist Party] officials who have gone overseas to study" (Wen,
2016).
36
The term defines the group/gang of young nationalist netizens, who
“fly into cyber-rage for the slightest provocation” (The Economist,
2016). Although they can be still considered as a minority, their
frequent outburst proved to be effective in many occasions (e.g. the
“Lady Gaga case”).
37
The so-called “Australian Case” is related to the news about Wu Wei

Fig. 8. Ba Diucao, The pink fanatics are watching you
everywhere around the world (Xiaofenhong zai quanshijie
kanzhe ni 小粉红在全世界看着你), Apr. 2106. Source: author’s
profile on Twitter. Copyright: Ba Diucao.
33

As the other cartoonists cited in the present paper, also Ba Diucao
巴丢草 resorted to a pseudonym to protect his identity. Although he’s
currently living in Australia (and has the Australian citizenship), he still
happens to wear a mask or a balaclava during artistic performances.
See the photo-gallery: http://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/07/arts/
badiucao-chinese-artist/index.html

54

吴维, tutor at the University of Sidney, who resigned after his
derogatory remarks on Weibo (he defined his Chinese mainland
students as “pigs”) had caused a strong reaction among Chinese
netizens, some of whom even organized a petition against him. In that
occasion, many dissident artists stood for the tutor’s freedom of
expression. See, for example: http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/universityof-sydney-racist-tutor-wei-wu-row-inspires-dissident-artwork20160419-goacyq.html
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comments and posts on their social media
profiles 38.
Although the major media companies tend
not to support dissidents, and often choose to
deactivate cartoonists’ profiles on Chinese social
media and other online platforms 39, these works
still circulate on the authors’ personal profiles
on Twitter (which is censored in China mainland).
This allows them to keep participating in what
has been defined as the “online carnival”, a “less
rational and more chaotic and emotional space”
and a “locus for ‘free’ public interactions”
(Herold and Marolt, 2011:11).
With the following and last two exempla, I
intend to compare the different styles of two
cartoonists who are equally committed to
criticizing the government by defining it as a
violent “police state”. Animal symbolism proves
again to be one of the favorite tools used by
cartoonists to satirize a country’s self-imaging
on a global-sized dimension scale. The choice of
a panda as the main subject is functional to both
cartoons to build their visual strategy on the
homophony between “national treasure”
(guobao 国宝) and “national security” (guobao
国保, abbr. for Guonei anquan baoweiju
国内安全保卫局).
In his cartoon (fig. 9), Crazy Crab plays with
the WWF symbol by making it wear dark glasses,
the iconic accessory identifying blind activist
Chen Guangcheng’s cause: China is thus labeled
as a “police state” which, despite being
represented by a formally endangered species,
is, in fact, all the more dangerous for Chinese
citizens.
The second cartoon is by Wang Liming
(better known as Rebel Pepper, Biantai Lajiao
变态辣椒), a Chinese cartoonist whose political
artworks made him the object of the authorities'
attention. One of them, Pandaman Vs Batman
(fig. 10) features a violent panda that, in a
security agent attire, knocks Batman (Christian
Bale) down.

38

For more information about the impact of the “case” on Chinese
social
media,
see
the
article
on
Sina
Weibo
http://news.sina.com.cn/c/nd/2016-04-15/doc-ifxriqqx2465976.shtml.
39
Rebel Pepper’s followers were almost one millions when Sina
(Weibo) and Tencent decided to close down his microblog in July 2014
(Stone Fish, 2015). The cartoonist Ba Diucao also recalls that, “after
having more than 30 accounts deleted, he felt forced to give the
platform up” (Griffiths, 2017).

Fig. 9, Crazy Crab, Police State (Jincha guojia 警察国家), 2011.
Source: hexiefarm.wordpress.com Copyright: Crazy Crab.

Fig. 10, Rebel Pepper, Pandaman Vs Batman. 2012. Source and
Copyright: Rebel Pepper and China Digital Times.

Being linked to a trending news of the
time 40, the cartoon thus became part of a
complex system of intertextual references in
ridiculing the excessive reactions of the Chinese
police. Therefore, it became extremely popular
online, causing Rebel Pepper to face censorship
and “visits from state security agents”, while “his
account on the social networking platform Sina
Weibo has been deactivated over 180 times”
since the publication of the cartoon (Rawlinson,
2015).
40

In 2011, the “The Dark Knight” movie star Christian Bale was stopped
by the local police in his attempt to visit blind activist Chen
Guangcheng. Eventually, he was sentenced to four years in prison.
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In conclusion, although Chinese authorities
generally “appear to be more lenient towards
online provocation” (Harold and Marolt, 2011:12),
cartoonists who critique contemporary China’s
socio-political scenario come across different
kinds of control-related issues. They hide their
identity behind nicknames and constantly risk
the deactivation of their social-media accounts
and the shutting down of their websites.
Sometimes, however, they even have to fear for
more than just a virtual death. Exemplary is the
case of Rebel Pepper 41, who chose to leave China
in a self-imposed exile.

Conclusions
The overall contribution of this paper to the
integration of visual studies, media theory and
Chinese studies is twofold. Firstly, the present
research is instrumental in the assessment of
(Chinese) cartoons as primary objects of study
and not as supporting material (i.e. bi-products
of
other
historical
or
communication
phenomena). Secondly, it embraces an original
perspective as compared to other works in the
field of Chinese cartoon studies. The paper does
not focus on a singular epoch/cultural product
(Hung, 1994; Altehenger, 2013) and it does not
represent
a
contribution
to
cartoon
historiography (Bi and Huang, 2006; Gan, 2008).
Instead, it follows a specific “narrative” that
allows to travel through time and illustrate how
the history of Chinese cartoon has been
influenced by intertwined factors throughout a
century of great change. In other words, it
embraces a media approach, showing how
cartoonists' communication choices have been
informed both by ever-changing personal,
economic, and political factors, and by
unchanging needs related to a specific systemenvironment dynamic.
By analyzing the cartoonists’ use of animal
symbolism and allegory, in different epochs and
media, both sub-narratives demonstrate Chinese
cartoonists’ participation in the formation of an
internationally-shared iconography (e.g. using
feral beasts to represent and ridicule power-

holders). At the same time, they explain how
these very same rules of this visual grammar
adjust to specific contextual needs (e.g. recontextualizing the image of the tiger according
to a timely political discourse).
In this light, the first section reveals both
the existence of a coherent trajectory that
encompasses diachronical developments, and
cartoonists' creative ability to depart from the
original models, being them “Western” or Soviet,
in order to build innovative and catchy products
that highlight different aspects of similar issues.
The main discriminating factor is, clearly, the
scenario where political satire is projected:
Foreign Affairs bear a more rigid structure of
references than the National ones.
Furthermore, the second sub-narrative
shows how dissent and censorship have shaped,
and still shape, the features of Chinese cartoon.
Although the New Era of Deng Xiaoping and his
media reforms seemed to open new horizons for
cartooning as compared to the time-span, that
stretches from the late 1940s to the late 1970s,
yet several authors kept (and/or justified) the
limits of their freedom of expression, also
describing them as self-imposed (Liao, cit. in
Lent, 2007). In this regard, the Internet has
offered a “mediated” chance for Chinese
cartoonists’ visual satire to take part more
boldly in a national, as well as international
public discourse, over the last two decades. The
case of Rebel Pepper proves how Chinese
political cartoon have gained a growingly
influential position in the most recent “online
carnival”, both inside and outside China
mainland, while Ba Diucao’s case unfolds
another interesting aspect of contemporary
online cartooning, which is the confrontation
with the opinion of the Chinese community
abroad.
To conclude, it is possible to maintain that
the facilitated access to Chinese production that
the global media attention on cartoons is
providing, guarantees an alternative space for
the survival of cartoons’ original “power of
irreverence”.

41

Because his cartoon had grown popular on Chinese social media and
alarmed the authorities, in October 2013 Rebel Pepper received a
subpoena. Once interrogated by the police, he was advised to proceed
with caution. Afterwards, Wang tried to be more cautious and prone to
self-censorship. Therefore, he could never imagine that in May 2013,
“when he was on honeymoon with his wife in Japan and collecting
items for his Taobao store […] mainland authorities would level
accusations of being a “pro-Japanese traitor” against him.”
(inmediahk.net, 2014).
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Opening Raffi’s Box: Neither a Sabra, Nor a Geranium
Nava Sevilla-Sadeh*
Abstract
As an artist distinctively identified with the currents of conceptual art, Raffi Lavie (1937-2007) was
one of the most influential artists on the Israeli art scene during the 1970s and 80s, and also represented
Israel at the 53rd Venice Biennale. Although much has been written on his artistic work, it has remained
enigmatic, given that his signifiers are deliberately vague. Lavie’s case was defined by the historian of
Israeli art, Gideon Ofrat, as “Raffi’s Box”, in equivalence to the mythological Pandora’s Box, as an issue
ostensibly not to be decoded. This study examines four collages created by Lavie from the beginning of
the 1980s, composed of photos of Classical images. The accepted interpretations have conceived these
images as declaratively meaningless and as worthless pieces of history; from the premise that all that
remains from the Classical past is but a lexicon of banal and depleted images. The argument underlying
the present study is that, rather, these very images are the signifiers of the abstract meaning claimed of
Lavie’s work, as contended by most of his commentators, and even expressed by him in a certain way.
This research, which belongs to the field of Classical Reception Studies, offers a critical analysis
achieved via a deconstructive methodology, according to which the Classical images are conceived as a
supplementary or parasitic text within the main text, present in order to reaffirm the accuracy of the
latter.
Keywords: Israeli art, conceptual art, classical art, classical reception studies, platonic thought.

Introduction
Raffi Lavie (1937-2007) was one of the most
prominent artists identified with the currents of
conceptual art in Israel, during the 1970s and
80s. Influenced by conceptual attitudes rooted
in Modernism and Postmodernism, Lavie’s
artistic work is characterized by visual features
such as pencil scribbles, intentionally childish
drawings, collages, and graphical images.1 An
historian of Israeli art, Gideon Ofrat, has already
pointed out the enigmatic and misleading nature
of Lavie’s work, as that of signifiers being
deliberately meaningless.2 Ofrat even proposed
the name “Raffi’s Box” for Lavie’s case, recalling
the mythological Pandora’s Box. 3 Using Ofrat’s
1

The modernistic European source that inspired Lavie was the childlike style of Paul Klee and Joan Miró. See: David Ginton, “Head Birth:
Portrait of Raffi as a Young Painter,” in Raffi: The Early Paintings, 19571961, an Exhibition Catalog, The Tel Aviv Museum of Art (Tel Avi: Tel Aviv
Museum of Art, 1993), 81. On the influence of Modernism and
Postmodernism on Raffi Lavie see: Sarit Shapira, Raffi Lavie: Works
from 1950 to 2003, an Exhibition Catalog, The Israel Museum (Jerusalem:
Israel Museum, 2003), 322-338 (the title in Hebrew is: This isn’t a Cactus,
it’s a Geranium). The most striking artistic current associated with Lavie
is Arte Povera.
2
Gideon Ofrat, Bikurei Omanut: Chapters on Israeli Artists (Jerusalem:
the Zionist Library, 2005), 461 (Hebrew).
3
Ofrat, Bikurei Omanut, 457.
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term as a starting point, this study focuses on an
analysis of four collages by Lavie that integrate
photos of Classical artistic images:
1. A collage on a pink background,
composed of three images set askew:4 a small
photo of Albert Eistein; a horizontal poster
announcing municipal events; and on the upper
left a photo of a relief from a Roman altar, the
Ara Pacis Augustae, dated to the first century
BCE. The figure in this photo is that of Terra
Mater, the personification of earth and fertility,
accompanied by two infants. 5
2. A collage with an image of the Archaic
Peplos Kore dated to the 6th century BCE,
alongside a sea at sunset photograph, both on a
background of brightly hued brush strokes and a
pencil drawing.6
3. A collage with an image of an athlete
from Marathon, dated to 330 BCE, alongside a
4

No title, 1982, acrylic and collage on plywood, 125 X 125 cm, private
collection, Tel Aviv. See photo in: Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950
to 2003, 186.
5
This image was generally considered as representing a Roman burial
stela. See: Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 284.
6
No title, 1981, acrylic and collage on canvas, 114 X 195 cm, private
collection, Jerusalem. See photo in: Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from
1950 to 2003, 36.
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poster announcing a literary event titled “A
meeting of Tishrei” (“Pgishat Tishrei”) placed
vertically, and a photo of a desert landscape. 7
4. A collage with a background of red paint
smeared with an image of a muscular athletic
torso alongside a poster announcing “an open
day” at Tel Aviv University, and a photo of a sea
at sunset.8
The images in these collages have been
considered as meaningless, as a lexicon of
depleted items, and as readymade objects, given
that Lavie “garners for his paintings images as if
they were mere surface, forms used as a tool to
practice the technique of painting and painting
as technique”.9 Lavie himself expressed an
unawareness of the significance of his work,
declaring:
I am the last one to interpret my works, and
when I’m asked: ‘what is this painting?, I
choose the right to remain silent until my
lawyer, the curator Sarit Shapira arrives,
and explains, and then I too will know what
I am painting.10

defined merely as “archaeological”, so to speak,
and thereby deprived of any conceptual
meanings.
This might be connected to Levi-Strauss's
criticism of the inclination to discard what seems
to be foreign, and to judge ancient civilizations
from a contemporary point of view that adopts
only what is associated with its own values and
perceptions.12 It is my contention that any
signifier in art history, ancient or otherwise, is
necessarily loaded with conceptual and cultural
meanings, despite its enigmatic nature in the
contemporary eye.
Amongst the many commentaries and
discourses on Lavie’s artistic work, and
specifically the collages, there have been no
analytical references to the Classical images,
other than a general reference, such as:
[…] If only a lexicon of images and subjects
accessible to all is left of classical splendor
(for even the most basic art class uses them
to practice painting) – then these images
and subjects become, precisely in their
seemingly banal and depleted existence,
abstract units fated to return as artistic
instruments, this time not associated with a
practice (“art”) inlayed in a given cultural
setup, but because a single artist has
discovered and activated them in his
individual practice. 13

Regarding Lavie’s attitude to the Classical
legacy, one can learn from an interview held in
1982:
Aristophanes for me, as it is, without reworking, is no longer art, it is archeology.
There is a moment when art stops being art
and becomes archeology […] I think that I
accept most of the Classical Greek art out of
curiosity and thus as archeology, and not as
art. 11
The approach to a visual culture as
“archeology” rather than “art” means a denying
of its aesthetic and conceptual values, merely
because it is ancient (and one should also bear
in mind that everything eventually becomes old).
It is this approach that constitutes the core of
the problematic issue under discussion. As will
be shown, an aesthetic signifier cannot be
7

No title, 1982, acrylic and collage on plywood, 120 X 120 cm. See photo
in: Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 28.
8
No title, 1983 (“Open Day”), acrylic on plywood, 122 X 250 cm,
collection of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. See photo in: Shapira, Raffi
Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 47. Public Domain:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:B03_0063~Lavie,_Raffi,_Untit
led,_1983.jpg
9
Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 379.
10

David Ginton, ”The Un-Tetragrammaton: What is an Arab – Purple
Mustache?”, in Raffi Lavie: Please Read What is Painted Here, eds. E.
Biberman and D. Berest (Tzufit: Beit Berl College, 2009), 48 (Hebrew).
11
Nilly Neumann, “Israeli Art Relative to its Identity: a Conversation
with Raffi Lavie,” Kav 4-5 (1982): 17 (Hebrew).
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Another interpretation links the appearance
of the Classical images in Lavie’s collages with
the dimension of time immanent in his work. 14
The images used for the collages were ripped
from books or newspaper cuttings and calendars
that Lavie had collected, and he related his
choice to draw childishly to his obsession with
‘starting at the beginning’.15 The inscription on
the reverse poster “Pgishat Tishrei”, for example,
has been interpreted as referring to the
beginning of things.16 This extraction of images
by the artist and their integration as collages has
seemingly turned them into worthless pieces of
paper referencing obsolete traditions.17
In the absence of any interpretation
referring substantially to the Classical images
12

Claude Levi-Strauss, Race and History, trans. Amotz Giladi (Tel Aviv:
Resling, 2006), 49, 64.
13
Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 380.
14
15
16
17

Ibidem, 274.
Ibidem, 374.
Ibidem, 392.
Ibidem, 388.
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integrated in Lavie’s collages, and the explicit
determination that his abstract images bear no
particular symbolism, 18 what is left is merely to
treat them as “subjects accessible to all”, “banal
and depleted”.19
Lavie’s famous utterance “behind the
painting there is only a white wall”, has blocked
directions of interpretation, cancelled the
relation between sign and signified, and stressed
the principle of ‘suchness’, according to which
there is no significances behind the surface.20
Consequently, the photo piece of the
Marathon athlete is equivalent to the poster and
to the desert landscape, etc., as all are “readymade” images and thus “depleted”. 21 Lavie’s
landscape images have thus been considered as
“[…] earthly, concrete, formalist, contextualized
[…]”;22 and his aesthetic approach as “the
aesthetics of the undefined". 23
The Classical images also represented for
Lavie the aesthetic criticism that relates to
technical qualities and skills, which he strongly
rejected, identifying with Marcel Duchamp and
the conceptual currents.24
The curator Sara Breitberg-Semel summed
up Lavie’s denial of any tradition or legacy in his
work: “For the ‘Tel Aviv child’ there is no
‘religion’, no ‘nation’, no ‘land’, there is only the
concrete city. There is no ideology, but true
vitality”. 25
Shapira reinforces this a-historical attitude:
[…] The Want of Matter quickly became a
dominant idiom in Israeli art discourse. This
thesis presented Lavie as a key figure in the
crystallization
of
the
identity
of
contemporary Israeli art, an art marked by
poor materials and an appearance lacking

any contexts saturated with history and
meaningful contents.26
Shapira also notes that “Lavie is an artist of
a culture detached from history”;27 and the artist
Michal Neeman has declared that Israeli art does
not belong to history and to the contemporary
history of art, and that “[…] Lavie’s art teaches us
how to make art under conditions of amnesia
[…]”.28
Another troublesome assessment is that:
“Art for Lavie exists on the thin line between
what is worth including in history and what can
be discarded in the trash”. 29
The above raises crucial questions: Who
determines what is to be thrown away? What are
the criteria for evaluating the worth of history?
Are Classical images indeed worthless and to be
discarded?
My claim is that the occurrence of the
Classical images in Lavie’s collages demands a
far deeper analysis than seeing them merely as
“depleted” objects. As a spectator, I desire to
observe these Classical images in depth, refusing
to blindly follow the accepted perceptions, while
keeping Roland Barthes’s “the Death of the
Author” in mind. Indeed, one of the books
dedicated to Lavie’s work is called: “Please read
what is painted in here”,30 and thus invites us to
interpret freely.
My analysis here is based on a
deconstructive critical methodology according to
which the Classical images should be perceived
as a supplementary text within the main text,
intended to reaffirm it:
Yet the supplement entails a kind of crazy
logic: it is neither inside nor outside, and/or
both inside and outside at the same time. It
forms part without being part, it belongs
without belonging. 31

18

However, it is the supplement that causes
us to re-think what had previously been

20

26

Sara Brightberg-Semel, “The “Aesthetics” of Raffi Lavie,” in: Raffi
Lavie: A Selection of Paintings, an Exhibition Catalogue, Tel Aviv
Museum of Art (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 1980), 41.
19
Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 380.
Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 399-400, 313-314.
David Ginton stressed that Lavie eventually claimed that all that was
only a provocation, and that he had always believed in metaphysical
interpretations, although this is the task of the interpreter, not the
artist. Ginton, “Head Birth: Portrait of Raffi as a Young Painter,” 50-53.
21
Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 380; Sarit Shapira,
“Neither from Here Nor from There”, in Raffi Lavie: Please Read What is
Painted Here, 82 (Hebrew).
22
Shapira, “Neither from Here Nor from There”, 82.
23

24
25

Sara Brightberg-Semel, “The “Aesthetics” of Raffi Lavie”, 35.
Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 392.

Sara Breitberg-Semel, The Want of Matter: A Quality in Israeli Art, an
Exhibition Catalogue, Tel Aviv Museum of Art (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv Museum
of Art, 1986), 182.

27

Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 398-399.

Sarit Shapira, “A Note on a Prince and an Orphan King,” Studio 48
(1993): 33 (Hebrew).
28
Michal Neeman, “A Nut to Crack: Raffi and Josefina, or mouse and
mountain relations,” in Raffi Lavie: Please Read What is Painted Here,
21 (Hebrew).
29
This assessment is referred to Sarit Shapira. See: Efrat Biberman and
Deganit Berest, “An Introduction: The Painting Before the Wall,”, in Raffi
Lavie: Please Read What is Painted Here, 10 (Hebrew).
30
Biberman and Berest, Raffi Lavie: Please Read What is Painted Here
(note 10).
31
Nicholas Royle, Jacques Derrida (London: Routledge, 2003), 49-50;
Jacques Derrida, De la grammatologie, (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1967),
154.
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considered as the main issue. Royle notes that
Derrida’s thought is characterized by a
compulsion to explore the apparently ‘minor’ or
what is considered as superfluous elements of a
writer’s work, and that the rethinking of a
supplement, or the “parasite metalanguage”,
might lead us in a new direction, and thus invert
the original meaning of the text.32 Following deconstructivism and Derrida’s principle - ‘There is
nothing outside the text’ – this study seeks to
explore instead the supplementary, which in this
case is that of the Classical images scattered
across Lavie’s plywoods, functioning ostensibly
as parasitic. The basic assumption underlying
this study is that the analysis of a contemporary
work of art that incorporates ancient motifs
requires an initial analysis of the significances of
those ancient images, in that they are works of
art saturated with meanings and thus should not
be treated merely as "ready-made".
The analysis of those images relates to their
original iconological significance in Antiquity in
connection to the discipline of Classical
Reception Studies, a field that researches the
features and implications of Classical concepts
in contemporary culture. Lorna Hardwick and
Christopher Stray define reception thus: “By
‘reception’ we mean the ways in which Greek and
Roman material has been transmitted,
translated, excerpted, interpreted, rewritten, reimagined and represented. These are complex
activities in which each reception ‘event’ is also
part of wider processes”. 33 Highly relevant to the
present study is Neville Morley’s comment:
“However, part of the history of this
reception is the history of disputes over the use
and abuse of antiquity […]”. 34

Representing Idea
The image of the Terra Mater relief glued on
a collage was part of the Ara Pacis Augustae altar
dedicated in the 1th century BCE by the Roman
senate in celebration of the peace constituted by
Augustus in the Roman Empire following his

victories in Gaul and Spain. 35 The altar itself is
monumental (over 11 m long, over 6 m high), and
on exhibit today in a museum in Rome designed
specifically for this monument.36 The depictions
on the exterior of the altar are symbolic and can
be interpreted at several levels. In general, they
symbolize the cosmic dominance of Emperor
Augustus and the peace and prosperity policy
(Pax Romana) that he sought to establish. The
reliefs on the long side of the altar represent an
Imperial procession with figures crowned with
laurel wreaths, apparently reflecting the
atmosphere of peace claimed by the emperor.
The nature of this peace and the apparent
economic prosperity is complicated, since
hunger and war reigned in many parts of the
empire. 37 The reliefs on the lower part present
floral stylized and symmetrical images. Those on
the upper part represent, in general, the twins
Romulus and Remus, the mythological founders
of Rome; Mars, their father; Aeneas, one of the
mythological ancestors of Rome sacrificed to the
Penates, the Roman gods of the household; Dea
Roma, the personification of Rome; and the
image of Terra Mater, the goddess of earth and
agriculture, also called Tellus, whose Greek
equivalent is Gaiea. The personification is
accompanied by images of prosperity and
fertility: two infants, vegetation, fruits, sacrificial
animals – a bull and a lamb, and two
personifications: that of water, seated on a
marine creature; and that of air, seated on a
swan. Those female personifications feature a
nude upper body with fabric draped around the
lower body, like the image of Aphrodite from
Melos. They hold a billowing scarf like a halo.
The infants, the personifications, the vegetation,
and the sacrificial animals, depicted in a
naturalistic style, were intended to reflect her
characteristics as a goddess of nature, fertility,
prosperity, and maternity, while her features
offered a conceptual image of the natural
elements, of earth, air, water, and fire. Terra
Mater was also identified as a personification of
Italy, of Venus, and of Peace. Diana Kleiner has
35

32
33

Royle, Jacques Derrida, 57-58.

Lorna Hardwick and Christopher Stray, eds., A Companion to
Classical Receptions (Malden, Ma.: Blackwell, 2008), 1. See also: Lorna
Hardwick, Reception Studies (Oxford: Published for the Classical
Association [by] Oxford University Press, 2003). Charles Martindale and
Richard F. Thomas, Classics and the Uses of Reception (Malden,
MA; Oxford: Blackwell Pub., 2006).
34
Neville Morley, Antiquity and Modernity (Chichester, U.K.; Malden,
MA, 2009), 141.
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1th century BCE, marble, in Rome. See: Diana Kleiner, Roman
Sculpture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), figs. 79-80. Public
Domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Arapacis,jpg.jpg
36
The museum was designed by architect Richard Meier and
inaugurated in 2006.
37
This has been discussed at length in the historical enquiry into
Augustus’s reign. See: Zvi Yavetz, Augustus – The Victory of Moderation
(Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1988) (Hebrew); Karl Gallinsky, Augustan Culture: An
Interpretive Introduction (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1996), 120. For a description and interpretation of the Ara Pacis see:
Kleiner, Roman Sculpture, 90-99; Stefan Weinstock, “Pax and the Ara
Pacis”, The Journal of Roman Studies 50 (1960): 44–58.
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noted that this image is a generalized
conceptual symbol of the overall functions
outlined above, as an idea. 38 Moreover, as a
whole, personifications in Antiquity were
conceived as conceptual embodiments of the
forces of nature.39
Another female image composed in a
collage by Lavie, is the image of the Archaic
Greek Peplos Kore dated to the 6th century BCE
from the Acropolis. 40 The Korai idols represented
priestesses and were dedicated as offerings to
Athena. They were designed in a uniform
pattern, mainly frontal, with one hand clasped to
the chest and holding an offering – a flower, a
fruit, or a bird, while the other hand clasps the
gown tightly to the body. The stylized features of
the Korai stemmed from a conceptual attitude
which sought to create an archetypical
representation of female youthfulness. The
archetypal feature of the Kore type was intended
to reflect a world of order and rationality,
displayed strongly in the Kouros type, which was
the Archaic male archetype. 41 This image of a
youth was widespread in Archaic sculpture,
frequently used on gravestones and represented
the archetype of a warrior who had fallen in
defense of the polis. The Kouros was
characterized by abstractness and generalization
(schemata) based upon aesthetics of symmetry,
linearity, flatness, and stylization. This aesthetics
signified a rational and cyclical universe, and
reflected the archetype of the ethos of the
warrior, based upon qualities such as
moderation
(sophrosune),
self-control
(enkrateia), and excellency (arete). 42 Together
these qualities constituted the concept of
kalokagathia, namely “the beautiful and the
38
39

good”. The agathos, which is the good or the
useful, was conceived as manifested in the kalos,
which is the beautiful. This concept is Platonic
and can be found in dialogues such as Hippias
Major, in which Socrates and his interlocutor
conclude that beauty is formed by the intrinsic
value of things: thus, the good and the useful is
the beautiful.43 This concept is mainly reflected
in Archaic and Classical Greek art and
prominently in temple architecture. The nudity
of the kouros type was an archetypal and
absolute way by which to express kalokagathia
and arete. 44
A collage from 1982, made by Lavie,
incorporates a photo of the image of the Youth
from Marathon. 45 The youth is nude, for nudity
was the characteristic manner of representation
for athletes in sculpture and, as stated earlier,
was intended in the Classical period to
symbolize archetypical youth, and the spiritual
and physical features manifested in the idea of
kalokagathia. The turned head and the solemn
gaze directed downward is an archetypical
depiction of an athlete in Classical sculpture.
This stance and expression were intended to
express aidos – modesty, as against hubris; and
dianoia – the “reflexive thought” of the rational
and moderate personality of the winner, fully
aware of his role in the polis. 46
It is important to note that the visual
images of the Classical athletes in Greek art do
not necessarily aim to reflect the realistic
appearance of the athletes but, rather, their
spiritual qualities. Consequently, the discussion
of Greek beauty should not focus on the physical
but on the spiritual that the visual embodies.
43

Kleiner, Roman Sculpture, 96.

Thomas Bertram Lonsdale Webster, “Personifications as a Mode of
Greek Thought,” Journal of Warburg and Courtland Institute 17 (1954):
10-17.
40
The Peplos Kore, circa 530 BCE, Parian marble, 120 cm, Acropolis
Museum. See: John Boardman, Greek Sculpture - The Archaic Period: a
Handbook (London: Thames and Hudson, 1978), 75, fig. 115.
Public Domain:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ACMA_679_Kore_1.JPG
41
Andrew Stewart, Greek Sculpture: An Exploration (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1990), 123-124.
Public Domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kouros
42
Jeffrey Hurwit, The Art and Culture of Early Greece, 1100-480 B.C.
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987), 18-32, 167-202; Andrew
Stewart, Art, Desire and the Body in Ancient Greece
(Cambridge: University Press,1997), 63-70; Stewart, Greek Sculpture: An
Exploration, 9-12. On the noble human features see: Plato, Protagoras,
trans. C. C. W. Taylor (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 356-357; Heather
Reid, "Athletic Beauty in Classical Greece: A Philosophical View,"
Journal of the Philosophy of Sport 39 (2) 2012: 285; Heather Reid,
Athletics and Philosophy in the Ancient World – Contests of virtue
(London; New York: Routledge, 2012), 59-61.

Plato, Hippias Major, in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, Including
the Letters, eds. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1963), 5.287-291; Ingomar Weiler,
"Inverted Kalokagathia," Slavery & Abolition 23 (2) 2002, Vol.23 (2): 11;
Reid, "Athletic Beauty in Classical Greece," 283-284.
44
Stewart, Greek Sculpture, 106.
45

Youth from the sea off Marathon, circa 340-330 BCE, 130 cm, bronze,
was found in the sea off Marathon, in the Aegean Sea in 1925, exhibited
in the Archeological Museum in Athens. It is designed in the
Praxitelean manner and represents a winner in an athletic
competition. Martin Robertson interpreted this image as a youth
pouring wine into a vessel held on his left palm. See: Martin
Robertson, A Shorter History of Greek Art (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981), 142-143, Fig. 198; Stewart, Greek Sculpture, 1990,
177, Figs. 497, 499. Its stance might be interpreted also as a grasp of a
winning ribbon. Public Domain:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NAMA_X15118_Marathon_Bo
y_3.JPG
46
Compare: the “Blond Boy” from the Akropolis, ca. 490-480 BCE; The
“Critias Boy” from the Akropolis, ca. 490-480 BCE, in: Stewart, Greek
Sculpture, 14, 133-135, 145, figs. 219, 221-222; Weiler, "Inverted
Kalokagathia," 11.

Vol 4, No 1 (2017) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

65

Nava Sevilla-Sadeh

The soul (Psyché) cannot be separated from the
physical (Soma): movement, body language, and
expression. Actually, Classical statues of
victorious athletes never appear in the same
manner as that of modern winners celebrating
their victory with triumphant cheers and arms
thrust euphorically towards the sky. Quite the
contrary. The Classical figures display modesty
and serenity with their gaze cast slightly
downwards and to the side, and never reflecting
effort or pain.47 Reid notes that athletics and
philosophy both originate from a similar time
and place, and that both practices seem to be
fraternal offspring of a distinctively Hellenic
spirit concerned with virtue and excellence
(arete). 48 These virtues are embodied in the
image of the Doryphoros by Polykleitos, a
sculptural archetype from the 5th century BCE
made originally in bronze, and later in numerous
marble copies. 49 A typical Roman copy of this
image appears in a photo in a collage by Lavie
from 1983.
The Doryphoros is the archetypical and
generic image symbolizing the essence of the
athlete/warrior, the defender of his homeland,
and his body is considered beautiful because of
its usefulness for the polis. The image of the
athlete/warrior reflected the primary public
duty: to defend the homeland. He is thus
characterized by the excellence (arete) and
bravery (andreia) required on the battlefield.50
As determined by Jerome J. Pollitt, Polykleitos
was in Antiquity the chief master and foremost
exponent of the principle of symmetria,
‘commensurability of parts’, in art. Symmetria
was a Pythagorean philosophical concept aimed
at expressing visually the abstract spiritual
qualities of the harmonious soul that constitute
the essential nature of man in Pythagorean
terms; or the essence of the human idea. 51
In summary, the images from Classical
culture used by Lavie in his collages constitute
symbols of generalized concepts of nature,
47
48
49

femininity, and masculinity, as these were
perceived in Antiquity.
In a constitutive study Pollitt has shown
that Archaic and Classical art cannot be
understood without referring to Platonic notions
and the underlying concept of idea. Pollitt
contended that Archaic and Classical Greek art
undoubtedly tended to a generalized and
formulaic nature through their conceptual and
abstract manner of expression, and were based
upon aesthetic patterns, as pure icons of
Platonic ideas, which predominated over
transitory
materialism
and
phenomenal
realities.52 Reading a Classical or Archaic vase
painting or a sculpture, thus requires an
acquaintance with the generalized and formulaic
signifiers that were used as refined and
conceptual representations, detached from
realistic phenomena. 53 This kind of perception is,
in effect, a conceptual abstraction, and thus
Platonic in essence.
Refining phenomenal reality into a kind of
non-materialistic Platonic utopia was the
declared intention of the “Want of Matter” style.
The curator Sara Brightberg-Semel suggested
Lavie’s spiritual elevation in analogy to the
ascent of a hot-air balloon: the weight is
removed in order to enable the elevation; Raffi
Lavie thus empties in order to elevate;54 and
similarly: “This immaterial character of the
works, almost unseen in their physical elements
and concrete statements […]”.55 This brings to
mind the scale of beauty in Plato’s Symposium,
leading from the physical beauty to the “sea of
beauty”, which is abstract, spiritual, absolute,
and eternal.56 Lavie himself explained:
Without
make-up,
without
beautiful
coloring, without any renunciations. What
interests me, apparently, is to go to the

52

Reid, "Athletic Beauty in Classical Greece," 284, 285.
Reid, Athletics and Philosophy in the Ancient World, 11.

Doryphoros, by Polykleitos, Roman copy of the imperial era after a
Greek original of the late Classicism, 1st century BCE, Carrara marble,
200cm, Naples National Archeological Museum. See: Stewart, Greek
Sculpture, figs. 378-382. Public Domain:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Doryphoros_MAN_Napoli_In
v6011-2.jpg
50
Stewart, Art, Desire and the Body in Ancient Greece, 86-96. On
excellence in the battlefield see: Doyne Dawson, The Origins of
Western Warfare (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1996), 52-55.
51
Jerome Jordan Pollitt, Art and Experience in Classical Greece
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, 1972), 106-107; Stewart,
Greek Sculpture, 160-163.
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Brill, 1985), 96-111.
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City of Images, ed. Claude Bérard (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
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and Painter in Classical Greece (London: Routledge, 1994); Nigel
Jonathan Spivey, Understanding Greek Sculpture: Ancient Meanings,
Modern Readings (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996).
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Plato, The Symposium, trans. Walter Hamilton (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1951), lines 210, 211.
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source, to the origin, to the beginnings of
art. 57
This, again, coincides with Plato’s notion of
the purified essence, free of human corporeality
and colors.
Lavie's "beginnings" have been explained
as:
[…] the mimetic image in the most
unadulterated and archaic sense – an
image that arises from nothingness […]
Such an image doesn’t follow something in
reality prior to it, for it is prior to anything
simulated – but at the same time it can fool
the viewer’s eyes and make him believe it is
showing him a piece of the world that
preceded the image. 58
And also: "In Lavie’s figures there is always
something non-corporeal, a form that hasn’t yet
embodied itself in matter".59

archetypal realm in which she had dwelt before
her incarnation in materiality.62
An incident regarding Yoyo, Lavie’s oldest
son, was for this artist a constitutive event for
his childishness in his painting, as the
manifestation of a painting conceived as a
signifier detached from its signified, or a
sublimation of the artistic object, and even its
generative intention.63
The Little Prince was a book that deeply
inspired Lavie in the 1950s, in its kind of Platonic
affinity, as the child’s drawing depicted “not the
external reality, which is apprehended as
superficial, but a different one, conceived as
deeper and truer”. 64
The
curator
Sara
Breitberg-Semel
completes
this
analogy
between
the
interpretation of Lavie’s artistic work and the
Platonic conceptualization:
[…] Lavie, on the other hand, has been very
selective. Only the two-dimensional
(posters, photographs, paper scraps),
representations of reality, has been
allowed; never something from the world of
primary materials, never objects. This point
is crucial to an understanding of one of the
many aspects of ‘the Want of Matter’. The
materials are not chosen to enrich the
pictures. They themselves are ‘secondary
vessels’, photos of the primary matter,
representations of material reality, rather
than the material world itself. This distance
is maintained by Lavie throughout his
work. 65

The above comments instantly evoke the
Platonic Idea – the absolute and eternal essence
detached from the physical and concrete
phenomenon, which is only a dim reflection of
the essence, as described by Plato:
Those latter you could touch and see and
perceive with the other senses, but those
that always remain the same can only be
grasped by the reasoning power of the
mind? They are not seen but are invisible?
That is altogether true, he said. 60
Another
analogy
relates
to
the
interpretation of the landscape in Lavie’s
collages as images of an archetypal memory of a
utopian realm. 61 An equivalence can be found in
the discussion in Plato’s Phaedrus dialogue of
the memory of the soul and her longings for the

57

Originally in: Naomi Siman-Tov, “The Pressure of the Pencil Tore the
Fabrics,” Tel Aviv, 7.6.91 (Hebrew), cited in: Ginton, “Head Birth: Portrait
of Raffi as a Young Painter,” 42.
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59

Ibidem, 269. On non-corporeality in Raffi Lavie’s artistic work see
also: Aïm Deüelle Lüski, “The Plywood's ways”, in Raffi Lavie: Please
Read What is Painted Here, 88-89 (Hebrew).
60
Plato, Phaedo, Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis,
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allegory of the cave, in: Plato, The Republic, trans. Benjamin Jowett
(Cleveland: World Pub. Co., 1946), 7. 514a-521d. Idea in Neo-Platonism,
see: Plotinus, Enneades, trans, A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), 5. 9.5.
61
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And considering the whole of "the Want of
Matter" style:
The conclusion I aim to arrive at will show
that these artists use the materials in order
to devaluate them, to emphasize matter’s
abstract, representational side much more
than its material side. 66
This interpretation, in effect, applies
Platonic terms in order to characterize the
plywood as anti-material:
62

Plato, Phaedrus, ed. Harvey Yunis (Cambridge, UK; New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 251. Plotinus, Enneades, 5. 9.5.
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Shapira, Raffi Lavie –Idem, 326. Lavie liked to tell how his son Yoyo
returned from kindergarten one day and said: “Daddy, I painted a
painting and the teacher asked me what it was, so I said it was a
painting.” In: Shapira, Raffi Lavie – Works from 1950 to 2003, 400.
64
Ginton, “Head Birth: Portrait of Raffi as a Young Painter,” 68.
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It is important to note that the plywood
sheet, Lavie’s ‘material’ contribution to
Israeli art, is also but a reflection of matter:
it is thin, easily tossed away, not fraught
with meaning, wood in its least material
and most meagre form.67
Such desire to break free from materialism
is Platonic, as shown, and perceiving the
material as a necessary evil was a prominent
issue
in
Neoplatonist
anti-materialistic
thought. 68

Raffi’s Idea
Raffi Lavie, in effect, declared himself as
such: “[…] I’m in the head, I’m conceptual, I’m
Platonic […]”. 69 Tamar Getter, an artist and friend,
has described Lavie’s art as “the Idea of pure
motion”. 70 The use of the term idea in its Platonic
aspects has also been employed by Aïm Deüelle
Lüski; 71 and the artist Itamar Levi has found in
Lavie’s compositions a classical order and
serenity.72 Another of Lavie’s friends, the artist
Yair Garbuz, reinforces this affinity: “There is
nobody like Raffi who knows how to turn the
functional into the beautiful. It is not the used
that is beautiful, but the useful”.73 These words
evoke the Platonic Classical concept of
kalokagathua mentioned earlier, while the
above mentioned artists speak, whether
consciously or not, in a classical manner.
Furthermore, in closing her catalogue essay,
Shapira turned to Greek philosophy, citing
Plato’s Symposium discussion on the nature of
the androgenetic in order to interpret two
profile images in works by Lavie from 1992. 74 This
suggests Fredric Jameson’s comment that a good
parodist has to have some secret sympathy for
the original. 75
What, thus, is Lavie’s idea? The basic
Platonic Ideas engaged mostly with moral and
aesthetic values: justice, goodness, beauty, and
67
68
69
70

the elements, such as fire and water.76 The
Archaic, Classical, and Roman images discussed
above are all manifestations of these abstract
concepts.
The most essential idea that Lavie wished
to express would seem to be that of
“suchness”,77 or of banality as worthwhile. Lavie,
considered as “a Tel Aviv boy”, seemed to
represent a particular concept of Tel Aviv, while
the white plywood and the pencil scribbles being
considered by some commentators as an act of
solidarity with the city.78 Perhaps the plywood
symbolizes the idea of the Sabra, the nativeborn Israeli, with whom Lavie identified himself,
as reflecting the Israeli-Zionist-sabra-urban
features?79 Another suggestion sought to see the
geranium plant that appeared in Lavie’s
photographs and films many times, as another
characteristic of Tel Aviv.80
Whatever Lavie’s idea might be, it cannot be
considered wrong, since abstraction has always
been based on refining and generalizing and,
likewise, the reuse of an aesthetic language has
been acceptable and common throughout art
history. Likewise, there is no wrong in the desire
to establish a local aesthetic identity. However,
the problematic issue in Lavie’s case is the
making use of ideas while seemingly ignoring
their precedents and abolishing their signifiers.
The principle of ‘suchness’ in Lavie’s work is
reflected in the determination: “the Painting
declares that empty life, devoid of godhead, as
worthy”. 81 “Godhead”, in this case, would seem to
refer to the entire cultural and historical
references that Lavie denied, in being: “The
ghost child behind the Tel Aviv artist
unencumbered by the history of Western culture
[…]”.82 Emptying, ignoring, and repudiating the
precedents as appropriated by Lavie is clearly
illustrated by Breitberg-Semel:
[…] From the standpoint of the plastic arts,
this means a lack of immediate references
to classicism, or the lack of a long-rooted
aesthetics that makes one feel at one with
his environment and landscape. The history
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of Israeli art is pitifully short, and entirely
modern, with no rich sources of visual
symbols, no museums containing the
world’s
cultural
treasures:
neither
Christianity nor the ancient mythologies,
which are the source of symbols for
European art and thought. Rather, it is set
against the background of a starkly
anesthetic and non-material religion,
outside the European frame of reference,
with sparse and meagre materials as a basic
fact.83
Gideon Ofrat has warned, as a prophet of
doom, of the impact of the Tel Avivian
narcissism:
[…] Sara Breitberg-Semel’s claims should be
carefully checked one by one […], because
the impression they left on the Tel Aviv
narcissist is huge. Because around the
exhibition “The Want of Matter” in the Tel
Aviv Museum, a raging orgy is taking place,
in which the Tel Aviv locals embrace
themselves and bear children with birth
defects. Find the thalidomide […].84
Ofrat has already noted the appropriation
evident in Lavie’s work, stating: “The audacity of
those who don’t have anything to offer as
contents, values and ideals, but they shatter with
charming sarcasm the values and ideals”.85 Ofrat,
who referred the sources of “the Want of Matter”
to Judaism, the socialism of Berl Katznelson, and
the Sabra myth, stated explicitly: “[…] I don’t buy
this. I want to show that the merchandise is
already used […]”.86
Sara Chinsky also spoke against the socalled “dispossessed sabra”, the narcissist Tel
Aviv local who adopts a sloppy appearance and
shirks his responsibility for other dispossessions
in the same geographical region. 87
Ofrat and Chinsky have emphasized Lavie’s
contradiction in having both appropriated Jewish
concepts, as defined by Breitberg-Semel as a
“non-material aspect of Judaism”,88 and having
83
84
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Israel, 1988), 76 – 77 (Hebrew).
85
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86
87
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Sara Chinsky, “Silence of the Fish: The Local and the Universal in the
Discourse of Israeli Art,” Theory and Criticism 4 (1993): 118-119 (Hebrew).
Criticism over the hegemony of Lavie on the art field see: Ariella
Azoulay, Training for Art: Critique of Museal Economy (Tel Aviv:
Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1999), pp. 216-253 (Hebrew).
88
Breitberg-Semel, The Want of Matter: A Quality in Israeli Art, 186.

an affinity to Judaism; while at the same time
being prominently secular:
Although the artists I speak of are in no way
religious, their works nevertheless display
an affinity for what it means to be a Jew,
dissociated from pagan or allegorical
Christian culture sustained by myths and
symbols. 89
From a comprehensive perspective on
Israeli art, Shapira perceives in it, and in Lavie’s
work particularly, features of a “minor culture”,
following Felix Guattari:
[…] A manifestation of the periphery, which
deliberately copies and displaces styles and
forms of expressions developed in central
cultures, in order to extract the core of the
meaning and of normative grammar, which
constituted them as “origin”. 90
Shapira has referred to Marcel Duchamp
and Modernism’s influence on Israeli art. In light
of Lavie’s affinity to Platonic notions, however,
while still denying their signifiers, this
interpretation acquires additional meanings.
Reflecting to some extent W. J. T. Mitchell’s
discussion on landscape, Lavie’s work too is a
site of amnesia and erasure, a strategic site for
burying the past and veiling history, 91 as Mitchell
expresses it:
One has to be struck by the selectiveness of
memory and history that is brought to the
holy landscape. There is no mention, for
instance, that the new Israeli forests often
concealed the marks of Palestinian
habitation, or that the landscape they
covered was not sandy desert, but
cultivated olive groves and rural villages. 92
And also: "Whose myths? Whose memories?
What was erased, rendered invisible in order
that this landscape might present the face it
does?" 93
Considering this, it seems that it is no
coincidence that three of Lavie’s works under
discussion feature landscape postcards, in a way
89
90
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(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).
91
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93
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reminiscent of Mitchell’s memory of a postcard
representing a Bedouin on a camel crossing
sand dunes at an oasis. 94
Furthermore, Lavie’s Classical images are
comparable to Mitchell’s comment on Palestine
as an entity that had been reduced to the status
of a landscape: “framed, hedged about, shaped,
controlled, and surveilled from every possible
perspective”, a landscape which must not be
cultivated, according to the key conditions for
peace between Israel and the Palestinians.95
This dominated landscape prohibited from
cultivation is treated by Mitchell in a
metaphorical way that coincides with the
present discussion:
The original, savage, pagan dwellers must
make way for the settlers; idolatry will not
be
tolerated,
and
any
territorial
negotiations with pagans will be regarded
as idolatry. 96
Mitchell points out that the Israeli strategy
of occupation is actually an appropriation of
territory under the cover of a moral crusade.97
As noted by Chinsky, appropriation in Israeli
art is also reflected in the somewhat
mythological concept of “The Israeli Light” that
characterizes the paintings of Joseph Zaritsky
and Avigdor Steimatsky. This definition perceives
the dazzling light as a positive metaphor that
impressed the artists who had immigrated to the
Land of Israel. However, this light also dazzles
other populations, which are not Jewish and
which experience this light quite negatively. 98
Chinsky recognized two main factors in the
Israeli artistic discourse: the local and the
universal. The local is all that is anchored in the
Zionist myth, while the universal is all that
belongs to western culture, especially European
culture. “Israeli art” is national. However, the
cultural and artistic arena was never autarkic. 99
Hence “the Want of Matter”, and so, Raffi Lavie,
who perceived himself as belonging to the
conceptual currents, cannot exist as detached
from a larger and universal cultural field, and
also, therefore, an historical one.
94
95
96
97
98
99

Ibidem, 212.
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Sara Chinsky, “Eyes Wide Shut: on the Acquired Albino Syndrome in
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Epilogue
The analysis of the Classical images
embedded in the four collages by Raffi Lavie
discussed here, has sought to point out the
problem that ensues from the denial and
rejection of ancient traditions, when attempting
instead to establish original aesthetic features
intended to characterize the young nation. Such
attempts belong to the broader context of the
debate over the nature of the emerging State of
Israel – the place of religion and secularity, and
the role of the distant past and the history of the
Jewish people. Disputes and conflicts over the
nature of Judaism and the Israeli or Hebrew
culture have been deeply rooted for decades.
Lavie's case certainly reflects the deeper
conflicts of self-identification imbued within the
Hebrew and Israeli culture. The aspiration to
break away from the Jewish tradition of the
Diaspora and establish an original Hebrew
nation was typical of the mood during
establishment of the State. 100 The negation of the
Diaspora and the desire to disengage from any
sign that symbolized the past in Europe,
alongside the cultivation of the "New Sabra"
ethos, dominated the Israeli state of mind. This
atmosphere resulted in the determination of
Hebrew as the only language, and the demand to
substitute typical Hebrew names for those from
the Diaspora. 101
Considering the mistakes caused by
negations such as these, and in relation to this
study, one of the main conclusions drawn here is
that an analysis of a work of art should relate to
every component in it, as Derrida notes: “There
is nothing outside the text”. An analysis should
never be based on the premise that some
components are inferior, functioning as
100
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supplements that were aimed ‘only’ to “talk
about”, referring to the term “aboutness” coined
by Arthur Danto.102 Another insight reached here
refers to a common misunderstanding of
aesthetic signifiers of ancient cultures as
“archaeology”, in a manner that negates their
value as art objects signifying cultural and
spiritual concepts. Indeed, the study of Classical
art itself has undergone changes from that of a
purely archaeological approach that conceived
Archaic and Classical painting and sculpture as
evolutionary, 103 into an art-history discipline that
perceives the images as signs imbued with the
notions and concepts of their time.104 However,
as noted earlier, an ancient image incorporated
within a collage should not be treated as a
depleted "ready-made". Such images are, after
all, works of art loaded with meanings; and
throughout history, sometime and somewhere,
they have been meaningful to someone.

102
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Visual palimpsests: city atmosphere in cartography,
city planning and painting
Efrossyni Tsakiri*
Abstract
Atmosphere is a mysterious property of urban space that can be sensed only by personal
experience. People describe it as a particularly intense and imposing emotion. The concept was born in
the ‘50s, together with the distinction between space and place. Place, a meaningful space, is discussed
in the context of human psyche, perception, feeling, attachment, in psychology and philosophy. By
extension, atmosphere in psychogeography is an important factor of urban place that reflects people’s
feelings about it. But although atmosphere for Situationists is an experiential property that can be
attributed only to the lived and not to the represented space, geographer E. Relph argues that an
individual can also connect to places and develop feelings about them through fantasy and artistic
representations in a state that he defines as ‘vicarious insideness’. In Urban Visual Culture, all images
that represent the city and its multifarious content are mediums for the experience, perception,
understanding of the urban, the development of feelings and attachment to it, in other words, they can
create an atmosphere. This study will follow with the examination of atmosphere in European city
representations.
In the paper, I will use semiotics to illustrate the mechanism of an individual experiences, the
atmosphere of a European city representation with artworks from city planning, cartography, and
painting. I will analyze: a) View of Florence with the Chain by Francesco Rosselli (1480), b) Römische
Ruinenlandschaft by Paul Bril (1600), c) City of Truth by Bartolomeo Del Bene (1609), d) Via Appia by
Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1756), e) Evening on Karl Johan Street by Edvard Munch (1892), f) New York
City by Piet Mondrian (1942) and g) London functional analysis map by Patrick Abercrombie (1944). I will
argue that while the viewer elaborates consciously the theme and the graphic motifs, unconsciously
he/she receives sensual, emotional, and ideological data, carried by the expressive means of the
representation. Geometric shape, line, colour, layout, etc. create senses, feelings, ideas, related to the
wider historic and philosophical context, the worldview of the representation. An encrypted impression
is then created, a palimpsest that consists of superimposed layers of meaning. The ‘emotional aura’, of
that impression is ‘atmosphere’, which enriches the perception of the represented theme and graphic
motifs. Because atmosphere is a cryptogram, I describe the representation of cities as ‘visual
palimpsest’.
Keywords: urban visual culture, city planning, cartography, painting, semiotics, atmosphere,
palimpsest

1. DEFINITION OF ATMOSPHERE
Atmosphere, a Greek word, means literally
‘globe of vapors’, which implies that its nature is
airy and immaterial. In physics atmosphere
designates the superimposed layers of gas that
surround Earth and are held together by gravity.
In spatial sciences atmosphere is used
metaphorically and parallel with terms as
‘impression’, ‘sense’, ‘character’, ‘aura’, ‘spirit’,
etc. It determines a ‘mysterious’ property of
space with an impression to the individual that
*School of Architecture, Technical University of Crete

bonds her/him with it and leads her/him to
perceive space with attributes such as beautiful,
ugly, depressive, nostalgic, romantic, etc.
Through this procedure, the homogeneous and
neutral space receives substance and meanings
from the individual, becomes ‘place’ with a
particular identity (Tuan, 1974). Atmosphere is
not transmitted only from the visible, material
and
morphological
characteristics.
More
importantly it reflects individual and collective
immaterial inscriptions, hidden elements,
stories, experiences, attitudes, worldviews,
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ideals of a place (Norberg-Schulz, 1979). For
example, we may refer to a place’s atmosphere
as ‘explosive’, ‘revolutionary’, ‘anachronistic’,
‘feminine’, or even ‘square’, ‘colourful’,
‘frightening’, ‘playful’, etc., which are adjectives
that designate abstract concepts attributed to a
place, but cannot be directly related to specific
material elements. Moreover, atmosphere has a
multi-sensory basis. Hearing, smell, taste, and
touch are involved in its formation and thus it
has a synthetic nature, visual, sonic, odorous,
gustatory, haptic. And as Merleau-Ponty and
later Pallasmaa notes, atmosphere arises
beyond the five senses, comprising intuition,
imagination, orientation, balance, stability,
duration, etc. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1964),
(Pallasmaa, 2014).
The intensity and the hue of an atmosphere
are key features. So, while all places have an
atmosphere, the ‘atmospheric’ quality is
commonly attributed to places with immense,
intense, distinctive, profound character and
moreover to places that emanate a painful
sensation, that are melancholic, romantic,
nostalgic and not normal, ordinary, mediocre,
happy, etc. As Beardsley (1975), Boyer (1994) and
other writers would put it, atmosphere is a
spatial quality deeply intertwined with the
sublime and hidden and not the apparent,
picturesque or beautiful character of a place, for
the former, as subconscious, has a more intense
psychological impact to the person that
experiences it. And Zumthor (2006) in his book
‘Atmospheres’ describes the architectural
atmosphere as magic: “this singular density and
mood, this feeling of presence […] under whose
spell I experience what I otherwise would not
experience in precisely this way” (Zumthor, 2006).
Feeling does not correspond exactly to
atmosphere. The relevant term is ‘quasi–thing’.
Quasi–things form a new ontological category
that determines things that can be described as
“powers poured out into the lived space we
inhabit” that affect a person and are connected
to specific moods that are however intangible
(Griggero, 2017). From all the above it can be
understood that atmosphere is a mysterious,
complex, partially indeterminate, immaterial
property of a place that can be sensed only by
the testimonies of people that ‘feel’ it as a
particularly intense and imposing emotion.
The term ‘atmosphere was born in the ‘50s
in Europe, where it has been widely used by
members of the Situationist International
movement. Founder of the S.I. Guy Debord
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described the city from the viewpoint of the
flâneur. The flâneur is the urban stroller,
traveler, explorer, admirer of modern Paris, but
also the ordinary, anonymous and free person
outside the control of any authority. He is a
literary type founded by Baudelaire. In the 19th
century was adopted by Walter Benjamin as a
mean to describe modern Paris (Benjamin, 1940).
The ‘situationist city’, the city experienced by the
flâneur, consists of a network of places with
distinguishable atmospheres, or qualities that
impress sentimentally the individual. The
concept of atmosphere or ‘ambience’ (meaning
‘flowing around’ or in Greek ‘περιρρέουσα
ατμόσφαιρα’), has been then related to the
experience of the public space and the
happenings in it, the spectacle, the situation, the
festivity, the demonstration. Space was
considered as a container that supported human
action and was identified by it. Atmosphere was
also intertwined with the anarchist ideology and
was coloured revolutionary (Debord, 1967). With
the introduction of ‘atmosphere’ Situationists
put the basis for the description of space
through the human psyche. They establish
Psychogeography, “the study of the precise laws
and specific effects of the geographical
environment, consciously organized or not, on
the emotions and behavior of individuals”
(Debord, 1955). About the same time, American
urban
planner
Kevin
Lynch
conducts
experiments with mental city maps and finds out
that the individual perceives space in a manner
that does not necessarily correspond to its
objective, geometric characteristics. On the
contrary, space seems to be largely formed by
latent and immaterial factors that urges one to
recognize and prioritize spatial elements
according to subjective and personal criteria
(Lynch, 1960). Thus, parallel to the experiential
atmosphere Lynch develops the structural
concept of ‘image’ (the perception) of place by
elements embedded to it (Wood, 1980). Even if
the approach of Lynch differs from the approach
of the Situationists, for the former talks about
perception of the material configuration of a
place, while the later refer to immaterial
activities and the bodily experience, both agree
that space cannot be objectively perceived.
So, theorists realize gradually that it is not
sufficient to describe space only by determining
its material, geometric characteristics, but it is
necessary to investigate it also in reference to
the way it becomes perceptible, experienced and
sentimentally imprinted. Atmosphere becomes
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thus a term to emphasize the new,
phenomenological and existential approach for
the definition of space. In a parallel path in
philosophy, G. Bachelard points out the latent
dimension of space, highlighted in artworks,
poetry, and literature (Bachelard, 1957). And
geographer E. Relph in his theory about the ways
an individual can be connected to a place, refers
to ‘Vicarious Insideness’, a state of deep
identification with a place that is accomplished
when the individual is transferred there through
fantasy and artworks (Relph, 1976). Vicarious
Insideness is based on the emotional overtone
of a place, with other words, on its atmosphere.
So, although atmosphere was by the
Situationists connected with the lived space, it is
possible that also representations of a place can
create atmosphere. Based on this, I will attempt
to build an argument about the palimpsest
structure of the atmosphere that is emitted from
a city’s visual representations.

2. THE ATMOSPHERE OF A CITY’S VISUAL
REPRESENTATION
In the interdisciplinary field of Visual
Culture a city is considered as a cultural
phenomenon or ‘text’ that is formed, perceived,
communicated, distributed, modified, signified
through a multitude of visual representations in
various media. Hereinafter we will discuss the
city in this context and more specific through its
visual representations in three different
disciplines, urban planning, cartography, and
painting. While painting is obviously Art, it
cannot be said the same for urban planning and
cartography,
which
are
operational
representations. However, in many historical
periods both urban planning and cartography
presented a strong artistic character, while in
every historical period, some artistic elements
can be detected. Besides, Visual Culture, which is
a broader and interdisciplinary approach,
embraces Art history. The definition of Art has
been hanged and the term ‘artistic’ is in many
cases replaced with the term ‘cultural’. In
consequence, many works outside the classic
fine art genres, that present however artistic
elements, or artistic intentions, are now
classified as Artworks.
In the context of social semiotics, the
mechanism that a city (regarded as a cultural
text) is signified by its representations, presents
a structure that is similar to the structure of a
‘palimpsest’. A palimpsest is a papyrus that

consists of superimposed layers of text.
Likewise, the (city) text consists of superimposed
layers of meaning, allocated to layers of
connotations with a direction from the specific,
personal and individual to the abstract,
collective and social (Kress & Leeuwen, 1996). In
a visual representation at the first denotation
layer, the meaning is conscious and is abstracted
from graphic elements, the theme and the motif.
At the second, third, fourth and so on…
connotation layers the meaning is abstracted
from the expressive means of the visual
representation (Barthes, 1976, 1977, 1977a). As
early as the 18th century theorists and artists
were discussing the inner effect, the ‘hidden’,
‘unconscious’, meaning, ‘inner resonance’,
‘stimmung’ etc. of the expressive means of an
artwork and moreover pointed out that they are
carriers of collective archetypes (Jung, Franz,
Henderson, Jacobi, Jaffe, 1964). Fine Art theorists
like Goethe (1749–1832) wrote about the
idiosyncrasy of paintings (Goethe, 1980), Warburg
and Panofsky (1955) founded iconology in the 19th
century and connected the form with several
layers of meaning, Kandinsky (1946, 1979), Klee
(1956, 1956a), Arnheim (1954), Gombrich (1960)
discussed the psychology and perception of
paintings at the beginning of the 20th century,
and finally Barthes (1976, 1977, 1977a), Kress &
Leeuwen (1996), Mitchell (1986, 1994), Berger
(1972, 1980), Eco (1976) etc. placed visual
expression in the context of semiotics and
collaborated to the development of the visual
semiotics research field. According to visual
semiotics, the individual correlates the
expressive means (such as geometric shapes,
colour, layout, size, orientation, view, light and
various regulations in several levels of
abstraction) to senses (balance, stability,
duration, etc.), emotions (joy, sorrow, fear, etc.),
enriches them with cohesions and relates them
with concepts that are formed through social,
ideological, cultural, historical patterns and
conventions.
The mechanism of signification that
allocates meaning in the superimposed
connotation layers, creates impressions with an
intense emotional hue. But, as with the
palimpsest, here also the outputs of the
mechanism are encrypted. Because they result
from subconscious procedures, they cannot be
explained through logic. The individual tends to
describe them with enigmatic or intuitive terms,
such as ‘sense’ or ‘atmosphere’. As litterateur
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Gabriele D’ Annunzio (1863–1938) puts it: “The
richest events occur in us long before the soul
perceives them. And, when we begin to open our
eyes to the visible, we have long since committed
ourselves to the invisible”. Now, if we attempt to
associate ‘visually’ the palimpsest structure of
the signification mechanism with atmosphere,
we will notice that atmosphere has a similar
structure to a palimpsest, and moreover, it
consists of superimposed layers that become
tenuous, immaterial, abstract as they move away
from a planet’s surface, in the same manner that
meaning becomes more vague, uncertain and
general as it moves from the specific denotation
level of the theme. In the following artworks, it
will be apparent that the expressive means
submit to the theme, highlight its context and
strengthen it. They collaborate and contribute
decisively to the emission of a distinctive
atmosphere that makes the theme clearer and
the expression more powerful.

3. ANALYSIS OF CITY’S VISUAL
REPRESENTATIONS
In this section, I will analyze selected
representations of the European city, classified
into three types that correspond to three
communicative aspects of the city, space
production, survey, and cultural representation.
Respectively the artworks come from the
disciplines of city planning, cartography, and
painting. Initially I will give a brief description of
the three types of representation. The artworks
are selected from different historical epochs in
the period between the 15th and the 20th century,
Renaissance and the modern movement and are
placed in chronological order in the text. In city
planning, I will analyze a utopian city of the
baroque period. In cartography, I will analyze
two artworks, one from the Renaissance, one
from the modern movement. In painting, I will
analyze two artworks from the vedutismo
tradition in the baroque and romanticism, a
painting from realism and finally a painting from
the modernist Avant–garde. The present analysis
aims to describe the mechanism that creates
atmosphere through a representative but only
indicative sample of representations that vary in
their historical and thematic context. Although
not at all excluded, there will be no extent
reference to correlations between the historic
periods and the types of representation. The
analysis of each representation in the text
follows the structure: a) brief introduction to the
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wider historical and cultural context, b) analysis
by means of visual semiotics with reference to
the superimposed layers of meaning, allocated
to layers of connotations, that is senses,
emotions, ideas, c) verbal expression of the
created
atmosphere
according
to
the
aforementioned analysis.
City planning – space production
“Either through a physiological, or through
a pathological perspective it seems that today we
are dominated by a latent desire for a perfectly
organized and rational city, excluding anything
that does not fit the mold of utopia” (Boyer, 1994,
18). Utopia expresses the human need in every
historical era to imagine a better world as a
solution to his problems. The formulation of
utopias in city planning expresses the attempt to
cure political, moral, residential, sanitary, etc.
maladies of the society that are primarily related
to the abrupt development of cities and the
adversities it brings. In every historical era that
big cities emerge, utopias are formulated: the
Mesopotamian Gilgamesh epic, the Sanskrit
Mahabharata, the Platonic Atlantis, the medieval
Heavenly Jerusalem, the Renaissance Utopia of
Thomas More, the Godin’s Famillistere in the 19th
century, the cities of the Metabolists architects
of the postmodernity, the contemporary Venus
project of the Zeitgeist are some examples. In
the broader sense utopias describe society in
general and not only space, its geometrical
configuration, and material characteristics.
Consequently, the representation of space in a
utopian plan is largely symbolic. Layout and
shapes do not only refer to architecture, but also
to archetypes, bodies of ideals. In this sense,
every utopian city plan constitutes a source of
information about the wider cultural context of
the historical era that it belongs. Hence the
atmosphere that creates the layout and shapes
of the utopian plan, reflects the attitude of the
viewer towards the cultural beliefs that are
expressed. As we will discuss in the artwork of
Civitas Veri by Bartolomeo Del Bene, the
expressive means of the representation reveal in
a second layer of observation even more actively
the intentions that are realized by the theme
and the graphic motifs of the representation.

***
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Baroque Utopian City Plan:
Civitas Veri, Bartolomeo Del Bene (1609)

The ‘City of Truth’ is one of the many
utopian urban plans that have been designed in
the Baroque era. The common subject of the
baroque utopias is the proposal of a new social –
spatial program that would confront the
problems of anarchistic and sinful life and free
man from his suffering. The high angle of the
representation implies the solemnity and
validity of that proposal. The design of the plan
is highly geometric, revealing the intellect of its
creators and their intention to impose order and
discipline. A circular wall surrounds the city,
meaning integration, life, maternity. The
designed city appears as a protective embrace
that promises the birth of a new reality and the
development of a new, better mankind. But the
enclosure signifies also conservatism. The
towers of the wall are masculine elements
(rectangle and vertical) that enhance the sense
of protection. The center, symbolizing birth,
stability, significance, is here exaggerated,
another symbol of masculine authority. From
there flow the rays. The lateral orientation of the
radial axes implies controlled and restrained
expansion. The rather amorphous, cloudy shapes
between the rays of the cycle imply the anarchy
that the geometrical order of the design strive to
settle. It should be noted here that the particular
intention and the selected mode of
representation –the juxtaposition of tortuous,
irregular, anarchic with the orthogonal and
geometric – is typical in many visual
representations of social utopias in that era.
Here especially, the anarchy and chaos of the
civil life inside the city is illuminated rather than
the anarchy and chaos of the nature outside the
city, as someone would possibly expect. Nature,
indeed, is usually being perceived as anarchic
and chaotic, but on the contrary here anarchy
and chaos are attributed to human society. The

human activity on the crop fields, at the right of
the representation (future), is depicted through
a rectangular grid, an element that signifies
order, discipline and submission. In conclusion,
the juxtaposition of geometry over irregularity is
a dominant element of the representation, in
other words, the submission of anarchy and
chaos to order. The centrality of the government
is emphasized as an element of civilization. The
combination of the cycle and the line signifies a
synergy of protection and dynamic evolution.
The
expressive
means
favours
these
significations and the overall atmosphere is
glorious, ambitious, optimistic.
Cartography –city survey
City cartography is here discussed through
two artworks from the Renaissance and the 20th
century. In the early Renaissance period in
Europe appear the incunabula, historical,
geographical, travel albums and pamphlets that
are illustrated with engravings of cities from
Europe and the wider Mediterranean area
(Edson, 1997). In an incunabulum, the city is
depicted as a unity in which the elements that
characterize it, that form its identity, dominate
visually. The use of symbols and aesthetic
elements is very common, philosophical ideas
and cultural meanings precedence over and
even replace the geometric details. Truth and
objectivity submits to the narrative and myth
that the representation facilitates (Van der Krogt,
2009) (Gregg, 2009). All these contribute to the
characterization of the Renaissance city map
more as a means of cultural representation,
rather than a functional depiction, although this
role is not at all negated. Five centuries later, in
the mid-20th century, the city map has been
completely transformed from an aesthetic to a
functional object: Symbols have been replaced
by conventional codes, the vividness and the
detailed depiction of the buildings by the
abstract representation of the building blocks
and the road network, the birds eye view and
battle field perspective views by the orthogonal
projection and the top view, the subjectivity of
the sizes by the accuracy of the measurements.
One could assume that the modern map does
not create any atmosphere, since every element
that could trigger feelings and make the viewer
to connect with her/his imagination with the city
is here absent. But, as we will observe in the
artwork of the Bubble diagram map of London by
P. Abercrombie, even here survive elements that
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transfer
cultural
elements
and
create
atmosphere. Even though this atmosphere is
primarily based on concepts that deal with logic
rather than emotion, as the modern era
emphasizes the function and not the form.
Finally, if the viewer would compare the two

maps, would easily realize the paradigm shift in
the depiction of a city from the pictorial to the
abstract. The viewer would then be faced with
two different types of atmosphere, narrative and
rational, but definitely not the presence and the
absence of atmosphere at all.
***

Renaissance cartography: View of Florence with the Chain, Francesco Rosselli (1480)

This Renaissance map has been created at
the time Florence was one of the biggest and
more influential cities in Europe. The perspective
of the representation adopts a high angle,
implying objectivity and majesty. The chain that
encompasses the city is rectangular, implying
masculinity and protection. The rectangular
chain links signify commerce and cooperation. A
padlock is depicted at the top and left side of
the
representation.
The
top
of
the
representation plane is a position of victory,
power, glamour, ideals, while the left implies
deep rooting and a strong past, based on
agreements, discipline, and agglomeration of
knowledge. All the above illuminate the
historical fact that the growth of Florence was
based on its glorious past, the connection and
discipline of the church and the commercial
agreements. In the centre of the map, a
cathedral with a dome is depicted, a symbol of
masculinity. The size of the cathedral seems
large in comparison to the smaller surrounding
buildings discloses a mastery on them. A cyclical
wall surrounds the city. The cycle implies
maternity, protection, provision, and integration
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– another element that supports the leadership
and strength of the city. The sign with the name
Fiorenza is depicted to the right – a future
projection, an indicator that the city evolves
vigorously. A man is depicted at the bottom right
of the map, position of realism, submission,
present, implying his inferior position. The man
is depicted at the foreground, but his small size
and his position towards the limits of the
representation makes him imperceptibly
perceptible, at least in comparison to the
cathedral, that dominates the representation at
its centre and is oversized. And indeed, at the
historical period of the map, the dominion of the
church was unquestionable. The combined effect
of all the aforementioned expressive means
results in the perception of the map from the
viewer as a highly ceremonial and gracious
documentation of the city. The map radiates an
atmosphere of domination, authority and
masculinity, imposes awe, admiration, solemnity.
It keeps its viewer at a ‘safe’ distance. Let us not
forget that a chain keeps its valuable content
locked, disciplined and intact.
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London functional analysis map by Patrick Abercrombie
(1944)

As the title indicates, the representation is
functional, so the connotation threshold here is
limited. The map was created at the historic era
of the modern movement, where under the
regime ‘form follows function’, aesthetics was
excluded from the scopes of the cartography.
The shapes and the colours of the modern map
were now used in an entirely conventional
manner, encoding geographical concepts with
perfectly accurate content. However, the specific
map presents a peculiarity: the use of the
bubbles that do not depict accurate
geographical boundaries, but in the contrary
express flexibility, flow, evolution. The particular
approach originates from biology and reflects
organicism, life and body, concepts that in the
middle of the 20th century are introduced into
the city discourse, as in the Team 10 in England
(Smithson, 1968). In this context, the choice of
the
bubbles
with
the
corresponding
connotations is entirely intentional and not
subliminal. The creator of the map is also
familiar with the theoretical and practical
research in visual arts from Kandinsky, Klee and
Arnheim, accordingly he knows the symbolism of
shapes and colours. The map shows the greater
London area with the proposed land uses. The
settlements around London are represented by
bubbles and the map is often referred to as

‘bubble map’ or ‘bubble analysis’. The particular
oval shape facilitates variations, long, short,
twisted, with penetrations, protuberances, etc.,
which in turn discloses the organic approach
that is adopted for the cartographic
representation. Space is here considered as
consisting of dynamically, spatially varying, but
independent
departments
(villages).
The
underlined limits of the bubbles are there to
protect the content, without whatsoever being
rigid. Being organic and curved, the bubbles
connote the matrix, motherhood, protection,
nest, birth. They suggest that their contents are
alive, it is the people they protect, their societies
and cultures and not the lifeless, material space.
The bubbles do not reflect the geographical
limits of each municipality, community,
neighbourhood. They reflect concentration,
security, confidence, space for life, fluidity. The
yellow and orange colours of the bubbles in
central London imply energy, vitality, power,
radiation, while the brown colour in the bubbles
around the centre indicates seriousness and
domain. The dark brown and black outline of the
bubbles indicates severity and the need of the
settlements to protect their borders, to sustain
their identity and to avoid the alienation of their
distinctive
characteristics.
All
the
aforementioned expressive means contribute to
the creation of a highly dynamic, sustainable,
fluid, flexible atmosphere, which emphasizes the
general spirit expressed by the map that records
and anticipates the rapid evolution of the
greater London area.
Painting – cultural representation of a city
Painting is interwoven with the city
development, it is a medium to communicate its
multifarious meanings. Painting is a direct
reflection of how a city is confronted, perceived,
experienced, accepted, criticized, understood,
how it influences emotionally and ideologically
the individual. Depending on the environment in
which the artwork is produced, the above
concepts appear diversified. Scholar and
academic city painting captures different urban
aspects than the common, popular painting.
Although in the present study only artworks
assigned to the scholar and academic
environment are discussed, the importance of
the latter type of artworks should not be
underestimated. The number and importance of
the revelations of popular city paintings are
unquestionable. The first two artworks come
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from the vedutismo tradition. Cityscapes or
vedutes, started to appear in the Renaissance,
when the architecture of the Greco–Roman
antiquity was rediscovered and became the
main object of inspiration for Renaissance
architects. The Renaissance vedute depict ruins,
covered by the glamour of time and the ideals
associated with the ancient philosophy and
aesthetics. In the 18th and 19th century in
neoclassicism and romanticism the vedutismo
was associated with the Grand Tour, a travel
tradition that intended to record and catalogue
visually the ancient world. As will be seen in the
artwork of Piranesi, in this context the
subjectivity and personal intervention of the
vedutisti is evident. The representations are
enriched with symbolic elements that denote
specific ideologies. The exaltation of the past
and memory, the admiration of the ornament as
the representation of aesthetics, philosophy,
mathematics, the scenographic elaboration of
the themes are common characteristics (Di Furia,
2012), (Wittkower, 1980). The discussion
continues with an artwork of Munch that is
classified as realism with elements from
symbolism and expressionism. The criticism of
urban lifestyle is a common theme in realism, as
the movement coincides with the evolution of
the industrial city and the emergence of
modernity. The Paris of Hausmann is the overall,
notorious example. Munch painting focuses on
the existential dimension of the city. In terms of
atmosphere one could say that this artwork
presents the most impressive kind. And indeed,
this is true, as existentialism represents the
most intense and sublime passions of the
psyche. The last artwork of the discussion is New
York City by Piet Mondian, an artwork that
although abstract, is in its own way very
descriptive. Due to the lack of reference to
representations of the outside world, the
emotional reverberations of the expressive
means
become
stronger.
The
created
atmosphere is therefore very evocative.
***
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Baroque Vedute: Römische Ruinenlandschaft by Paul Bril
(1600)

This artwork is a landscape that juxtaposes
the past with the present, the geometry of the
architecture with the freedom of painting. The
Flemish painter lived in Rome and became
known for his atmospheric landscapes, which he
created under the aegis of the Church, the
Popes, and other notorious patrons of the era,
such as the Barberini family and Carlo de Medici.
Bril was highly appreciated by the academians
and represented the dominant landscape school
in his era. Römische Ruinenlandschaft depicts
Roman antiquities. There are two planes, front
left and rear right. The front plane is painted in
intense, bright, naturalistic and warm tones,
suggesting reality and present. The rear plane is
painted in flaccid, cold tones of blue and purple,
implying the dream, the past and the virtual. In
the front plane is also evident the use of red and
blue, which are primary colours and thus
connote realism and confirmation. This reveals
the theme of the representation, which is the
juxtaposition of past and present, their values,
ideals, worldviews. The juxtaposition is
supported by the expressive means that oppose
the certainty of the present with the uncertainty
of memory. At the same time, the character of
the rear plane (past) is clearly geometric. The
use of architectural design and the reduction of
colour tonicity indicates the superiority of the
past that serves as an ideal. Moreover, it
accentuates the submission of the momentum
and the sentiment to the passivity and stability
of the eternal logic. All this impels the viewer to
think about the gravity, the irreversibility, the
importance of the past, and the fact that it is the
basis and reference point of the present. In the
center of the composition a vertical element is
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placed, three columns from the ruins. The
verticality of the column suggests masculine
power. The triad refers to Christianity implying
perhaps the ecclesiastical authority that
finances the artist.
***

Via Appia by Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1756)

Of the artworks presented here, one that
fits more the description of palimpsest is the
following Piranesi vedute. Not only for its
characteristics, but because the artist creates in
many of his artworks historical palimpsests, such
as the notorious Nolli map reconstruction. In
Romanticism, the construction of imaginary and
idealized scenes from selected historical
elements is common. Romanticism often is
referred to as historicism or as a surrealism with
mystical elements (Schaller, 1997). The narratives
that refer to the past are usually represented
through the juxtaposition of selected elements,
a practice that flourished in the 18th and the 19th
century, mainly through the tradition of the
Grand Tour. Thereby an essential dimension of
city identity in Romanticism is emphasized, the
city as an agent of museification (Boyer, 1994).
Detail, geometry, ornament are all elements of
Piranesi’s vedutes. In the particular artwork,
principal expressive means are side perspective,
the placement of elements in a line with
perspective reduction, the extreme detail and
the naturalism of the foreground. The use of side
perspective emphasizes the movement from the
past (left) to the future (right). The placement of
elements in a row that fades away towards the
rear plane creates a timeline and denotes time
and the glorious past that the ruins represent.
The abundance of artifacts that are literally
stacked is depicted through a confusion of lines,
shapes, tones, shadows. Thus, neither element is

highlighted, on the contrary, the viewer’s gaze is
withdrawn from the elements and is directed
towards the awareness of their multitude and
the perception of perspective, in other words, of
the passing of time and the glorious past. The
variety of lines, shapes, tones, shadows serves
also to the creation of a sense of abundance that
adds value to the treasure of artifacts. Although
motionless and depicted with shapes that
denote stability and duration, all these objects
create the impression that they move from left
(past) to right (future), that they are gradually
revealed to us as their size and detail increases.
These elements, then covered with dust, now
become important, since Romanticism comes to
record, study, classify, reclaim, protect, put
historical elements in a museum context. In
other words, an oneiric past (rear plane) gives its
position to the realism of the present (front
plane), in a historical turn that everything
becomes illuminated. The theme of the
representation is not just the path from the past
to the present, but also a statement for the
restoration of order through science and
rationalism in Enlightenment. The magnificent
atmosphere created by this awareness is
emphasized by the dramatic atmosphere of the
side perspective, the confusion of lines, shapes,
tones and shadows, that puzzle the gaze of the
viewer and create a sense of the uncanny.
***

Evening on Karl Johan Street, Edvard Munch (1892)

This painting is classified as realism and
presents elements of romanticism, symbolism,
and expressionism 1. It belongs to an era in which
the visual representation of the city focuses on
the modern lifestyle. Besides, the negative
1

www.edvardmunch.org/evening-on-karl-johan-street.jsp
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impact of the abrupt development brought
about the industrial revolution is a dominant
theme that substitutes the older thematology of
the architecture of buildings. Here the theme is
centred around a frightened crowd of people in
the foreground of a city. The use of one
vanishing point central perspective that is not
however symmetrical, introduces the viewer to
an environment of uncertainty and partiality.
Moreover, the perspective axis on which all
human figures are placed except of one,
emphasizes the movement of the crowd towards
the viewer and at the same time the inevitable
path and fate of humanity towards the
modernity. This element creates a sense of
grotesque threat. The light on the faces of the
people and the windows of the buildings is a
symbol of life. The crowd walk away from the
light, from reality, they move towards the dream,
they express an existential anxiety –angst 2. A
similar effect has the lonely figure that walks
away from the crowd and looks backwards. The
black colour signifies authority and mourning.
The isolation of the figure from the crowd
signifies a change towards a new situation and a
movement towards independence. All the above
emphasize the angst of the modern man that
now realizes the death of the old world and the
birth of the new, ominous future. Loneliness also
indicates the change of lifestyle and the
alienation of the modern metropolis. The faces
of the people have an uncanny expression, the
gazes are empty, they transfer a sense of
nocturnal
catalepsy
and
existence
of
psychological disorders. The crowd is depicted
as macabre, hypnotized, as a hidden threat3. It
should be noted here that similar elements are
present in many other paintings of the same era
with a relevant thematology –as, for example,
The Burial of the Sardine by Francisco Goya. The
strong tonal contrasts enhance the dramatic and
threatening sense, as well as the use of cold
colours, such as the black, the blue and the
purple that indicates the oneiric and uncanny,
and creates a mysterious and eerie atmosphere:
Black signifies solemnity, severity, evil and
underground.
Blue
signifies
constraint,
departure and sadness, purple signifies mystery,
ritual and the soul. There is a slight contrast with
the use of yellow on the windows and the hats
that indicates a conflict, while the light that is
2
3

www.youtube.com/watch?v=QkhOnHQwJOc

www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/great-works/greatworks-evening-on-karl-johan-1892-edvard-munch-1696904.html
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symbolized through yellow, places the painting
on the spiritual level. The characteristics of the
people’s faces are curved – especially their
eyebrows, an element that emphasizes the
submission of logic to emotion. The contrast
between the straight lines of the city, the curves
and the colors of the crowd emphasizes their
difference: the city appears as an expression of
stability, order and power, while the crowd is
depicted as a fluid element. The crowd is placed
towards the bottom and the centre of the
painting, a position that signifies present. The
presence of black colour in that position implies
a mysterious evil that is just about to happen.
The crowd is looking straight towards the viewer,
which signifies a direct contact. At the right side
of the painting rises a dark and imposing figure
with a masculine connotation. As that position
symbolizes the future, this element may signify
the naked terror of a disciplinarian future.
***

New York City, Piet Mondrian (1942)

This artwork comes from De Stijl, a
movement that was developed within the Avant–
garde and advocates the abstraction and
generalization, the use of net shapes and basic
colors, and the exchange of ideas between the
arts. The artwork comes from the period when
the artist is experimenting with rectangular
shapes placed in a grid. Although the initial
inspiration of Mondrian to visualize rectangulars
in grids has no connection with the city, his
travel to New York and the observation of the

Studies in Visual Arts and Communication - an international journal

Visual palimpsests: city atmosphere in cartography, city planning and painting

city’s absolute rectangular road network,
inspired him to name the painting New York. In
addition, the De Stijl movement supported the
exchange of ideas and practices between the
arts. The notion of a city represented through an
orthogonal grid perfectly complied with the
ideology of simplicity and functionality that are
characteristic of the artist’s paintings. Moreover,
De Stijl already had applied its manifesto to
urban planning, for example, the General
Extension Plan for Amsterdam of Cornelis van
Eesteren
in
1924.
Being
an
abstract
representation of the city plan, the grid also
expresses other attributes of the modern
metropolis, its functionality and order, rhythm of
everyday life, and rationality. Beyond this, the
use of rectangles indicates a territory of males,
rigour, technology and bridled tension. As a
network, it denotes grouping, domination, order,
security, cooperation and reveals the existence
of a strong infrastructure. As a layout, it implies
the rhythm, the movement, the sound of the city,
a connotation of the jazz music. The three basic
colours of the artwork are depicted in a scale,
indicating the existence of a hierarchy. Blue, as a
distant colour, is placed towards the rear plane,
which symbolizes the past of the city, when its
rhythms were slower. Red is placed in the
intermediate plane, which symbolizes the
movement from the past to the present. In the
front plane prevails the yellow colour, signifying
the vigour and the intensity of urban life in New
York at the historical period the artwork was
created. So, again we can perceive a timeline
and a hidden history of the city in the painting.
Finally, the use of basic colours reveal the
modern and realistic atmosphere of the city,
where everything happens now and here, and
also, as solid, the three colours express
extroversion and enthusiasm.

4. CONCLUSIONS
It appears from the artworks discussed
above that in parallel to the graphic motives that
perform the theme of the representation, the
expressive means communicate additional
meanings. Some of these meanings are
contradictory, as, for example, the coexistence in
the same artwork of a cyclical element, which
symbolizes the female, with an orthogonal,

which denotes the male. In other instances, the
expressive means seem to collaborate and one
emphasizes the activity of another. Or,
elsewhere, the interpretation of the expressive
means is vague and vast, as for example, the
denotation of importance for a central element
with a big size. However, the combined
interpretation of the expressive means, even if it
appears sometimes subjective, general, abstract,
contradictory, eventually converge to consistent
and definite outcomes. It seems finally that the
semiotic analysis can describe with accuracy the
senses, emotions, ideas that collaborate to
create the atmosphere of the artwork. Moreover,
as it has often become obvious in numerous
artwork analyses, many different paths of
interpretations coincide and finally shape for the
artworks an identity that can be hardly
challenged by their audience.
As it has become obvious, atmosphere
reflects and reveals the wider cultural context of
the artwork. The viewer through the specific
artwork becomes partaker of the wider
atmosphere of the historical era of the artwork.
Ultimately the analysis shows that there is not
only the individual, but also and more
importantly, the collective atmosphere that an
artwork communicates. As mentioned in the
theoretical part of the paper, atmosphere is not
only an indicator of place identity, but also an
indicator of time.
The originality of this paper is the
application of visual and social semiotics into
the investigation of city representations with
reference to their historical and cultural context.
The paper attempts to connect semiotic analysis
with the concepts of palimpsest and
atmosphere. While palimpsest is a notorious
metaphor for time, respectively, atmosphere is a
metaphor for place. One can realize that time
and place are interwoven. Both palimpsest and
atmosphere have the structure of superimposed
layers. In the palimpsest, the layers correspond
to different historical epochs. But as time is
accumulated in an artwork, so do also the
various cultural elements that characterize every
epoch. Similarly, atmosphere is a construction of
senses, feelings, ideas, all of which represent the
various cultural elements embedded in a place.
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