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Does the journalistic photograph need a context?
Rethinking contextual interpretation
Joanna Kędra*
Abstract
In times when photojournalists experiment with various forms of visual production and journalistic
photographs are disseminated not only in the press, but at the photography festivals and in museums,
the question about the role of context in photography interpretation should be revisited. Thus, this study
provides critical review of the contextual interpretation of journalistic images, focusing on the
production, medium and page context. The context of production is discussed here by referring to the
quantitative content analysis and iconological context analysis. The context of medium determines the
perception of photographs and provides a particular page context, usually limited to the caption. The
critical evaluation of contextual studies of journalistic images leads to the conclusion that “picture plus
text” is not the only option for the photography interpretation. The proposed solution is to use
intertextuality as an approach, especially useful for visual education. Intertextuality is based on the
claim that each text and photograph is a quotation from other texts. Hence, the viewer interprets
journalistic photographs from the angle of their own cultural background, visual competence, and
experience. This kind of interpretation may, however, lead to unpredictable and surprising results, and
thus, not please traditional way of thinking about journalistic images.
Keywords: caption; context; interpretation; intertextuality; journalistic photograph; page context;
visual education

Introduction
Photojournalists experiment with new
forms of news images (see, for instance, Wolf’s
project with Google Street View: Wolf, 2010), or
provide evidence not only in stills, but also with
complementary videos (Zelizer, 2010, p. 4). They
collect visual material, which will fit into a
variety of information frames, or will have strong
emotional influence on viewers (Brennen, 2010).
Photographs travel easily between different
media (Müller, Kappas & Olk, 2012), appearing
simultaneously in various contexts, in a
traditional newspaper, or its online edition, or at
a photography festival or competition. And
although it is not easy to define the context of
journalistic photograph, researching images in
journalism studies still relies too heavily on
words that surround images (Zelizer, 2010, p. 3).
The results of studies on the reception of
journalistic photographs suggest that providing
a particular context to the viewer, either the
page or the medium context, could manipulate
(Müller, Kappas & Olk, 2012), or at least affect
(Westman & Laine-Hernandez, 2008), the way

how an image is interpreted. However, the
contextual analysis of journalistic images is
continuously applied in visual methodologies
(see, for example, Bock, Isermann & Knieper,
2011; Müller, 2011), while other possibilities are
mostly overlooked.
Polysemic
character
of
journalistic
photographs can provide at least two types of
interpretation: (i) focused, more narrowed one,
in which context plays crucial role, and (ii) more
open, free interpretation that mainly relies on
viewer’s experience of a picture, with minor
attention to context. The aim of each of these
two ways of interpretation is different and they
also use a journalistic photograph differently.
The former interpretation perceives journalistic
photograph as a news item that has a particular
meaning, intended by the news provider
(photographer, photo editor or image broker),
while the latter uses journalistic photograph as
an image per se. The latter type of interpretation
is also more suitable for pedagogical purposes
of teaching visual literacy, because it is more
open for the negotiation of meaning.

* Postdoctoral researcher, Finnish Institute for Educational Research, University of Jyväskylä

3

Joanna Kędra

My aim in this study is to challenge
traditional way of thinking about journalistic
images by questioning the role, and need, of
context in the interpretation process of
journalistic photographs. It is important to
revisit this issue now, when we are experiencing
a constant flow of images and visual
information.
Firstly, I critically review a few methods of
visual analysis, which employ the concept of
context from the following perspectives: the
context of production, the context of medium
and the page context. Furthermore, I propose
intertextuality as an approach to photography
interpretation that primarily focuses on viewer’s
experience of visual artefact. The concept of
intertextuality derives from the French
intertextualité, introduced and popularized by
Julia Kristeva, who combined elements of
linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure with Mikhail
Bakhtin’s theories (Allen, 2000; Roudiez, 1980).
Since then, the concept has been traveling
across disciplines, sometimes misunderstood, or
redefined according to the needs of the
discipline. In visual studies, intertextuality is
applied by Burgin (1982) in the field of
photography, Rose (2012) in the method of
discourse analysis of visual material, and Barrett
(2010) in the principles for interpreting
photographs. Intertextuality is discussed further
in the last section of this article. Considering the
predominantly theoretical character of this
study, I also refer briefly to an educational
experiment that applied an intertextual way of
thinking to the interpretation of journalistic
photographs.
In this study I call to rethink the role of
context in photography interpretation, with an
attempt to answer the following questions: (i)
What is meant by the context of journalistic
photograph?
(ii)
Does
the
journalistic
photograph (always) need a context for
interpretation? (iii) How else can a journalistic
photograph be interpreted? In the light of these
questions, and taking the argument of Azoulay
(2008) who claims that journalistic photographs
should be watched rather than looked at, this
study considers journalistic photographs as
images for interpretation, instead of focusing on
their purely informative/news character.
The term journalistic photograph is
understood here as a photograph that was taken
for journalistic purposes (to inform about
events, or to illustrate events, or to provide
portraits of certain people), and thus, it has
4

information/news values. Nowadays, the term
journalistic photograph may also include
amateur photographs (that is, photographs
taken by non-journalists), or even stock images
used by the press to illustrate journalistic texts
(for more on stock photography, see Frosh,
2001).
Journalistic photographs are usually
displayed in the traditional press, that is,
newspapers and magazines, and the Internet,
that is, online press, information portals and
vortals. Due to their aesthetic values some
journalistic photographs may be perceived as art
and displayed in museums, books, screenings, or
become the subject of specialized photography
festivals and contests, for instance, the World
Press Photo Contest and Awards Days, and the
International Festival of Photojournalism Visa
pour l’Image. Both these events display
journalistic images with just a caption, with the
addition of background music, or a short oral
commentary.1 Thus, they remove photographs
from their textual/visual surrounding in the
press by limiting the context either to the
caption (or label), or by removing it entirely.
Often, even the caption is not the initial version,
having been changed (sometimes significantly),
depending on who is doing the composing. In a
similar way to photography festivals, online
news portals and some of the illustrated
magazines run a section dedicated to the
pictures of the week, for instance the BBC.com,
the Polish site onet.pl, or the pictures of the day
in the National Geographic. The presentation, in
these cases, is also limited to photographs and
captions, which forces viewers to perceive and
interpret images with little access to the full
page context in which a photograph might have
initially appeared. Does it mean that a caption
provides sufficient information to understand
what the image shows? In an attempt to answer
this question, I suggest distinguishing two types
of photographs: those that stand alone, or with a
caption only, and those that require context for
interpretation. The former might be referred to
as an iconic picture, while the latter is just an
ordinary journalistic photograph. The concept of
iconic photograph (Hariman & Lucaites, 2007;
1

World Press Photo presents photographs through exhibitions and
meetings with photographers during the Awards Days and the Awards
Ceremony. Visa pour l’Image, likewise displays photographs at the
exhibitions, and meetings with photographers and evening screenings
during the Professional Week. In both cases photographs are
submitted only with captions, by professional photojournalists.
However, the requirement for the World Press Photo is that pictures
should appear beforehand in the press.
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Lucaites & Hariman, 2001; Zelizer, 2005) is briefly
reviewed below.

Iconic photographs
Zelizer (2005, p. 172) defines iconic
photographs by their ability to provide symbolic
meaning of particular events, as well as by their
repeated use by media outlets. While Zelizer
(2005) emphasizes the symbolism of iconic
photographs, Lucaites and Hariman (2001) focus
on the public recognition and cultural
significance of these types of images. They
explain that:
Iconic photographs are photographic
images produced in print, electronic, or
digital media that are (1) recognized by
everyone within a public culture, (2)
understood to be representations of
historically significant events, (3) objects of
strong emotional identification or response,
and (4) regularly reproduced or copied
across a range of media, genres, and topics
(Lucaites & Hariman, 2001, p. 37).
Interestingly, neither Zelizer (2005) nor
Lucaites and Hariman (2001) discuss the role of
context. Instead, they indicate that iconic
photographs can appear in many different types
of media and are recognized through their visual
content that shows particular events and
emotionally engages viewers.
In the same vein, Zarzycka and Kleppe (2013,
p. 979) write about a picture, which is
independent from any specific time, space and
context, as having its own identity. This kind of
image contains photographic tropes. The
authors explain that not all pictures, which rely
on a visual trope, gain the status of iconicity, but
many iconic photographs represent a certain
trope. “By tropes, we [Zarzycka and Kleppe]
mean conventions, such as a mourning woman, a
young non-western girl, or a civilian facing
soldiers, that remain solid and unaltered,
despite their travels across geopolitical
contexts.” (Bal, 2002, cited in Zarzycka & Kleppe,
2013, p. 978). In addition, Hariman and Lucaites
(2007), with a provocative title No Caption
Needed, suggest that iconic photographs do not
require any additional description to be
readable within a particular culture and time.
This kind of characteristic may indicate that
iconic photographs are decontextualized, or
even more, they become non-contextual –
providing a universal code that can be easily

recognized across cultures. Initially, as
journalistic photographs, they had appeared in a
particular media context, and then, due to the
cultural significance, they became iconic, and
finally they appeared beside their press context.
Thus, iconic photograph is an example of a
journalistic photograph that is less likely to be
misinterpreted even when removed from
context.

Contextual analyses of journalistic
photographs
Numerous studies have attempted to
describe certain aspects of photographic
context. The most commonly studied is page
context, the relationship between a photograph
and text (Marsh & White, 2003; Westman &
Laine-Hernandez, 2008). Some researchers
concentrate, in particular, on the practice and
purpose of captioning (for a social scientist’s
perspective, see Chaplin, 2006) or the influence
of a caption on the image reception process
(Müller, Kappas & Olk, 2012). Closely related to
page context is the context of the medium in
which a particular photograph is displayed
(Barrett, 1985). Other studies identify the context
of the production of an image (Adelman, 1998),
or relate it to the context of reception (Bock,
Isermann & Knieper, 2011; Müller, 2011; Templin,
1982).

Context of production
Research on photography production is a
separate wide research area, which includes the
empirical evaluation of the image-taking process
as well as the complex decision-making and
editing procedures in a newsroom (see, for
instance, Mäenpää & Seppänen, 2010; Gürsel,
2010, 2012). Each step in the production process
has some influence on the image reception.
However, my interest is not in the production
process as such, but in how the production
context subsequently influences the reception of
journalistic images. Thus, I discuss the context of
production as used in quantitative visual content
analysis (Bock, Isermann & Knieper, 2011) and in
iconological context analysis (Müller, 2011).
Iconological context analysis is used for
mass-mediated images to discover their
meanings and contexts (Müller, 2011, p. 294).
Müller (2011) identifies three levels of visual
context: (i) the form, motif, or “gestalt” of the
visual, for instance, photography or film; (ii) the
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production context; and (iii) the reception
context. Iconological context analysis can be
applied to a range of visual artefacts, not only to
journalistic photographs. The journalistic context
is mentioned as one (out of six) production
contexts, which Müller points out, and is
characterized by a high degree of labour
division, as all of the people engaged in the
press and media industry play a role in the
selection and production process of visual
material. Journalistic routines, expertise and
ethics also influence the journalistic production
context. However, the central goal is to sell the
image (Müller, 2011, p. 293). In addition, in the
production context, Gürsel (2012, p. 72)
emphasizes the role of image brokers, who
commission, evaluate, approve, edit, negotiate
and, finally, sell the image. Image brokers are
not necessarily producers of images, instead,
they move pictures or restrict their movement.
While describing each level of visual context
included in iconological context analysis, Müller
finally fails to fully explain how to analyse the
production context. In this case, her guidelines
are limited to the following advice: “Read and
write about the visual production context, its
structure and function, as well as potential
changes. How does the production context
influence the form and the intended meanings
of the studied visuals?” (Müller, 2011, p. 294).
These kinds of guidelines might fail from the
beginning if there is no access to the production
process of the visuals studied. Consequently, it is
impossible to describe the influence of the
production context on the analysed material,
unless the description is based on the viewer’s
assumptions.
While Müller only focuses on three levels of
context (visual form, production and reception),
Bock, Isermann and Knieper (2011) suggest
integrating a complex and multilevel process of
image communication into a quantitative
content analysis, with six types of higher-level
contexts: context of design, incidence,
production, media context, context of reception
and cognition. However, there is no need to
analyse images in each of these contexts, unless
the research questions of a particular study
requires it. Nevertheless, it is important to
underline Bock, Isermann and Knieper’s (2011, p.
272) strong belief in contextual analysis. They
argue that the media-generated visual material,
appropriate for content analysis, always has to
be contextualized. They also claim that both the
context of production and the context of
6

reception should be considered when
conducting visual content analysis.
In the process of image communication
(Bock, Isermann & Knieper, 2011, pp. 265-282),
the context of production is related to the actual
production of an image, that is, to the process of
taking a picture by a photographer (see also
Barrett, 1985). At this stage, there is no editing in
a newsroom. The photographer, named as “the
originator of the picture” (Bock, Isermann &
Knieper, 2011, pp. 265-282), decides on the
context of production by their choice of frame
type, light source, exposition, technical
parameters, and so on. These decisions are
influenced by the photographer’s individual
preferences (Brennen, 2010) and technical skills,
as well as by the media socialization, formed by
certain established visual standards and forms
of viewing, both related to the meaning and the
possibility of selling the image (Bock, Isermann
& Knieper, 2011, p. 278). The contextualizing and
editing of the photograph by the media outlet
occurs at the next step of the image
communication process – in the media context,
additionally characterized by Bock, Isermann
and Knieper as a place of publication of a
photograph with audio or textual elements,
within a specific layout. In their study, the term
media context covers three types of
photographic context, separated for the purpose
of this article as follows: (i) context of
production, (ii) context of a medium and (iii)
page context.

Context of a medium
Journalistic photographs appear to the
viewer through particular media, which can be
traditional and online editions of newspapers
and magazines, information portals and vortals,
and, sometimes, television. Photographs can be
also displayed in a museum, a book collection of
photographs, at a photography festival, or a
contest. Each of these media and places provide
different, socially and culturally determined
contexts for the perception of photographs.
What is more, Becker (1995) claims that the
perception of a picture has a contextual nature,
and that the context is always available, because
even “if we think that there is no context, that
only means that the maker of the work has
cleverly taken advantage of our willingness to
provide the context for ourselves” (Becker, 1995,
p. 88). By this claim, Becker refers to an artwork
in a museum, but emphasizes that a similar
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practice concerns photographs that museums
now frequently display. However, when
interpreting journalistic photographs, viewers
concentrate on the content of an image, rather
than on trying to provide an appropriate context,
if no context is available. The results of Westman
and Laine-Hernandez’s (2008) study on image
categorization show that participants were more
eager to describe objects, people and events
framed in photographs, when the context was
removed from the studied visuals.
The fact that reception of an image is
usually determined by a medium can be
illustrated by the example of Robert Doisneau’s
1958 photograph At the Café (referred by Barrett,
1985). The photograph shows a young woman
and a middle-aged man drinking wine in a café.
This image was initially published in Le Point as
a part of an essay on Paris cafés, and later
appeared in a brochure concerning alcohol
abuse. The third medium was a French scandal
sheet, which published the photograph with the
caption Prostitution in the Champs-Elysées.
Sometime later, Doisneau’s photograph hung in
the photography galleries of the Museum of
Modern Art in New York and was published in
one of the Museum’s photo albums. Doisneau’s
photograph was interpreted according to the
context of a medium through which viewers
received it, or to be more accurate: the medium
in which Doisneau’s photograph appeared to
viewers, determined the page context, which in
consequence, provided a particular reading.
Hence, the type (magazine, newspaper) and title
(opinion/afternoon paper, its political and
sociocultural orientation, etc.) of a medium does
not form a context for journalistic photograph.
Instead, the medium type and title determine
the textual and visual surrounding of a
photograph, that is, the page context.
Barthes ([1967] 1977, p. 15) uses the term
“channel of transmission”, by which he means
both the medium and the page context. He
describes the channel of transmission as the
newspaper, its type, title and layout (the medium
context), and the photograph with its textual
surrounding, such as a caption, title, headline or
article (the page context). However, Barthes
([1967] 1977) further concentrates mainly on the
page context, which I refer to below.

Page context
According to Barthes ([1967] 1977) the
photograph is a structure, not isolated, but in

communication with another structure – text,
that is, a title, a caption or an article, which
accompanies an image. Barthes ([1967] 1977)
argues that each journalistic photograph should
be interpreted within its context. However, he
suggests first analysing each structure
separately, the photograph and the text, and
then identifying the relationships between them.
Barthes’ structural approach is too linguistically
oriented, as he only concentrates on the textual
context, and entirely ignores the visual context
of a journalistic photograph, that is other images
(which are equally important for the contextual
interpretation of images). In contrast, Zelizer
(2005) points out not only the textual, but also
the visual context of journalistic photographs.
First of all, she emphasizes the importance of
the selection and presentation of photographs
in the press. She argues that the ways in which
photographs appear on a page, determine their
relationship to news stories and other texts and
pictures adjacent to them. Zelizer (2005) does
not explicitly define the context of a journalistic
photograph, instead, she identifies a variety of
ways in which photographs appear in the press:
either as a cover photo, or inside the newspaper
or magazine; displayed individually, or
contextualized by news-texts, or grouped as a
part of a larger photographic display on a similar
subject. Zelizer (2005) further explains that some
photographs communicate the news mainly
through their content, whereas there are others
that need much more text (a caption, title or
article) to explicitly pass visual information.

Caption
Although Berger (1971, p. ii) reminds us
about the belief that a good photograph does
not require a caption, Seppänen (2006, pp. 20-21)
observes that the contemporary press almost
never publishes a photograph without one, while
Garncarek (2005) points out that captions control
our perception of images. Nevertheless, it is very
rare that a photograph is completely explicit
visually. For some journalistic images it might
not be possible to determine the visual message
if the viewers are not already familiar with the
information captured in the picture. Even iconic
photographs, reproduced repeatedly in different
media, initially had to appear in some context.
Sontag ([1978] 2008, pp. 105-107) claims that each
photograph is just a piece of reality and thus
requires a context for interpretation. However,
she points out that some museum curators
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remove captions in order to transform
journalistic pictures into art. Becker (1995)
stresses that photographs are cultural objects,
similar to paintings and sculptures, and thus,
they need a context to obtain any meaning.
Paintings and sculptures receive their meaning
from the museum’s labels as well as from the
social context, that is, discussions about them
and the subject that they show. Similarly,
photographs are interpreted within the context
of the presentation in a museum, a book or a
newspaper.
In the case study about images in W. G.
Sebald’s work, Chaplin (2006) discusses the role
of the caption from a broader social science
perspective. Her perspective can also be applied
to journalistic photographs. Chaplin refers, for
instance, to studies on captioning by Roland
Barthes (in the early 1960s) and Stuart Hall (in
1973) who used the instance of a photograph in a
newspaper article. She points out that the
convention of captioning is a cultural
instrument, and members of a particular culture
can decide whether to use it or not. Chaplin
(2006) also claims that images are polysemic and
the caption provides just one possible meaning
of the visual content. Furthermore she explains
that “the purpose of captioning is to direct
viewer’s attention to specific parts of the
photographic
image
and
to
specific
interpretations, while playing down the
polysemic character of the image” (Chaplin,
2006, p. 50). In other words, captions as a part of
a photographic context help in reading
photographs, but also in limiting the possibility
of multilevel visual interpretation. Hence, even if
photojournalists send in captions, they are often
edited by image brokers (this kind of practice is
described by Gürsel, 2012) or photo editors
(Freeman, 2011).
Furthermore, captions have a strong
influence on the reception process of
journalistic images, as the findings of one of the
pilot studies, conducted by Müller, Kappas and
Olk (2012), indicate. In this pilot study,
journalistic photographs were paired with
captions suggesting a particular reading of a
photograph, or left without any caption. The
result was that the captions can change the
meaning of the basic emotions represented
visually in journalistic photographs, for instance,
from happiness to sadness. Similarly, a study on
magazine image categorization, by Westman and
Laine-Hernandez (2008), showed that the
inclusion or exclusion of the page context
8

affected the interpretation of photographs, and,
consequently, the process of attributing
categories to particular images. However, it is
important to mention that, in Westman and
Laine-Hernandez’s (2008) study, not all of the
study participants used the context fully. Some
of them read only parts of the articles or
captions, or looked at other photographs on the
page. There were also participants who claimed
that without the context they would not have
been able to interpret the images. The main
reason for looking at the page context was to
collect more information about the subject
framed, and about the motivation for taking the
photograph and displaying it in the press.

Content instead of context: the intertextual
approach
In this study, I do not claim that context is
unimportant in the reception process of
journalistic images. On the contrary, I admit that
context guides the reception, and thus, the
interpretation of journalistic photographs.
However, I also suggest removing journalistic
photographs
from
their
contexts
and
interpreting them without any textual and visual
surrounding, with an exception of a caption. As
an approach to such interpretation, I propose
intertextuality that may add new semantic layers
to
photography
interpretation
process.
Intertextuality, introduced below, is mainly
intended as a tool for visual education and as an
option for other than traditional contextual
interpretation of journalistic images.
Many scholars who insist on the contextual
interpretation of journalistic photographs may
be concerned about the unpredictable and
undirected outcomes of other methods of
interpretation. They may even wonder if the
results of such decontextualized interpretations
would be credible and whether it is possible to
interpret
journalistic
photographs
independently of their context. In this study, I
neither deny the role of context in journalistic
photography reception, nor claim that a
decontextualized interpretation will provide
more valuable results. However, I do contend
that a method of interpretation which removes
journalistic photographs from their context and
relies on viewer’s experience of an image is
likely to offer more interesting and surprising
outcomes. I suggest that decontextualized
interpretation of journalistic photographs can be
especially valuable in teaching visual literacy,
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because it opens up various possibilities for
interacting with images in the interpretation
process.
Van Leeuwen and Jewitt (2004) believe that
the interpretation of images does not require
any reference to either the spoken word or
written text. Moreover, they claim that some
photographs are “self-sufficient,” created to fit
into various contexts, as in the case of “classic
photojournalism” (they refer to Cartier-Bresson’s
photography, but iconic photographs can be also
included here). In a similar vein, Broomberg and
Chanarin (2008) point out that “in the tradition
of the World Press Photo awards, a photograph
that relies on its caption to create meaning is
impotent.” However, they also argue that some
photographs need at least a caption or other
images (if they are a part of a photo story 2) to
communicate meaning. Scott (as cited in
Garncarek, 1999) provides an extended typology,
in which he indicates that the photographic
caption may function as (i) a destination, which
explains and synthesizes the image, (ii) a point
of departure, which only gives a hint for the
viewer’s perception, and (iii) a parallel but
displaced commentary, which does not often
have much in common with the photograph
itself. From the point of the intertextual
interpretation of photographs, the most
desirable is the second type, but this type
appears more frequently with art photographs
than with journalistic images.
Henri Cartier-Bresson, one of the most
influential photographers of his generation,
claims that the only caption which the good
photograph needs is information about where
and when the image was taken; that the
questions who?, what?, and why? should already
be included in the picture’s theme, and that the
question how? is completely unnecessary for the
caption of a good photograph (Freeman, 2011).
Indeed, a well-written caption ought to contain
only information which is impossible to present
visually, leaving the rest to the viewers’ visual
competence and imagination. In a similar vein,
Garncarek (1999) argues that captions often
conceal what has really happened in a picture
and that they try to dissuade the viewer from
2

The term photo story is used here in the way that Broomberg and
Chanarin (2008) refer to the World Press Photo competition, which
divides each of the thematic categories into single photographs and
stories (WPP, 2016). However, there are other terms applied in the
literature to name a series of photographs, such as a photo reportage
(Kazimierz Wolny-Zmorzyński, 2011; Kędra, 2016), photo essay
(Freeman, 2011), or feature (Newton, 2001).

any doubts, and from further consideration of
meaning.
Chaplin (2006) goes even further by arguing
that a photograph with a caption loses its visual
ambiguity as a result of written clarity. Readers
perceive captioned images as a convention, so
they interpret pictures with the help of textual
statements. Chaplin’s claims on the convention
of captioning in literature and social sciences
can be applied to journalistic photographs to
certain extent. The caption provides readers with
only one possible meaning whereas many
journalistic photographs are visually polysemic,
and can be as well interpreted without a context,
especially for the purpose of visual education.
Chaplin observes that captions create certain
relationships between the photograph, text and
layout. Hence, she argues that the consequences
of dropping captions are enormous, influencing
the interpretation and the reader’s engagement
with the text. This means that omitting the
caption, or even the entire context, requires
much more effort from the reader to assign
meaning to an image. The question is whether or
not readers are capable of overcoming this kind
of challenge. The answer is that not all of them
are, because reading images without a context is
difficult and requires visual literacy, or at least
some experience in the craft. This claim can be
illustrated by one of the results of an experiment
conducted with university undergraduate
students (n=40) of the course Media Analysis and
Criticism. Students, without much previous
experience in visual analysis, were asked to
interpret a journalistic photograph (see Figure 1),
using a guideline sheet provided. The guideline
comprised of a photo caption and eight
questions, including the following one: “Does the
photograph remind you of some other images,
art, film, other cultural artefacts, religion
believes,
or
your
own
experiences?”
Interestingly, 15 students (37,5%) were not able
to point out any references, even though they
answered to other questions in the guideline
sheet without difficulties.
A photograph, like any other cultural object,
is a palette of intertextual connotations to
previous texts (Burgin, 1982, p. 144), and thus its
meaning depends on the viewer’s ability to
recognize certain allusions and conventions
(Allen, 2004). Sontag ([1978] 2008, p. 106) points
out that many photographs refer us to other
images, and to life, as they are images
themselves. Thus, the concept of intertextuality
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is understood here as “the accumulation and
generation of meaning across texts where all
meanings depend on other meanings generated
and/or deployed in alternative contexts”
(Barker, 2004, p. 101). Rose (2012), while
describing the method of visual discourse
analysis, indicates that intertextuality is
important to understand discourse, due to the
diversity of forms through which the discourse
could be articulated. For instance, if art is a
discourse, it could be articulated through visual
and verbal images, as well as through particular
practices. The main feature of intertextuality is
that the meaning of each picture depends not
only on this picture, but also on the pallet of
references to other visual and textual
representations (Rose, 2012, p. 191). Zarzycka and
Kleppe (2013) mention intertextuality when
describing recognisability, one of the four
features of photographic tropes, which they later
use in the analysis of images of war and disaster
awarded in the World Press Photo contest in the
years 2009-11. They claim that photographs gain
recognition and thus become widely circulated
due to the intertextual connections with the
western visual and verbal culture of
photographic tropes that they contain (Zarzycka
& Kleppe, 2013, p. 981). Due to this tendency,
iconic
photographs
undergo
intertextual
interpretation more easily than ordinary
journalistic photographs.

Figure 1: At the Dandora Dump, April 3, 2012, Nairobi, Kenya: “A
woman sits on bags of waste she has salvaged, at the
Dandora municipal dump, outside Nairobi, Kenya. She said
that she enjoys looking at books, even industrial catalogues,
as a break from picking up garbage” 3

3

(World Press Photo, “At the Dandora Dump,” accessed October 5,
2015,
http://www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo/2013/
contemporary-issues/micah-albert). World Press Photo 2012: 1st prize
singles, Contemporary Issues. Copyright 2012 by Micah Albert.
Reprinted with permission.
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Intertextual interpretation is a neverending, constant learning process, which lacks
any methodological guidelines. This means that
the viewer should train their visual perception in
order to advance their visual literacy skills, and
they should be able to provide some explanation
of their choice of proposed connections, instead
of only enumerating them. The only suggestion
about the intertextual interpretation of
journalistic photographs can be the main rule of
the intertextual approach, which reads: “No text
has meaning alone. All texts have meaning in
relation to other texts” (Allen, 2004, from the
cover), and then this: “Reading thus becomes a
process of moving between texts” (Allen, 2004, p.
1). All these apply equally to journalistic images
if we agree to consider journalistic photographs
not only as news items, but as images that
demand interpretation.

Conclusion
In this article I evaluated the concept of
context and its role in the interpretation of
journalistic images. I proposed to interpret
journalistic photographs without context, but I
do not claim that they can exist without it. Some
photographs can lose their meaning, that is,
information they depict, when context is entirely
removed. However, marginalizing context in the
interpretation of journalistic photographs
should not be perceived as a violation towards
tradition of photojournalism. Likewise, many
scholars have argued that context is necessary
to distinguish journalistic photographs from
other images, but it may not necessarily play a
central role in the interpretation process (Van
Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2004). Even though some
photographs appear without any page context,
or the page context is limited only to the
caption, they are still perceived as journalistic
photographs, and even become iconic
photographs. Journalistic images, displayed at
festivals or in museums, and often completely
removed from their previous context, still aim to
convey visual information (Newton, 2001). What
is more, they continue to be perceived as
journalistic photographs. However, it might be
the case that the information they convey differs
from the initial information conveyed, as, for
instance, in the case of Robert Doisneau’s
photograph.
The literature has concentrated on the
photographic context, trying to prove that the
interpretation of journalistic photographs is
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impossible without considering the context
(Becker, 1995; Bock, Isermann & Knieper, 2011;
Westman & Laine-Hernandez, 2008). On the
other hand, Müller, Kappas and Olk (2012, p. 322)
point out that while pictures move easily
between various media, their meaning does not
always follow the same path. Instead, the initial
meaning interrelates with the viewer’s individual
ability to create meaning in various cultural and
reception contexts. Hence, the interpretation of
journalistic photographs should not only draw
on the photographic context (that is, the context
of production, the medium or page context),
since reading photographs without it, offers the
viewer freedom to attribute various meanings to
images, and thus provide deeper understanding
of the visual. As Azoulay (2008) claims,
photographs are the attestation of the event.
Hence, in order to reconstruct the event, they
require more than just the identification of the
subject framed. The viewer is asked to watch the
photograph instead of looking at it (Azoulay,

2008, p. 14). Watching a photograph is not an
easy task, as it requires a method or at least
some guidelines. This article has suggested
intertextuality as an approach to photography
interpretation.
However,
intertextual
interpretation demands visual literacy, and thus,
further studies should explore how to educate
visually literate viewers.
The critical view of the concept of the
photographic context will probably not please
many scholars in visual methodologies and
journalism studies. However, even Rose (2012), a
follower of contextual analysis, argues that
images should not be completely reduced to
their context as they have their own effects
(Rose, 2012, pp. 16-17). Hence, without intending
to remove journalistic photographs from the
press, this study will, hopefully, initiate a
discussion about new or alternative approaches
to journalistic photography interpretation (for
example, intertextuality) in the times of constant
flow of images.
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Chronicle from Hell:
An Analysis of Wayne Douglas Barlowe’s Concept Art
Tomi S. Melka*
Abstract
Inferno: the name itself is premonitory and sinister enough to recognize the realm we are about to
tread in. One of the works of W. D. Barlowe bears such title. The skill and insight in conceiving,
illustrating and charting the abode of the infamous has produced a visual masterpiece.
The drawings – overall appealing and intelligent in detail, coloring, and perception; earnest and
haunting in handling the portraits and backgrounds; with many bizarrely and intriguingly fantastic twist
– often accrue to high-resolution prints, making us question if the author indeed braced himself, visited
the place and took pictures there over a long week. The result, being most of the time an unadulterated
hell.
The author of Inferno and of the companion Brushfire follows a tradition of other known
prototypes in mythology, art, philosophy or literature, such as Duat / Ammit in the pharaonic Egypt; the
Jewish Sheol / Ge-Hinnom; the Old Greek Hades / Tartarus; the Roman Infernus / Avernus; Xibalbá of
ancient K’iche Mayas; the Norse Niflheim; Dante Alighieri; Hieronymus Bosch; John Milton; Emanuel
Swedenborg; William Blake; John Martin; Gustav Doré… Each mentioned example set a model in their
time, some echoing over centuries more than the others.
This paper focuses on the analysis and interpretation of W. D. Barlowe’s visuals, creativity and
communicative strength. Heuristic samples from other areas of art, history and culture or from other
geographies remind us that his renderings – metaphorical, imaginative and most unique, eventually –
cannot be secluded from the age-old blights of power abuse, ego inflation and lack of empathy, sadomasochism and moral corruption.
Rich in pigments, shapes, symbols, psychology and sharp conciseness, the visuals earn Wayne D.
Barlowe the status of an accomplished artist able to strike a raw nerve and fascinate at the same time.
Keywords: damnation, evil, major and minor demons, Hell, lost souls, Lucifer, vast architecture,
visual art

1. Introduction
More than one person would think that W.
D. Barlowe (1998, 2001; cf. 2017), after creating a
portal, took the journey to the Netherworld.1
Further observers and scholars would almost
certainly reassure many readers that he doesn’t
stand alone in this endeavor: there are given
antecedents and stand ins from different
cultures, mythologies and eras. Self-styled
sightseers have repeated the act either in the
past or in more recent times, with some
1

The artist-traveler visited other “worlds” before, see Barlowe’s Guide
to Extraterrestrials (1987 [1979]); the companion volume Guide to
Fantasy (1996); Expedition: Being an Account in Words and Artwork of
the 2358 A.D. Voyage of Darwin IV (1990); or many of creatures’ drawings
in Avatar (IMDb, 2009), see Wolff (2010).

increasing the hellish play to more “dangerous”
and sensory levels than the others.
Fantastic, metaphoric and comic forays into
that expanse are not missing (cf. Swedenborg,
1946 [1758]; R. Palasco Drant in Hell-up-to-Date,
Young, 1894; Spare, 1905; Allen Carpentier and
Benito of Niven and Pournelle, 1976; IMDb, 1980;
2000; 2010; the fantasy novel To Reign in Hell of
Steven Brust, 2000 [1984]; Wilhelm Reich in
Wilson, 1987; Satan and assorted characters in
the BBC radio comedy Old Harry’s Game, 19952012; Fry, Bender and Leela in Futurama’s “Hell is
other Robots,” 1999; Jimbo in Gary Panter, 2006;
the newly devised Dante of Seymour Chwast,
2010; Robert Langdon in Brown, 2013). Rhymes
were sung earlier to it, e.g. Highway to Hell
(AC/DC, 1979, in MusicBrainz, 2014), while the

* Tomi S. Melka – Independent researcher, Las Palmas de G.C., Spain. The greater part of the paper was written during
2010-2012, while the author was affiliated with Parkland College, Champaign, IL, USA.
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extreme metal band Infernäl Mäjesty did it later
(EM, 2015a). Other musicians as Two Steps from
Hell (TSfH, 2014) or Infernö, calling from Øslo,
Norway (EM, 2015b), felt the need to integrate
the “H” or “I”-word in the title. Furthermore, lots
of tourists went to Terra Mítica, a theme park
located in Benidorm (Alicante, Spain) – where
the celebrated entertainment attraction is a
roller coaster called Inferno – in search of
excitement and high dosages of induced fear.
Heracles,
Theseus
and
Pirithoüs,
Orpheus, Odysseus, Aeneas accompanied by
the Sibyl, or Dante along with poet Virgil are
listed among the distinguished visitors of the
underworld (Alighieri, 1890 [1472]; Hamilton, 1979
[1940]). What these ancient or medieval people
witness is neither petty annoyance, nor the
hallmark of a democratic society. I doubt that
they were thrilled with the scenes: with the
banished scoundrels, despots and tramplers of
every possible kind, with shadows lurking in
almost every corner, with unwholesome
exhalations, meadows occasionally thick with
asphodel, howling winds, rivers of molten rock,
blood and tear streams, assumed pitch, fire, ash
and ice, the subdued sky-light or the
architectural showpieces. Rightly so, since the
vicissitude and unbearable experience made
Dante Alighieri (1890 [1472]) coin the famed
«Abandon all hope, ye who enter here!» in Canto
3. Evidence shows that after some time – most of
the travelers left one way or another, looking for
safety or redemption and willing to join the light
and the living. In the heat of the moment, no
wonder Mr. Barlowe did the same. However,
regardless of the ill-omened surroundings and
other demonic displeasures, the New Yorker
artist returned with an exceptional eagerness
and talent to share his experiences and
testimonies.
This essay examines the art concept of
Barlowe
about
hell-related
structures,
landscapes and denizens, the haunting features
that instill many of the major and minor demons
as well as the miserable existence of the
wretched souls. Philosophical, theological or
ethical discussions about Hell, the wide variety
of its forms, the ontological classification and
power structure, entrance location and/or exit,
bipartite division of the angelical realm as per
the medieval Christian orthodoxy vs. the ritual
magic, are not fully pursued. In this sense, one
may refer to Biblical or non-Biblical authorities
whose writings blend mainstream and original
research in a meaningful way (cf. Bodin, 1580;
16

Carus, 2002 [1900]; Kent, 1908b; Borges, 2007
[1932]; Hughes, 1968; Walls, 1992; Burton Russell,
1992; Bernstein, 1993; Kvanvig, 1993; Turner, 1993;
Motyer, 1996; Boudet, 2003).
After perusing the folios, in what appears to
be a gallimaufry of hellish celebrities, over-sized
freaks and of less glamorous underlings – all
amid stunning visuals and architecture –, a
highly structured establishment is spotted.
Barlowe himself recognizes that hierarchy and
vast spaces owe to the Miltonic model in
Paradise Lost (cf. T. S. Eliot in Dyson and
Lovelock, 1989 [1973] :81; Harvey, 2010). In a
parallel fashion, the representation of Hell as a
cartographic region, i.e. cities, avenues, outposts,
roads, strongholds, milestones, lava-rivers and
volcanically active fields, &c, derives from
Dante’s Divine Comedy (Wolff, 2010). Description
and exegesis of the hierarchy of evil2 or parts of
it have been rendered over time by several
traditions and authors of mixed persuasions (cf.
de Spina, 1494 [1485]; Weyer in Peterson, 2000
[1563]; Binsfeld, 1591 [1589] in Burns, 2003 :33-34).
Other authors concerned with Lucifer, the six
Arch-demons and their armies refer to Ars Goetia
[Art of Witchcraft] – the first section of The Lesser
Key of Solomon – (Crowley, 1997 [1995, 1904]; cf.
Barrett, 1801; Collin de Plancy, 1863 [1818]; Kent,
1908a; Davidson, 1994; Boudet, 2003).
Interlude 1: Barlowe (2001) managed to
“take a picture” from the “torture plateau” and
“scrap-yard” of Inferno: The Soul Puppeteers.
These gathered in flocks tree-like monsters are
said to be the destroyers and corrupters of the
souls, though in the words of who beg to imagine
a little more they also are “shapers” and
“recyclers”, mainly catering to the architects and
particular dignitaries of Helliverse with building
blocks and whatnot.
For a high-quality image, refer to the online
source, trf.com (2017)

2

The term “evil” is expediently used across the article in the sense of
someone or something that produces unhappiness or calamity. In
popular speak, it often connotes “wicked,” “mischievous,”
“unfortunate,” “disagreeable.” Instead, attention is given however to
the fact that: «Few beings are self-admittedly evil, and it is very difficult
to imagine an objectively evil being. In some fantasy settings, “evil” is
used to describe a completely self-interested entity, genuinely
unconcerned with the well-being of others» (Breault, 1989 :46; Stanley,
2003: 8).
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2. Barlowe-esque Hell: Description
As mentioned earlier, Hell has been
explored and commented by many writers,
artists, historians of religion, eschatologists,
aesthetes, anthropologists and philosophers on
a quite regular basis. In the traditionalist
theological sense of the word, it is an
undemocratic, abject and fiery place set
anywhere «in the dark abysses of the earth»,
serving as Heaven’s counter-point and
abomination (W. Kent, 1908b). Wrongdoers and
sinners receive over there punishment for their
former life-style and deeds. Elements such as
dark chthonic deities, telluric currents, chasms,
cavernous passages, subterranean rivers,
hollows, tunnels, chambers and labyrinths,
basements, catacombs, cellars, deep wells,
shafts, burial crypts, have constantly held a
powerful sway over people’s conscious and
subconscious, no matter how related to the
notion of under-ground. In providing a very
different environment from the above-ground
world, underground structures (e.g. caves) offer
very different bodily and sensory experiences for
those who enter (Whitehouse, 2016 :175) for the
first-time, as visitors. One is aware that light has
natural or artificial difficulties in reaching these
realms, and as long as it makes it there, it finds
the darkness waiting for. In analyzing «color
black» as sensed and understood by the
Ndembu people, Turner (1967) points out: «It is
possible that black which… often means “death,”
“a fainting fit,” “sleep,” or “darkness,” primarily
represents falling into unconsciousness, the
experience of a “black-out”». Subconscious is
decidedly a strong actor in a man’s lifetime,
neither to be neglected, nor to be poked at. I
believe Hell may stand for another allegory in
the vast and complex symbology for the
“dangerous” and uncontrollable facet of human
psyche.
By convention, Inferno is governed by
Lucifer – the one with many names – and the six
members of the Conclave, plus other formally
affiliated demons. These authorities keep their
despotic and predatory desires over a
population of countless souls who suffer
continually torments of various kinds, as well as
a “softer” rule over a minority couched in Limbo
and wallowing in suspense and/or atonement.
Rumors have it that Lucifer and his taskmaster
Beelzebub are the biggest employers and
purveyors of iniquity and savagery. Other major
demons, such as Lucifuge Rofocale, Astaroth,
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Abbadon, Asmodeus or Belial are listed as fulltime militants and instructors in the arts of
wickedness and punishment, whereas minor
demons stand for petty officers, taking orders
from above and carrying them out. Not that they
are less professional and useful; it just happens
– in line with their earlier ranking in Heaven –
that they are the “part-time” officers deprived of
the right of veto in any major decision taken in
Hell’s theatre. Further down, the inventory
includes the masses of condemned souls, the
raw material for everything in there: from
battered slaves, to foot soldiers, to sicklylooking puppets, up to torturing material.
Hierarchy must be strictly and militarily enforced
for the common evil sounds like a key tenet in
Hell’s philosophy.
Such premises and the organization of
Inferno 3 reflect the aftermath of the Angelical
War (Kent, 1908b; Auffarth & Stuckenbruck,
2004), as well as the corrupt ways of certain
individuals and human groups or the violation
and repudiation of God’s kingdom on Earth.
Albeit, whether in the Christian biblical canon, in
Dante’s moralizing and satirical opus (1890
[1472]), in Hieronymus Bosch’s paintings, in the
section Hell of the devotional polyptich “Earthly
Vanity and Divine Salvation” (c.1485) of Hans
Memling (HMO, 2017); in Wilhelm Reich’s Hell
(Wilson, 1987); in the lyrics of the single “Hell”
(SNZ, 2017 [1996]); in “Robot Hell” (Futurama,
1999); or in the animated Dante’s Inferno (IMDb,
2010), if anything is lightening the burden and
“soothing” the bruised egos, that seems to be
the introspection and the quirk of artists and
writers. It is one thing to say that Hell is the
place of the damned, and to record high-profile
demons like Beelzebub, Abaddon, Belial, Lilith,
Amon, Moloch or the firebrand Lucifer himself,
and quite another thing to convey with artistry
the post-Fall drama occurring there.
The two volumes are conceptualized as
some sort of “photographic guides”, in particular
Brushfire (2001), where arranged paintings and
sketches display all manner of figures, symbols,
structures, barren and violated landscapes. The
captions supplied to the pictures reveal more
details so that viewer and reader are better
informed of their contents.

3

Consider that: «The emergence of the Christian concept of Hell builds
on earlier ideas and, over the centuries, writers, thinkers and
theologians have built up an impressive picture of an imagined land»
(W. Kent, 1908b).
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The combined technique of pictures and
text favors the constitution of a paired
relationship, each of them serving as reciprocal
catalyzing agents (cf. McCloud, 1993). Inferno has
a more expansive take on Hell, including grisly
demons, impure souls, locations and “outdoors”
scenes. Brushfire concentrates on the levels of
hierarchy and loyalty, tackled through
“photographic sessions” of some demonic icons
or of other peculiar monstrous beasts. In other
words, Inferno is of a more “outgoing” style,
whereas
Brushfire
appears
to
be
a
complementary sequel gravitating toward
“personal” themes and “meditative” subjects.

3. Analysis and Discussion
This essay finds footing in more ways than
one in the assertion of Norman Bryson:
«Painting is an art made not only of pigments on
a surface, but signs in semantic space» (see
Murray, 2003 :54). I can’t help but feel that if the
British historian of art and visual culture hadn’t
granted it, another scholar would have coined a
highly similar statement, especially after sharing
W. D. Barlowe’s (1998, 2001) ambitious and
otherworldly visions. The reading of the
«semantic space» and of the applied «signs» –
i.e. the multi-layered elements and multicultural codes) – are necessary to search out the
cause, meaning and the consequences of Hell’s
“existence”, be it in the oeuvre of Barlowe, or in
the wider scholarly and popular base.
In addition, since the analysis and
evaluation of visual art is generally based on the
sense of sight, one could also fairly engage the
other senses, mainly, the tactile, auditory and
olfactory ones in order to be immersive not only
in Barlowe’s material creations, but somehow
also in his mind (cf. Boshoff, 1997; Halsall, 2004;
Howes, 2005). Given the uninviting terrain and
the complex entities to be explored, the
specified task – however demanding – is
performed through plausible imagination and
cross-references.
The combination of the semiotic approach
and the inter-sensory mode (to a lesser degree)
is deemed essential for any interpretative
viability in this study.
3.1 Demonization
Casual viewers may be upset with the
visceral style of the artist, with the used
pigments, body configurations and tissue details
18

of the demons and sinners alike. Several demons
give the impression of being so real that on
being touched or burrowed through skin surface
they release sulfurous odors, or taint the unwary
with anthrax or black smallpox. This becomes
quite evident when we look at the illustrations of
Gustave Doré in Dante’s Divine Comedy (1890
[1472]). Doré’s are characterized by «an eclectic
mix of Michelangelesque nudes, northern
traditions of sublime landscape and elements of
popular culture» (see Audeh, 2017), in
contradistinction to the dark and jarring images
of Barlowe, especially to those of (1998). His style
and the choice of subjects triggers raw terror at
times, whilst other times they convey weirdness
and catalepsy (the word used as in state of
insensibility with body rigidity), all quite justified
as the author is dealing with stuff of nightmares.
In most of Barlowe’s paintings (2001) the
demons are regularly embedded in a three
dimensional plane. Apparently, once the author
infiltrated the realm with a corresponding
prophylactic cover,4 he did well in convincing
many of the infamous to schedule a photo-shoot
in the midst of an eerily privacy. Thus, with
demons’ infernal obligations in abeyance, a
sense of tranquility, emotional restraint and of
lesser malevolence is perceived (see e.g. closeups of Sargatanas, Faraii, Eligor, or Agares). The
portraiture feature all too often translates into a
touch of fixed and stolid statuary. The premise
suggests that in drawing in the attention of the
audience via individual portraits, Barlowe
appears to aim for an Illustrated Guide to Hellbook type. In this vein, his artwork negatively
correlates with earlier drawings that describe or
vilify the top infernal entity: Devil himself (Figure
1a, b) or other dignitaries and minions of him.
While hell-bent on tempting, deceiving and
destroying humankind with equal trickery and
malice, 5 the Arch-demon would occasionally
appear by today’s standards as an anxious
“scarecrow,” while other times he may qualify as
a second-rate buffoon beaten with an ugly stick.6
Prolonged “beating” would have caused the onetime Angel of Light to adopt an obnoxious
behavior as well as a disgusting taste in clothing,
4

The “cover” appears to be Sargatanas, a Noble Demon, who occupies
center stage in Barlowe’s works and serves as an escort during his walk
in Inferno.
5

«In Christian theology the devil’s main task is that of tempting man to
reject the way of life and redemption and to accept the way of death
and destruction» (see Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc. 1993 [1768-1771]).
6

Comparison owes to one of the sarcastic quips in Austin Powers:
International Man of Mystery (IMDb, 1997).
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hairdo and be ridden with many personal
hygiene issues. Upon which point, facts should
be pursued or get indoctrinated, being the last
option ill-serving to rational scholarship.
Cultural stereotypes have existed through
centuries, and even today many prefer thinking
that attractive humans must be intrinsically
decent, while the ugly-looking should still be
typically bad and fit for squalor. Notions of
beauty and ugliness are certainly determined by
cultural, individual and time-related factors.
Numerous examples are given in Nina
Athanassouglu-Kallmyer (2003 [1996]: 281-295),
Nancy L. Etcoff (1999), and Umberto Eco (2007).
Specifically, as the religiously-driven medieval
draftsmen and painters were inclined to
disparage and use demonizing propaganda 7
toward God’s adversary, it is small wonder that
Devil is often compelled to don suspicious
“outfits,” had to sport horrible horns, claws, bat’s
wings, a bifurcated tongue, cloven feet, tacky
and unkempt hair styles, an occasional smart
goatee, and also engage in strange facial and
body gesticulations. Dell (2010 :32) has an
explanation for that:
«Since the Bible does not include any
physical description of demons, artists were
free to invent their own forms. This they did
with relish. Often demons appear as smaller
versions of Satan; invariably they are as ugly
as possible, a mish-mash of different
animals given an approximately human
shape».
This “mish-mash” clearly shows the
preconceived idea that «…departure from the
human body created in God’s image» (Ferguson,
1959 [1954]) borne negative and disquieting
connotations in the minds of many humans of
those times (cf. Harte, 2003).
Specific illustrations are seen, e.g. in the
right-hand panel of Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych
Garden of Earthly Delights (H-B.org, 2002-2014),
in the downtrodden Devil in Carlo Crivelli’s oil
painting St. Michael, c.1476 (NG, 2017), or
crosswise The Fall of the rebel Angels (1562; cf.
Figure 2) by Pieter Brueghel the Elder, inspired
beyond doubt from the fertile mind of Bosch (v.
supra). Claims on the “demonizing propaganda”
are supported by another piece of evidence. In

the Church of St Mary in Fairford, Gloucestershire
(England), «an extraordinary group of demons
arrayed on the north side» of the building take
pleasure in making a face and in exhibiting their
deformed and smudged shapes in the stained
glass (Brown, 2005 :7-8; St Mary’s PCC, 2010-2014;
Figure 3). By all accounts, one may say that
displayed grimaces and chimerical features of
the hellish entities are part of the demonization
process, accomplished through the «didactic use
of the windows» (Brown, 2005 :17). To less
“prejudiced” eyes, the demons may simply
personify what stands for evil and repulsive at
the level of the credo and personal vision of the
vitraillist Barnard Flower (1517) and coworkers
or at the level of the «local clerical advice» (cf.
Brown, 2005 :16).
Whether in Brueghel the Elder (1562), in the
Church of St Mary’s stained glass or in some of
F.W. Fairholt’s portfolio of drawings (Wright,
1865), one realizes that it was all down to
personal artistic preference to distort any
chosen demon, intensifying the negatives and
yielding eventually bizarre and monstrous
miscreants. On the other side, if Devil and
auxiliaries were indeed such dysfunctional,
grotesque and backwards characters, constantly
exposed to wardrobe “malfunctions,” to
ridiculous poses, myopia, cleanliness issues and
other flighty whims, they would presumably fail
to control themselves and they couldn’t have a
clear perspective around. Technically speaking,
how Lucifer, or any of his peers under those
premises could rule and institutionalize a harsh
and adequate order over that immense
bureaucratic expanse often known as Hell? The
pretentious style and the mediocre “makeup” of
early or late Middle Ages simply do not do
service to the true nature of Evil. While
repeatedly quoted for his diabolical schemes
and employed as an immoral protagonist in
many artistic plots or a religious story, Lucifer,
for sure, is far from being a useful idiot. Any
argument to endorse him as such or to show him
as a slovenly and counterproductive boss is
trumped: his greatest game ever is to prove to
humankind of what he is not.

7

One may think of it as a model of the psychological warfare. The
detail is wryly noted in BBC’s production Old Harry’s Game (1995-2012)
with its protagonist saying: «Everyone blames me for everything…
That’s the trouble with being Satan, people demonize you» (Season 3,
Episode 4, The Reasonably Fantastic Journey).
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Renaissance and early and middle Renaissance
engraving and painting. As for drawings (a) and
(b), suffice to say that from the perspective of
the 21st century, we are dealing with an elemental
publicity stunt in order to draw attention to this
evil-minded entity. Despite the “fair” intentions
and the manic details of pre-modern artists and
bookmakers, the parody may not be necessarily
at its best from to-day’s perspective; it may be
misinterpreted in cultural terms.

Figure 1: (a) Devil’s descent into Hell;
illumination from Queen Mary’s Psalter (14th
century), deposited at The British Library, MS
Royal 2 B, vii, folio 1v (see Encyclopædia
Britannica, Inc, 1993 [1768-1771]); courtesy of the
Trustees of © The British Library.

Figure 1: (b) Devil from Codex Gigas (13th
century; manuscript A 148) or the Devil’s Bible, at
the National Library in Stockholm (NLS, 2014;
photo courtesy of the © National Library of
Sweden. The tendency to exaggerate or distort
Devil’s portraiture appears canonically in pre20

Figure 2: The Fall of the rebel Angels (1562;
118.5 x 162.5 cm) by Pieter Brueghel the Elder
(c.1525-1569) is on display at Musées Royaux Des
Beaux-Arts, Brussels, Belgium (FAM, 2014).
Reprinted per the public domain image in
Wikipedia (2017). After «…Satan promise[d]
independence by a call to arms against rules and
order» of God (Carus, 2002 [1900] :472), myriads
of angels joined the “insurgence”, only to be met
and cast out by St. Michael and other heavenly
associates. Brueghel the Elder readily picks
sides, and not surprisingly the rebel band is
endowed with hideous and awkward anatomical
features. Odd fragments of fish, moles, rats,
frogs, insects and mollusks, moths, of all sorts of
reptiles, birds and furry mammals – surely held
in curiosity or in low esteem by the society in the
time of Brueghel –, when pieced together create
writhing and snarling hodgepodges, set in a
peculiar and fantastic downpour. In opposition,
the virtuous angels are given a nice and
luminous human shape, being well-dressed,
relaxed and quite dainty for that matter,
enhancing
their
good
standing
and
righteousness (a safe way to derive further
information on Bruegel the Elder’s painting, is
Meganck, 2014).
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Figure 3: This section from the most
complete set of mediaeval stained-glass
windows (c.1505-1515) is found in the Church of
St Mary in Fairford, Gloucestershire (England),
and is attributed to Barnard Flower, a Flemishborn glazier (cf. Brown, 2005 :5-6; © St. Mary’s
PCC, 2010-2014, reprinted by permission).
Although there is no direct evidence, the credit
to the Anglo-Netherlandish and his coworkers is
based on common stylistic features with other
glass-work of the period. For viewers eager to
get in on further inspection, CVMA (2010)
provides high-quality photographs of the entire
set.
Yet, despite the absence of the “demonizing
effect,” of Hell’s depiction as a giant brazier
beneath the Earth’s surface, or Satan’s
trivialization by words or images, there is a
realization that the underworld entities are not
rendered in a pleasing light. Quite the opposite:
W. D. Barlowe – while certainly having a gift for
anatomical descriptions – takes a somewhat
dispassionate, even a cold approach. He does
not profess sympathy for the tormentors or for
those who took a one-way ride to Hell, 8 rather
than paints them as a travelling «naturalist»
(Wolff, 2010) would “paint” and sort out specific
animals and their eco-habitat in still portraits.
Speaking of which, more than a century ago John
James Audobon (1827-1838) or Aloïs Zötl
(Reitinger, 2004) depicted birds and other
animals in quite a naturalistic, or in a surrealist
fashion. After all, a thinking person, balanced in
her/his mind and principles, will find it difficult
to shed enough positive light on Hell’s
dictatorial bias or to abide by the disturbing and
narcissistic saying “To each his own, to me the
most” (see also Zuckmayer, 1971 [1931]),
8

Bear in mind that in today’s psychological and moral evaluations
most sinners would fit as psychopaths and/or psychic vampires individuals who lack empathy, or persons who demand attention and
care, yet hardly or never reciprocate.
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ostensibly one of the driving mottos of Lucifer
and his close assistants. The saying derives from
the Latin phrase suum cuique, which ironically
also makes presence over the entrance of the
Nazi concentration camp of Buchenwald, near
Weimar (Germany): Jedem das Seine. We cannot
avoid thinking either that the Hell-based art has
served not seldom as a forewarning or deterrent,
in which humans tend to recognize continuous
atrocities taking place on the flesh, guts and
skins of the actual, or potential sinners.
3.2 Coloring and Ambiance
Coloring is another aspect worthy of
inspection in Barlowe (1998, 2001). Almost the
entire paintings are rendered in three or four
basic pigments: red, red-hot yellow, black (plus,
tones, e.g. livid bluish or grey) and sporadically,
pasty white. At which point, a foregone remark is
that the listed colors have been traditionally
used as metaphors to Hell-concerned audiences.
The arguments strike a chord with Philip Bell
(2004 [2001] :30) that «high sensory modality
image
uses
highly
saturated
colors
naturalistically» while «a low sensory modality»
means «an image is monochrome only». Quite
so, as happiness, i.e. paradise, bursts in tens of
colors and nuances to saturate and enliven the
sense of vision and the whole being (cf. Girard &
Mark Paris, 1994); whilst depression, agony and
anger (read, hell) are generally dull, toneless or
glowing, their pictorial status figuratively
expressed along the black and/or red color
spectrum, or via their respective shades
(Hughes, 1968).
In most of Barlowe’s drawings, the soil
appears in mixed hues of blackish or purpledark bluish, or pale grey-greenish, with the
solidified substance being perhaps the result of
an ancient, colossal mudslide. As a matter of
fact, it is a “mudslide” of souls, millions and
millions of them cascaded upon each other. This
soil frequently has a rugose, jagged, potholed,
fractured, or a ridged air, depending on the
region/s one happens to suffer: yet, its
cauterized appearance seems to be inevitable in
all places. Skies – most of the time, if not always
– look gloomy, dark or raging in flames, clear
indicators of despair or confrontation. Those
fuming skies evoke the basics from the painting
“Sorcerer” of Frank Frazetta (1928-2010), an
American
fantasy
and
SF
illustrator
(frankfrazetta.net, 2017).
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The deployed colors are not uncommon
practice among Hell connoisseurs and
ideologues, with Jeffrey Burton Russell (1992 :10)
offering a reasonable basis for the use:
«The red glow of hellfire together with the
red tint of land scorched by fire and with the
color of blood, led to the association of
Devil with the color red. Blackness and
darkness are always associated with evil, in
opposition to the whiteness and light
associated with good. This is true even in
black Africa. Blackness has an immense
range of negative and fearful associations:
death, the underworld, the void, blindness,
night stalked by robbers and ghosts.
Psychologically, it signifies the fearful, the
uncontrollable depths of subconscious. It is
also associated with depression, stupidity,
sin, despair, dirt, poison and plague».
Hence, the suitable colors for the
debauched and the former angels would be red
and jet black (plus, many of their tonalities).
The example of The Streets of Dis is quite to
the point of discussion (Interlude 2). Dis,
according to Barlowe (1998), is «Hell’s capital, a
teeming metropolis of many millions». The
assumption is that the whole sum of elements
gives an organic sensation to this sinister
painting. Whilst soul-driving, the demonguardians have an almost poker-face, i.e. an
austere look that Sherlock Holmes himself might
find somewhat puzzling. The mammoth-sized
beasts, stern-looking as they are, appear to a
certain extent as if consumed a shipment of
ultra-salty dried plums. Their furry and tanned
riders, apparently Magistrates or Administrators,
display by body language clear ferocity and
pompous arrogance. In turn, the tall and undernourished beast-drivers try to keep the pace of
the party, while the dragging souls appear in
every respect collapsed, ungainly, spoiled and
washy, bound by their sins and perhaps by
upper hypnotic powers. As if that wasn’t
sufficient, an arthropod-like priestly figure (see
the walking legs), clad in a reddish toga featuring
some magic symbols in the guise of connected
threads, marches ahead with self-confidence in
line with his ordered duty. A disembodied black
hand hangs weightless in front of the “priest,”
steering him along the way. A trampled carcass
down close is about to dilute with the soil, which
is free of any plant, even of the very common
groundsel - the weed of the waste ground. In the
meantime, a black, unreal pterodactyl-like
22

creature hovers in the leftward corner as if
looking for prey. The given examples, part of the
larger visual architecture of Hell, would imply
causative relationships in the mind of the
discerning reader / viewer.
Thus, the applied colors, the grotesque
appearance and the juxtaposition and contrast
of the participants let us know that “they” «are
up to no good» (Dell, 2010 :32). As depicted
characters
and
the
surroundings
look
consciously manipulated by the author, Bell’s
(2004 [2001] :27) statement is quite prescient,
«Images carry connotations and invite individual
reminiscence… an image can engage the viewer
in a fetishistic and compulsive urge to look again
and again».
Interlude 2: The Streets of Dis – capital of
Inferno in Barlowe (1998) – appear infested with
demons, acolytes, ruined and queasy souls,
critters and archiorganic structures alike. Recall
that the City of Dis corresponds in Dante
Alighieri’s The Divine Comedy with the 6th up to
the 9th circle of Hell, taking in the hyper-violent,
fraudsters, usurpers, traitors and other serious
offenders. In Virgil’s Aeneid, 9 Dis Pater [Father
Dis] is «the ruler of the under-world», a recurrent
icon of the ancient Roman mythology.
For a high-quality image, refer to the online
source Barlowe (2017), at https://waynebarlowe.
wordpress.com/artwork/hell/
Referring to another collation of Barlowe
(1995), it becomes clear that Inferno (1998) was
envisaged in former times. In “Avenue of Rituals”
(Barlowe, 1995) is shown an empty boulevard in
one of Inferno’s cities, perhaps one of the early
versions of Dis. Based on the applied colors the
setting is dismal and monotonic; cityscapes are
uninspiring, bound to emotionally emptied souls
who lack entertainment; the architecture is
chiefly “lethargic,” bar perhaps the low-rise with
the Mycenaean Lions Gate’s motif and the
towering, black, dog-like head structure that
blends some elements from Mount Olympus of
ancient Greek mythology (Hamilton, 1979 [1940]
:25-26) and Minas Tirith, the city-castle in J.R.R.
Tolkien’s (1954-1955) Middle-earth books. The
painting is covered by raging skies as if
forecasting the thunderstorm of the century,

9

See Virgil’s Aeneid (2008) in Project Gutenberg.
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adding up more anxiety and precariousness to
the situation.
Either in Avenue of Rituals (Barlowe, 1995),
or in Streets of Dis (ibid., 1998), W. D. Barlowe
largely succeeds in transmitting «data,
information, knowledge and emotion» through
visual language (Brill et al., 2007 :48), or his visual
cues are otherwise good leads as we tour the
engineered Hell. The actual scenes are portrayed
in such a gripping, yet “unpleasant” fashion that
makes many of us think that whoever or
whatever rules there must be a draconian mind
imposing harsh and intrusive security measures
to uphold the authority. It rather reminds one of
some aspects of the most oppressive regimes of
Eastern Europe during the Cold War (e.g. in
Albania, East Germany, Romania), or in the
paranoid
and
belligerent
Orwellian
establishment of “1984” (Orwell, 1949). The
overall tone is one of shock, fear, attrition and
abandonment.
During the course of recorded history or in
other fictional universes, autocratic regimes
show one way or another some hellish quality.
Hence, the perception is that Hell can be
metaphysically conceived as in the religious
sense or presented as a real construct in
misguided human societies of every description.
3.3 Asymmetry
Although the current goal is not to discuss
symmetry, a code found in the very fabric of
nature and universe itself (Weyl, 1952; Hargittai,
1986; Voloshinov, 1996; Hann, 2013), it is clear
that humans use it by and large as a diagnostic
feature in the perception and assessment of
form (Washburn & Crowe, 1988 :23). In visual arts,
symmetry is equally «an organizing principle»
(Hann, 2013 :24). Hereby, Hargittai’s (1986)
statement is related to my examinations:
«Symmetry is not only one of the fundamental
concepts in science, but it is also possibly the
best bridging idea crossing various branches of
sciences, the arts, and many other human
activities».
After looking over Barlowe’s Inferno, the
intuitive sense of proportions reveals that
something is very “wrong” with the forefront or
the background elements: to wit, with the
legions of demons, any ensemble of souls or
even with the architectural structures. I am not
concerned with the grim scenes, the darkness or
the generalized “mucky” appearance of Hell,
rather than with designed morphology. Usually,
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the external bilateral symmetry is a standard to
be taken in a human body. Yet, that feature is
routinely broken most of all in the subhuman
entities and to a lesser degree in the Luciferian
officials, yielding a number of disproportioned
and mangled bodies. No matter what it takes,
their tissues appear to require much
oxygenation, their shapes appear to be in
serious need of prosthetics, or otherwise they
could have graced cabinets of curiosities and
teratological sections of any Museum of Natural
History 10 (Interlude 3). The concept of mutual
information can also be applied here as it may
show how much information the collectives of
demons and lost souls provide in general about
each other. Thus, it may be assumed that shared
ugliness and deformity are outward and visible
signs of their distorted natures (Burton Russell,
1992: 12). Likewise, one may think that demons
find pleasure in tormenting the puny and
shattered souls, resembling somewhat with the
medieval lords and other members of
aristocracy when making fun of dwarf court
jesters. Not that one should unavoidably feel
sympathy for the damned: this is the place par
excellence where sadism, deviousness and bitter
sarcasm reign, with the Prince of Darkness and
his cronies compensating in part their loss and
impotence to God.
Interlude 3: “GE-Hinnom” (Barlowe, 1998).
Bodies, faces and limbs of the wasted appear
mauled and torn down as if assaulted by a rabid
night-prowler or as arranged by using random
meat by-products and superglue. Any small or
large departure from body symmetry, that is,
damages, missing pieces, or the tumor-like
growths protruding in the guise of tubes and
black orbs, probably indicate the burden of sin
committed in the previous life. The facial
expression is lost or inexistent. The background
is complemented by an “electric red” demon
warden; by black, smoky skies and burning
flames rising from the dull and tar-like soil made
of mashed-together souls.
For a high-quality image, refer to the online
source, CEJ (2014 [2012]).

10

For a collection of the macabre and bizarre, see Gambino (2016); for
somatic oddities and theories on disabled bodies, see Fortunio Liceti’s
De Monstris… [Monsters…] (1665 [1577-1657]), Bogdan (1988), Bondeson
(1997), and Thomson (1997).
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Interlude 4: Lucifuge Rofocale – the lightshunning demon, the one bereft of the presence
of God – gives audience to Sargatanas, a fallen
Seraph and a Brigadier General in rank, with
metamorphic attributes. LR, Demon Major, a
«dux magnus» [Grand Duke] (Weyer in Peterson,
2000 [1563]) and among the worst-tempered
generals in Hell, he commands many legions
pleading allegiance to Beelzebub, Lucifer’s
deputy manager (Barlowe, 1998, 2001). The whole
painting strikes as rather morbid and
demoralizing. The current décor, as extracted
from a hard-core horror movie, is between
unnerving and macabre: one sees hanging or
crushed skeletons, flayed and trampled bodies,
skulls, a blood-stream, horns, a pair of priestly
guards somberly flanking the horrid throne and
several
other
household
members in
genuflection. Rofocale’s composition or his
custom-built throne is badly stripped of beauty
and proportions, bringing in directly or
subliminally chaos, meanness and distrust.
Perhaps, that is the purpose of the applied
“asymmetry”: to put on alert and prevent
humankind from the horrors of Hell.
For a high-quality image, refer to the online
source Barlowe (2017), at https://waynebarlowe
.wordpress.com/artwork/hell/
The significant shifts to asymmetry (or
deformity) assist in transmitting a number of
messages in Barlowe’s work (e.g. GE-Hinnom or
Lucifuge Rofocale, Interlude 3 and 4). As a rule,
anatomic proportions play an important role in
beauty perceptions (Perrett et al., 1999; Feng,
2002). Thus, as symmetric representation of
humans or animals is more eye-catching, it gains
in this respect positive value and approval. The
opposite effect must take place if breaking of
symmetry happens: a special meaning is
associated with the event, e.g. presence of a
disease, congenital malformation reflected in
accretions, a prolapse or missing parts, traumas
relating to war and/or accidents. Facing the
“asymmetry,” one may take a pause, and submit
an emotional response, explicit or not.
Compassion,
sympathy,
acceptance,
restlessness, fear, intense dislike, coldness,
apathy… are some of the most likely responses.
In the case of the demons and souls, the
shape is due to divine retribution: the
unredeemed are punished in and out, far and
wide for prior mortal sins and their flat evil
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disposition. You cannot feel bad for these
abnormalities and crumbled shapes, unless you
are one of them or qualify as the next candidate
to Hell. Implemented “asymmetry” tends be
threatening and antagonistic, as the forces
involved in it are distinct from beauty, success,
virtue or robust genetic material, in line with the
Western culture canons. In modern societies,
attractive people are expected to be more
intelligent, better adjusted and more popular.
This is described as «the halo effect» – due to
the perfection associated with angels (Feng,
2002) having already in-built symmetry and
harmony features. Whether the mentioned
characteristics are matter-of-fact, that is
however a debatable point. Similarly, the
strategy of asymmetry is successfully put into
practice over the last years in a number of
artistic works. Whether demonizing fantastic
monsters, the undead or Hell’s residents and
their subcultures, CGI-experts and costume
designers create great visuals which stun
viewers
and
warn
them
about
such
potentialities. The trans-human monsters of
“300” (IMDb, 2006), the infected of “World War Z”
(IMDb, 2013), or the terrifyingly convincing hellish
beings of “Silent Hill” (IMDb, 2006) are some of
the recent indications.
I should call attention in the end that
completion of several of Barlowe’s (1998, 2001)
drawings with quantitative measurements in
order to confirm the claims are out of question.
Application of measurements that concern
salience of symmetry in a discrete or a
continuous plan can be target in a different
paper and for a different readership.
3.4 Delight in Vastness
As we stare at paintings and their contents
(cf. Barlowe, 1998, 2001), a question arises, how
could this dark underbelly possibly end in any
way other than brutal and foul?
For all that is worth, it is not the only
observation. As far afield as the eyes look at the
grim night and twilight-like settings, at nearly all
the geological features or at the inert masses of
souls, one aspect becomes increasingly
significant. The author often tends to envision
the oversized, which allows him to put into
pictures creative and hyperbolic forms of art.
The vastness of hellscapes, the immensity and
disparity of structures, the profusion, corpulence
and the grotesque of the demons in contrast to
the contingents of puny and damned souls, the
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gigantic draught- and war-beasts, etc., often
challenge the normal ability to measure and to
count, leaving us most of the time – awed.
Furthermore, in an interview conducted by Lloyd
Harvey (2010), W. D. Barlowe pointed out: «…you
can see in my paintings a lot of buildings and
statues, etc. that are improbably huge – a
statement of ego from the demons that also
serves to diminish the souls». Far from straying,
it can be reasonably stated at this point that the
ultimate concerns in Inferno are power, defiance
and bullying – imposed through sheer size and
evil manipulation.
In Barlowe’s Inferno (1998, 2001) structures
are built of incalculable souls, crushed,
plastered and morphed through eons into bricks,
walls, gates, domes, spires, arches, towers,
stairways, passages, roads, enclosures, bleak
landscapes and every other possible element.
The very dirt which expands to endless horizons
is thought to be made of sorrowful souls, too.
Almost certainly, expansions of that size and the
dark matching colors make one feel terminally
unimaginative and desperate. Van Deuren (2011)
has a poignant statement in this respect: «…the
idea of a boundless landscape as a prison –
where going anywhere leads you nowhere –
reinforces notion that the suffering is
inescapable because the space it is housed by is
infinite». The perspective of Barlowe (cf. Lloyd
Harvey, 2010) overtakes Dante’s model of the
nine limited levels in Hell, complying with Van
Deuren’s (2011) remark. Returning to the
landscape and building structures, rumor has it
that they are glued with some home-made
substance that resembles a gum-resin or a
muck-like secretion. The result is a livid,
brownish, grayish organic mass that seems to
have the cold feel of a slightly mildewed and
ulcerated skin texture. We may query also what
is hidden under the topsoil crust, under the
monuments’ façade or the chitinous-like
covering of demons. Presumably, any outer shell
envelopes heaps of hard, necrotic flesh. My
analysis surmises that Barlowe would have not
liked to only incite abhorrence, scariness and
want of camaraderie: the conveyed realism
makes Hell alive and well brought-up, blazing in
grandeur and misery alike.
To take one instance among the many,
“Wargate” (Wg) lives up to the requirement of
being a hell-of-a drawing of gigantic proportions
(Interlude 5), worthy of John Milton’s revelations.
Specifically, it deals with the procession of
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innumerable amorphous and cataleptic-like
“souls” lead by master demons, experienced
combat veterans and a pompous-looking,
flaming creature mounted on a mammoth-like
war-beast draped in red. Apparently, the tacit
message of the mounted “knight” is Resurgam [I
shall rise again]. The convoy marches across a
causeway flanked by rivers of lava that resemble
someway the ample moats of the early medieval
European castles. In the close background, an
upright war memorial, perhaps the finest
landmark in Hell makes its presence: certainly,
the ruling Conclave did not cut back “expenses”
or “resources” for its construction. The site also
functions as the headquarters for the military of
Dis. In the words of author: «While most
buildings in Dis are composed entirely of soulbricks, the Wargate was erected around a natural
volcanic plug, its outer surfaces smoothed by
slave labor that took eons and countless souls to
complete». Barlowe’s indication becomes clear
at the base of Wg, where the entombed souls
accrue and form the building blocks of the lowrise grey barracks.
At the main opening, a big black heart
keeps the marching beat in the fashion of a wardrum. The ensemble is guarded by a pair of
vicious-looking sentinels, while a pitch-black
flying drone carries a disgruntled, winged demon
swearing at the Heaven. A pair of mega-demons
with partly severed upper limbs appear
barricaded, or rest upon the structure in an act
of grief, disappointment and weariness for
having been defeated in the Angelic War (AW).
On the word of the author, the memorial was
erected to remember the troops of rebellious
angels who lost against Heaven (see e.g. Book of
Revelation 12, 2-9; 11 Baukham, 1993; Auffarth and
Stuckenbruck, 2004). Consider that AW never was
the Battle of Frogs and Mice: it was a Titan-like
war, the drama par excellence, the civil war of
the highest order – all combined and multiplied
in epics. We are talking about the control of the
Universe. As active and passive elements
combine to suggest a message from the author,
they also make us think about parallels. Hence, I
infer that the “Wargate” monument links hands
to different degrees with the triumphal arches of
ancient or later times (cf. Hutton, 1933 [1923]),
with features from crusaders’ castles and
ramparts (cf. Hazard, 1977; Folda, 2006) or
architecture from the Persian Empire (Cohn &
11
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Russell, 2012). The comparison is especially
vindicated by: (a) the impressive marble arches
built in ancient Rome to commemorate apparent
victories, such as the Arch of Titus, Arch of Trajan,
Arch of Septimius Severus, Arch of Constantine,
or L’Arc de Triomphe de l’Étoile and L’Arc de
Triomphe du Carrousel in Paris – built later on –;
(b) by the military architecture in the crusaders
states of Palestine and Syria, typified by massive,
multi-level fortifications; (c) by the immense
ancient palaces, e.g. in Persepolis or Ekbatana,
showing the eclectic choice of Persian kings, with
elements from Median, Assyrian and Anatolian
Greek construction styles. A cautious inspection
reveals pieces from the mentioned three
sources, creatively included in Barlowe’s
“Wargate.”
Interlude 5: The “infernal” art of Barlowe
(1998) finds fullest expression in “Wargate.”
Under an angry, overclouded sky, an enormous
bulk of grayish marble-like – emblazoned with
sculptures in relief – rises to pre-eminence in
Hell second only to “Beelzebub’s Keep” (see
Barlowe, 2017). Each caption and seal (sigillum)
flanking the great opening – if not testimonials
about the fallen, an index about rank and
identity or laudatory letterings – deals perhaps
with subversive and coercive demonic magic.
Senior officers, epigones, soldiers, custodians,
minions… everyone mingles with the physical
and fixed structures, complementing the
ominous atmosphere. The whole picture also
suggests a feeling of residual hostility towards
heaven, if not of an unhampered vendetta.
For a high-quality image, refer to the online
source Barlowe (2017), at https://waynebarlowe.
wordpress.com/artwork/hell/
Just by viewing the Wargate’s scene or by
referencing another highlight of the artist,
“Molars of Leviathan” (Barlowe, 1998; Tom, 2015),
we wonder if there is enough tridimensional
space in Hell to shelter the entire monumental
visions of W. D. Barlowe. If so, the obsession of
the author with the earlier mentioned oversized
structures or beings requires some explanation. I
believe that in an effort to reach exaltation and
full authority (on one hand) and make up for
despair and frustrations (on the other), the huge
architecture is clearly an ode to the exaggerated
and/or the wounded ego. To this effect,
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chieftains, kings, emperors and all breeds of
rulers paid tribute over centuries to themselves,
to their only or to their various Gods by
relentlessly raising colossal works in order to
gain favors and immortality (Figure 4). Many
autocratic or imperial-oriented cultures –
through forced and mass labor – saw memorials
or other gross architectonic excesses whose
vastness still amazes even the most conservative
eye (Romaine Paterson, 1941 [1923]). Examples
are so numerous that one has to restrain himself
from quotations – from works projected by and
for the Egyptian Pharaohs, Persian satraps, Maya
dynasts, Chinese, Roman and Byzantine
emperors, up to the like-minded Fascist
architecture of the Mussolini and Hitler era, or
Nicolae Ceausescu’s Casa Poporului [People’s
Palace], a top-symbol for megalomania. But, take
notice, however, that vastness in architecture
does not inherently mean “arrogance,” neither
“delusional aspirations for greatness.” Such
monuments and edifices, being cultural products
of their own time, are subject to the moral and
ideological predisposition of the individual/s
that destined them. The public’s willing or
mandatory complicity compounded further their
preservation and illusive existence (cf. Young,
2003 [1996] :244).

Figure 4: The picture12 illustrates the idea
that power-hungry and egotistical personages –
Lucifer incorporated – have been questing after
majesty, self-importance, physical magnitude
and exemption from death in different cultures
and eras. Specifically, the small inline people do
not stand for adoring crowds, rather than for
«whole armies of men dragged for the service of
a graven image». The wall painting, from a grotto
at El Bersheh (Egypt), for all its quaint lack of
perspective, characteristic of Egyptian art, gives
a vivid picture of the man-power which the
Egyptians threw into the erecting of their
monuments (Romaine Paterson, 1941 [1923]). The
12

See Romaine Paterson (1941 [1923], after “Ancient Egypt,” by
Wilkinson).
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anonymous slaves and workers appear to stand
as the “backbone” of all astounding
monumentality in ancient Egypt, or in a different
place.
3.5 Feasibility of ‘Inferno’ constructs
Whether buildings, networks, or creatures,
one has to be cautious and reasonable when
examining Barlowe’s (1998, 2001) constructs. He
is an artist, yes, and though a fine artist with a
bent of a scientist, we cannot expect from
Barlowe to dissect and explain in detail «…the
locomotor
abilities,
biomechanics
and
physiology» (Cooper, 2014) of many of the
depicted demons and under-ground monsters.
Hell appears to stand for a different, unearthly
cosmology, much like a different plane-ofexistence where things are made up, say, of an
exotic state of matter. No doubt, physical or
cultural divides can run very deep between what
is known to our instruments and senses (Earth,
human groups, well-documented traditions) vs.
what is unknown (Hell, hierarchical circles,
denizens; or lost human symbols; faraway
astronomical bodies, potential extra-terrestrial
beings, etc.).
Barlowe accounts that Hell is primarily
composed of pressured matter made of
morphed souls, and as such, we must surmise
that the laws of physics are a bit beyond to what
we are familiar with. Left unsaid is what binding
forces are at work at the “subatomic” or “atomic”
level to support the structural integrity, i.e.
height and weight, of colossi like the living
Watchtowers, the war beasts (e.g. demolishers,
behemoths, war horses, steeds, and hellhounds), mega-demons like Leviathan or of the
indigenous pre-Hell Abyssals. Given the nature
and the purpose of the place it may be assumed
that the extensive sadistic tortures, the reigning
fear and agony ooze out some form of “energy”
that saturates Hell crosswise and powers up its
active and passive agents. Equally mystifying
remain the laws of thermodynamics or even the
answers to common questions like, do demons
or lost souls breathe oxygen or toxic fumes or
does the “air” have resistance over there, if any
gaseous matter is available? Although not a
story about a possible exo-planet and its
inhabitants, in order to control curiosity we must
take into consideration that alien environments
are product of the physical and biochemistry
laws involved in. W. D. Barlowe already gave a
plausible coverage to massive creatures like the
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Emperor Sea Strider of Darwin IV in “Expedition”
(1990: 96-97, Plate XVIII). Additional authors –
some more hard-core than the others – stress
that the ecology in a given extra-solar planet
must submit in any case to some universal law of
physics (see H. Clement, 1954; S. L. Gillett, 1996; P.
Ward, 2005). For instance, we cannot have a 150
m tall organism galumphing around in a highgravity planet, simply because it will be crushed
under its weight. The existing blue whales
(Balaenoptera musculus) are not land animals on
Earth for similar reasons. Along the lines, Darren
Naish (2007) may be referred too as he
summarizes the “science” involved in conceiving
the kaiju Godzilla. Attempting to explain a
science fact differs somehow from a science
fiction. Q. Cooper’s (2014) lines speak volumes on
the manner how we should approach, e.g. the
biology of real dinosaurs from what has been
shown in some fanciful Hollywood movies.
Therefore, regarding Barlowe’s Inferno as a
different universe, speculations on the physics
of anatomy and biomechanical properties of
monsters and demons will remain more of an
imaginative nature than of a realistic one. If we
are willing to admit that there are multiple
universes, Hell is, sure, one in the list. It could be
also an alternative allegorical universe in and
from which there are matters to be studied and
lessons to be learned. Dualities may be similarly
mentioned: as we have Christ, there is in
complete antithesis an Antichrist (Devil’s
doppelganger); we have light, so there is
darkness; there is matter vs. antimatter; good vs.
evil, and so forth. Yet, these binary elements can
exist in symbiosis, apparently sharing the same
existence plane, but in an inverted way.
Evidently, light can make its presence in the
company of darkness: take one out of the
equation and we become monochromatic and
dogmatic, so to speak.
Definitely, one would not be flattered
nowadays to only hold close the adjectives m &
d while struggling to understand and interpret
reality, seen and unseen. At any event, it may be
assumed that Barlowe did not imagine these
hellish entities as clunky or spasmodic in their
walking or parading moments. Demons and
souls just march, glide, levitate or stand in the
wastelands of Inferno powered by that
“mysterious” form of energy.
Although we are somewhat clueless as to
what kind of propulsion or locomotion systems
are deployed, it should be realized by now that
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striving for scientific accuracy in an artistic
fantasy is altogether beyond the scope of the
study. Long wrestling with the aforesaid
questions could similarly provide an intellectual
distraction or a theme of interest in another
forum. In contrast, finding new ways in
portraying Hell by combining style and
substance, impacting visually and emotionally
the audience and making it partake of any
philosophical message, must be assumed as
Barlowe’s goals.
3.6 Symbol-making across Hell
Hell – as a self-contained, hierarchical
dominion where rank imposes obligations –
could not have done, at least, without some
symbol-making to indicate status and order
among the collective of demons and slave-souls.
At first sight, quite many symbols deployed by
Barlowe remind us of a crossbreed between
Elder Futhark runes, the Malachim alphabet and
various magic talisman, seal inscriptions and
ritual diagrams.
They come in pinkish-ashen hues, atop or
hovering demons’ heads; other symbols and
diagrams float over or are incised on the torso
and upper limbs, while a choice of them
purports to be emblems on the standards,
ensigns, shields and scepters carried by hellish
spirits of apparently special rank, enlisted in
various legions, brigades and divisions. It seems
that each seal / diagram / medallion is
differently designed fitting the personality and
influence of each Demon Major (Figure 5). The
current perception is that Barlowe (1998, 2001)
has critical knowledge over a number of
branches of the arcane: grimoires – ritual magic,
hermetic scripts and sigillography –, alchemy,
demonology (see e.g. d’Abano, 2004 [1496];
Anonymous, 2010 [1582]; Bartoloccius, 1675;
Barrett, 1801; Collin de Plancy, 1863 [1818];
Thorndike, 1934; Kieckhefer, 1989; Pennick, 1992;
EB, 1993; Zell-Ravenheart, 2004; Page, 2004). He
is definitely familiar with medieval heraldry,
human anatomy and zoology as well.
Aggregated symbols are not a pointless
pursuit by the author of Inferno and Brushfire;
quite the contrary, since tight-knit, secretive
groups and communities were more often than
not inclined «to conceal their doctrines and
tenets from the profane, (hence, my note) many
invented their own cryptograms (secret
alphabets). Magicians use magickal scripts,
glyphs and sigils to charge (with power)
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everything they need» (Zell-Ravenheart, 2004
:144; Page, 2004 :28, Fig. 28). In point of fact,
Barlowe’s symbols resemble the set of the socalled magical alphabets, Angelic / Celestial,
Malachim, & Passing the River (cf. Ager, 19982014) and some primeval talisman-like
engravings (Thomas, 1994). The runes, known to
have served in the magic realm (Thorsson, 1984),
are possibly another motivational source for W.
D. Barlowe. In the same way, symbology may add
a practical feature to the remarkable diversity of
Hell’s characters. Namely, almost every key
demon displays insignias and seals, formalizing
the «military rank» and «assigned unit», or
«status», not unlike ancient or modern-times
forces (cf. Robinson, 2007 :205). As Barlowe’s
Inferno is seen as a model of world-building, we
ponder if symbols are readily accessed by
everyone far and wide, meaning, are they tacitly
understood or occasionally pronounced across
its domains. Which brings another query: given
the transnational aspect of Hell, does this mean
that sinners’ former vernaculars are in demise,
with a devilish lingua franca working as a
substitute?

a)

b)

Figure 5: a) Seal of Bael, a powerful Demon
Major. He is a king ruling the east, and rules over
66 legions of demons. b) The seal of Focalor (aka
Rofocale by metathesis), a prominent member of
the infernal hierarchy, serves as a distinctive of
rank and allegiance (cf. Crowley, 1997 [1995,
1904]). Demonic seals are somewhat analogous
to the heraldic badges and insignias carried by
royal bloodlines, illustrious knights, aristocratic
families and other people looking forward to
dignifying themselves at any given occasion.
The examined symbols could also serve to
deflect away any ill-timed energy or force, or
they are used in the end in an ad hoc fashion,
fitting as a striking ornament in the Hell’s
aesthetics (Barlowe, 1998, 2001). Other hell-wide
niceties, e.g. the depiction of relaxing or
parading herds of beasts, flocks of agonized and
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misshapen souls, immense living Watchtowers,
the creepy and fleshy wardrobe of many demons
(e.g. Valefar, swathed in human-skin robes), the
attention to such symbolic details commands
notice and appreciation… Yet, without going into
particulars, I feel that two issues are worthwhile
pointing at: (1) the unfolding of Hell’s complexity
whether in terms of cartography, ecology or in
terms of who’s who still has really far to go,
requiring further visual treatment; (2) despite the
attractive hellish aura it creates, it’s not as if
Barlowe invented a distinctive, perfect and a
functional symbology from the scratch.
Regardless of these desiderata, it needs
recognition that creating color drawings and
sketches of impressive details and proportions
where somber punishment and humiliation are
boundless, timeless and depthless is a
masterwork within the reach of a few.

Conclusion
The commitment of W. D. Barlowe to
visually reinterpret and “rationalize” Hell is
worthy of praise and reflection by fellow artists,
aesthetes, visually-oriented scholars and
similar-minded people. Reinterpreting, yes,
because others have been there before..., but
Barlowe not only managed to re-establish in
large part the original vision the ancients, Dante
and Milton, had about the place of vice and
misery, but also endowed it with real infernal
essence.
Whether W. D. Barlowe took a guided tour in
hell with Sargatanas, traveled by some nontraditional means or whether he went
undercover, his artwork is revolutionary, full of
visual stuns and extravaganzas. Physically,
Barlowe’s Inferno appears distended in a vast,
begrimed, almost unbounded tridimensional
universe: the building scale is extraordinary,
hierarchy is overreaching, inflicted penalties are
prolific, customized or chaotic-like, appropriate
to the nearby watchword JUSTITIA OMNIBUS
[Justice for All], with eeriness being almost
material. If we pause to consider for a moment,
we’ll realize that, apart from embedded
metaphors, basic features of Hell existed in
many of the minds and works of historical or
pre-historical rulers. Pyramids, colossal statues,
gigantic castles, mega-palaces and mansions,
administrative buildings, huge militaries and
related expenditures to keep them running – all
are signs of pride, control and egotism, which
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ironically enough, describe the overarching sin
of Lucifer, aka the Devil.
Few of those who journeyed back and forth
or who got into Underworld have managed to
describe it with so much talent and resolve –
whether visually or verbally. Among the names
of “hell-masters,” Dante Alighieri (1265-1321),
Hans Memling (c.1440-1494), Hieronymus Bosch
(c.1450-1516), John Milton (1608-1674), William
Blake (1757-1827), John Martin (1789-1854) and
Gustav Doré (1832-1883), may be singled out. I
think that W. D. Barlowe is another
commendable addition in the list.
At this juncture, it may be argued on the
capability of the verbal language to “translate”
the visual art of Inferno, or that of other painters.
Art critics Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson (1991
:193-194) rightly claim that the «vocabulary of
our languages is able to scan for only a fraction
of the hues that a painting presents us; the
lexicon for shape is not much better». We should
consider that there are people feeling more at
ease in expressing themselves through images,
as there are other ones articulating better
themselves by speech and writing, or people
who seek truth and beauty through music, and
lastly, humans whose mind and world
perception is numerically shaped. Yet, finding
out and building conduits among them is a step
toward communication and exchange of ideas.
While acknowledging that Hell is no place
for banquets, joyous parties, revelries of any
kind or athletic victories, Barlowe’s clinical and
idiosyncratic vision still infuses it with a life all
its own. Thus, far from being stereotypical,
predictable and tepid, Hell turns out to be an
efficient “institution” striving for order and
credibility in the quest of damnation, oblivion
and vengeance. Similarly, we cannot put a cost
at building Hell and related subterranean
structures – it is an allegory where personal
expression and intended communication marry
quite well. Whatever is drawn and designed by
W. D. Barlowe is not circumstantial, rather than
based on a masterful and an individual
restoration of a centuries-old knowledge and
conception of Hell.
Plausibly,
the
whole
subject-matter
unravels as a huge cryptogram, as viewers /
readers should puzzle out all the details: from
sacrilegious agents and weaponry to storyline,
baleful colors, anatomical traits, to symbols and
inscriptions, up to the fashion design. The act of
idle contemplating does not collide with the
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understanding of Barlowe’s versatile artwork
(1998, 2001), rather than creates an interface. We
are dealing with a powerful communicative
means where visual art, sundry graphics and
short prose merge into each other.

Finally, one might wonder what if Wayne D.
Barlowe – after leaving and revamping the
abode of darkness – had soared up to Heaven,
curious as to what might have happened next.
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Intersemiotic relations through the bias of semi-symbolism and
oppositional geometry: the nocturnal inspiration
Daniel Felix da Costa Júnior*
Abstract
The study of intertextualities presents specific inquiries regarding interart relations. One of these
refers to the correspondence of intersemiotic translation/transposition. The present study analyzes two
texts from different semiotic systems (painting and music) that are related as “text of origin” and
“motivated text”: The Night Watch, by the painter Rembrandt, and Nachtmusik I, by the conductor
Gustav Mahler. The theoretical/methodological procedure focuses on the concept of semi-symbolism,
amplifications of the traditional square of oppositions, and the musical semiotics of tonal melodies.
Considering the respective differences between music and painting, similarities were observed between
the content and the expression. The general proposal is that, in the above mentioned type of
intertextual relation, at least one of the several relations that exist between both levels must be
identifiable as similar case in the text of origin. An interart relation hypercube is produced through an
equivalence approximation with formal logic, which allows the visualization of relations between the
two levels of both texts. The intention of the results of the present analysis is to contribute towards the
detection of deep intertextual relations.
Keywords: intersemiotic translation; semi-symbolism; oppositional geometry; painting; music.

1. Introduction
As stated by Clüver (1997, p. 54), regarding
interart studies, “[...] correspondence issues
remain tangled.” How does a stroke in a painting
correspond to a melodic line? Or how does color
correspond to timbre? If it was not for the sign
mediation of some titles and descriptions, many
intertextualities would not be perceived by
inattentive onlookers. Nonverbal text titles and
graphic symbols are means of intellectual
appropriation, a way of providing intelligibility to
that which is sensitive; a way through which the
approximation between The Night Watch
painting and the Nachtmusik symphonic
movement would not be noticeable at first sight.
However, this immediacy of verbal language
used in the two aforementioned titles may
conceal, even if only for a short period, many
semiotic aspects of pictorial art and musical
sounds.
The association between two texts can be
referred as translation, transposition or
intertextuality in various reference contexts. The
term is not necessarily important, but the
phenomenon is. The overwhelming absorption of
a subject caused by contacting another subject’s

product induces a new way to relate with the
world. Teixeira (2014, p. 271) would synthetize the
phenomenon as a complex enunciation that “[...]
establishes itself between subjects that, touched
by a text, respond to it with another text, which
refers to the first one, but is already different
from it.”
The Night Watch (De Nachtwacht) is a
famous painting of the Dutch painter
Rembrandt, and is the starting point for the
analysis of the present study. The novel
characteristic of this work of art reverberated
among several artists of the coming centuries.
The figurative insertion of motion in collective
portraits was an innovation followed by both
Rembrandt and his fellow compatriot Hals.
However, Rembrandt managed to amplify this
motion by inserting it into action.
Nachtmusik I (night music) is the second
movement of Symphony No. 7 by the CzechAustrian composer Gustav Mahler. The piece
completes the pair of works of art analyzed in
the present study due to their intertextual
characteristics in relation to Rembrandt, which
was widely referred to in the music literature:
“[...] the first of the two ‘night music’ movements
had been inspired by Rembrandt’s painting The
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Night Watch, which he had seen in the
Rijksmuseum” (Steinberg, 2004, p. 229).
The objective of the present study is to
verify how meaning effects are built in both
pieces. This is done by analyzing the most
evident aspects of Rembrandt’s painting, which
then supported the meaning construction in
Mahler’s piece. The theoretical reference to
semi-symbolic categories is believed to be able
to indicate the similarities that best approximate
the elusive correspondences between different
semiotic systems. Thus, the corpus of this study
is organized following these two texts (see Table
1).
Text

Title

Authorship

Date

Aesthetic

1

The Night
Watch1

Rembrandt

1642

Baroque

2

Nachtmusik I2

Gustav
Mahler

1905

Postromanticism

Table 1 – Design of the corpus of the study

Two questions guide this investigation: is
there a correspondence between the expression
planes 3, on the one hand, and the content
planes of both texts, on the other hand? How
would semi-symbolic categories facilitate the
approach to inter-relatable nonverbal texts?
The hypothesis of this study is that semisymbolism is a convenient resource for
nonverbal languages, especially regarding
Greimas’s assertion (2004, p. 94) referring to “[...]
plastic semiotics as a particular case of semisymbolic semiotics”. At its base, semi-symbolism
is binary. Because of this, it tends to move away
epistemologically from tensive grading (the
more X, the less Y or the more X, the more Y) and
move closer to binarisms of the traditional
square 4. The logical framework of the square is
considered to be able to list both matrix
opposition and matrix-dependent gradual
oppositions. Regardless of different kinds of

expression, the relation with the content would
offer similar phoric 5 patterns, which would be at
similar opposing poles in both texts of the
corpus.
The present study contains following
sections: Section 2 addresses plastic semiotics in
Text 1; Section 3 analyzes musical semiotics in
Text 2, with due references to intersemiotic
transposition; Section 4 evaluates semisymbolism with logic precepts; and, finally,
Section 5 closes considerations of the study.

2. Semiotics and nonverbal communication
Semiotics is a discipline concerned with the
production of patterns to describe meaning. It
aims to describe predictable models that are
useful for different types of communication:
verbal, nonverbal and syncretic. Although
semiotic studies is relatively recent, its object of
study is nothing new. The investigation of signs
and meaning has occurred from classical
antiquity – e.g. Plato, Aristotle – until the middle
and modern ages – Locke, Kant. Aware of the
fluidity of the studies on truth-values in
sentences, semiotics does not propose to
investigate the truth from discourse and signs,
only the simulacrum of the truth in order for it to
preferably not resort to artifacts outside the text
to construct meaning (Cortina & Marchezan,
2004, p. 394).
There is an Anglo-Saxon viewpoint of
semiotics that was introduced by Charles Peirce,
and there is a French viewpoint of semiotics
founded mainly by Algirda Julius Greimas. The
analyses in this paper follow the French theory,
thus the adopted viewpoint encompasses all
levels of meaning production, since the
text/discourse is seen as a semiotic process, i.e.:
[...] semiotic process appears as a set of
discursive practices: linguistic practices
(verbal behaviors) and non-linguistic
practices (significant somatic behaviors,
manifested through sensorial orders) [...]
the terms discourse and text have been
used to equally designate non-linguistic
semiotic processes (a ritual, a movie, or a
cartoon are all therefore considered as

1

Available at: <https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/rijksstudio/
artists/rembrandt-harmensz-van-rijn/ objects#/SK-C-5,0>.
2
The sample used in this study was played by the Philharmonia
Orchestra (cf. Sinopoli, 2010).
3
The use of the word “plane” is common in glossematics,
semiotics and various schools of linguistics. Furthermore, the
terms “content” and “expression” – presented in other sections of
this paper - must be understood as abbreviations for “content
plane” and “expression plane”, respectively.
4
On the other hand, it's also viable to use tensive grading
assiociated with semi-symbolism - Tensive Semiotics is
developed mainly by Zilberberg (2006).

38

5

The term is associated with the thymic category, i.e., the
category that relates to the world of emotions and feelings. (cf.
Greimas & Courtés, 1983, p. 462-463).
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discourses or texts). (Greimas & Courtés,
1983, p.125-126) 6
This understanding of the text allows
multiplicity among the investigated genres and
development of what is defined as plastic
semiotics, song semiotics, musical semiotics,
etc., which are nothing more than amplifications
of the same substantiated by Greimas. The
object of semiotics is defined by the relation
between the content and the expression.
However, during most of the development of
standard semiotics7, emphasis has been given to
the content (Santos, 2014, p. 250).
The emphasis given to the content and to
the generative path of meaning 8 was thought to
convey the idea that the expression was only an
exteriorization of the content, a secondary type.
This was a misconception, since the expression
establishes various relations that amplify the
meanings of a text. The ontology of the
expression is autonomous and gains magnitude
especially in abstract paintings, in which
relations with the content are difficult to detect.
Admitting the relevance of the expression was
what
triggered
the
establishment
of
investigations that began in the 1980s, with the
study conducted by Floch (1985). In addition to
indicating the usefulness of semi-symbolism in
expression analyses, Greimas (2004, p. 92)
defined semi-symbolic semiotics by the “[...]
conformity between two planes of the
acknowledged language as if happening not
between isolated elements, as observed in
symbolic semiotics, but between their
categories.”
In the following sections, the texts of the
corpus will be detailed according to this line of
approach.
The Night Watch – an iconographic view
Figurativization of the exterior world is an
expected characteristic for the portrait genre.
However, The Night Watch goes beyond this
figurativeness and escapes the portrait tradition
6

All quotations from the Portuguese references are translated by
the author of this paper.
7
The first phase of semiotics is known as “standard semiotics”
and corresponds to the period between Sémantique Structurale
(Greimas, 1966) and Sémiotique (the dictionary by Greimas &
Courtés, 1979 [1983]).
8
The generative path of meaning is organized in three levels: the
fundamental level (also referred as deep or denotative level), the
narrative level (an intermediate level), and the discursive level (a
connotative or surface level). (cf. Greimas & Courtés, 1983).

of depicting queued characters in a static
position (Figure 1). The painting is centered on
the theme of the chores of a militia of
arquebusiers. Militaries fill the canvas and are
positioned in front of a building that is partially
hidden by the penumbra. The representation of
Captain Frans B. Cocq is highlighted in the center
of the canvas, gesticulating and talking to
another featured character: Lieutenant Willem
Ruytenburg. In addition to these individuals,
under a bright beam of light and in golden
shades, there is a young lady who composes the
scene, even though she is not part of the
company. This lady presents a bird attached to
her waist and seems to be a reference to the
militiamen’s symbol of a rooster’s foot in their
coat of arms. A barking dog and a running boy
complete the set of characters that do not
belong to the militia. In order to pose for the
picture, the members of the company have a
choice between two options: doing manual labor
or talking with their cohorts.

Fig. 1 – The Night Watch (source: Rijksmuseum)

The content
The content of a visual text induces the
figurative path as the initial procedure to
analyze content. Figures refer to fundamental
level semantic categories, alternated by the
narrative level.
Spears, arquebuses, and banners signal the
military isotopy of the objects in scene.
Mentioning the military theme alone would be
enough to intuitively list two related thematic
aspects: authority and diligence. However,
without great efforts, the materiality of both
aspects is noticeable by the oppositions of
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authority vs. subalternity and diligence vs.
dispersion. A figurative path of authority is
observed in which the actors that are located
more to the center of the painting and under the
light are in conjunction with the object-value
order. In turn, actors who are more peripherally
positioned and away from the light are in
conjunction with the object-value obedience,
composing, therefore, the figurative path of
subalternity. The actors, when observed under
the perspective of collectiveness, try to perform
their military actions and move closer to the
object-value dedication, which is reiterated not
only by individuals handling gear but also by
their facial expressions of concentration.
However, the existence of some actors that are
in disjunction with this dedication– such as the
young woman, the running boy, and a few
militiamen with facial tones of conspiracy –
indicate that they are under yet another
figurative route, the figurative path of
dispersion/divergence.
At a fundamental level, the narrative
foundation suggests a basic semantic category
under
the
idea
of
/continuity/
vs.
/discontinuity/ in the semiotic square. The
“partially interrupted” element indicates the
contradiction relation that would be obtained by
denying the term “continuous”, similar to the
contradiction
of
considering
the
term
“undivided” as a denial of the term
“discontinuous” (Figure 2).

Fig. 2 – Content relations of Text 19

Authority, subalternity and diligence seem
to be elements united by the greater objective of
continuity of order. In turn, dispersion,
disobedience and conspiracy are elements that
would generate discontinuity, but in the scene
only cause partial interruption of continuity. The
order projected as a euphoric (the term is an
essential feature of axiology and is considered a
9

Source: elaborated by the author. With the exception of Figures
1, 4 and 7, all Figures and Tables introduced in the present study
were elaborated by the author.
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positive evaluation) 10 starting point generates a
path of conformity that modalizes subjects by a
must-do, strengthened by actions that converge
to promote its maintenance.
The expression
Plastic semiotics presents a special
inclination towards the expression. Thus, the
present study encompasses the formulation
proposed by Greimas (2004, p. 85), which
indicates the topological dimension as the
deepest level of the expression. In addition, the
distinction proposed by Oliveira (2004, p. 118)
was maintained, which traces a methodological
route for the expression’s analysis: icons, at a
surface level; figures, at an intermediate level;
and non-figurative features, at a deep level. The
latter level involves the material dimension (e.g.
smooth vs. rough), including the dimensions
(eidetic, chromatic and topological) mentioned
in the study of Greimas.
The asymmetric tendency of the Baroque
style provides a sense of reality, allowing the
identification of iconic-figurative elements and
light distribution. Light and dark areas favor the
visibility of chromatic masses that delineate
figurative elements. This sense of reality is built
on the choice of an urban scenario over which
natural light highlights only specific points. The
opposition of light vs. dark is considered one of
the most typical references to the Baroque style.
Due to this stylistic characteristic, the light that
shines only over points that are meant to be
highlighted suggests perception of artificial
lighting, contributing towards the fame of this
painting as a depiction of a night scene 11. This
similarity with artificial light, as opposed to large
shaded spaces, induces a sense of intimacy, as
suggested by Corrain (2004) regarding the
spatiality of night light. This interplay between
light and dark is exactly what produces the effect
of depth and makes actors that are under the

10

Euphoria is the positive term of the thymic category and
denotes feeling of well-being or joy.
11
The term “contribute” was used because other factors are
included in this discussion. The question of this being either a day
or night scene has been a controversial issue since the 19th
century. However, according to the Stichting Foundation (1989, p.
453), abandoning the idea of a “night scene” helped avoid
speculations about what were the reasons for the company to be
performing a military activity after dark.
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spotlight seem to come closer to the
enunciatee12.
Light is inferred to be cast from a
diagonal/left direction, even without significant
presence of lighting in the upper area of the
painting. The position of the shadows is an
indication that light comes from above. Shades
of white, gold and ochre overlap in the
brightness provided by the focus of light. Even
the dark colors of Captain Cocq’s clothes remain
visible due to the brightness of the light. The
photochromic dimension of light vs. dark is thus
raised.
There is also the topological dimension
that, in the present case, is organized by the
contrast of central vs. peripheral. Actors with
higher relevance in the scene are positioned
near the center, while those of lower relevance
have a more peripheral position. Some
relevance should be attributed to the lady with
the rooster, for two reasons: firstly, although she
is not exactly in the center of the painting, she
walks towards it; and secondly, she holds one of
the focuses of light in the painting. Therefore,
the young lady presents both “brightness” and
“emerging centrality”, which give her a nonperipheral characteristic, a complementarity
status when compared to the central status of
the militia captain and lieutenant. These
relations can be articulated as shown in the
square of Figure 3.

either. Thus, the piece ranges from light/order to
partial darkness and momentary disorder. It
seems that the content is related with darkness
in a dysphoric13 way (associated to unpleasant
sensations). In turn, the expression, especially
regarding the Baroque aesthetics, presents a
euphoric value (indicating a sense of well-being)
for the dark shades.

3. Intersemiosis
The matter of “intersemiotic translation”
involves the relation between texts using various
sign systems that take a given original text as
reference. Clüver (1997, p. 41-42) alerts for
possible inadequacies of the term, considering
that translation is a specific case of
“intersemiotic transposition” and, in a broad
sense, a “transculturation”. A text that is inspired
by another usually presents articulation of
substitutions and semi-equivalences. In this
respect, Teixeira (2014, p. 272) affirms that
adaptations that are most successful consider
the starting text simply as a “[...] narrative
pretext for an autonomous accomplishment”.
This would be the case of Nachtmusik I, in which
“Mahler had not wanted to describe
Rembrandt’s Night Watch in music but had
rather wanted to offer a ‘point of comparison’”
(Steinberg, 2004, p. 229). In this sense, the
present
study
aimes
to
follow
the
methodological way of compared studies,
dealing with
[...] connections between texts through
either similarity and homology relations or
contrast, and different categories of either
the expression plane or particular syntactic
and semantic procedures. This is not about
verifying which anecdotic references poetry
makes to a painting or in which degree the
painting presents figurative elements of a
narrative (Teixeira, 2014, p. 272-273).

Fig. 3 – Expression relations of Text 1

The homologation of semi-symbolic
categories follows a semiotic path with the terms
of the content (order : disorder / continuous :
discontinuous) and the features of the
expression (central : peripheral / light : dark).
The clearer (or more illuminated) and the more
central an element/actor is, the closer to the
categories of order and continuity it is. Since
total darkness is not achieved, total
discontinuity and disorder are not materialized

The Night Music
Nachtmusik I is one of the movements of
Symphony No. 7 of maestro Gustav Mahler. It is a
piece composed of five movements – Langsam,
Nachtmusik I, Scherzo, Nachtmusik II, and
Rondo-Finale –, of which only the second is
inspired by Rembrandt’s painting. Mahler’s
symphonies have a reputation of being

12

Enunciator and enunciatee are implicit elements of an
enunciation (or speech act). The enunciator is the author/sender
of a message addressed to an enunciatee (receiver/reader).

13

Dysphoria is the negative term to the thymic category and
denotes unpleasant sensations.
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imposing, partly because of the total time of
performance (most of them over seventy
minutes long), and due to the large amount of
musicians required to perform them, including
the human voice as an instrument. The maestro
justified that a symphony: “[...] must be like the
world. It must embrace everything” (Sibelius’
letter, apud Mitchell, 1995, p. 286). Symphony No.
7 was composed between 1904 and 1905, and is
considered one of the least popular pieces of
the musician, although, according to Fischer
(2011, p. 458), it presented the potential to be a
favorite, had it not been placed within Mahler’s
last phases.
The night theme, here, has little to do with
his predecessors John Field and Frédéric Chopin,
who composed nocturnes with high loads of
melancholy. However, neither is it a cheerful and
humorous piece, as Mahler himself stated in a
letter addressed to Henri Hinrichsen (Klemm,
1979) 14. This last assertion most certainly was
due to the fact that the author did not agree
with the nihilist ending that he himself had
constructed for his Sixth Symphony. In addition,
he showed that the same questionings can lead
to a grander and more optimistic response of
life: the Rondo-Finale of Symphony No. 7.
Listeners are driven through a nearly synesthetic
experience of their presence in the world: at the
beginning of Symphony No. 7, the listener has a
sensation of walking on solid ground (Langsam),
but that sensation is weakened by the shadows
of the night (in both “Nachtmusiken”). In the
ending, the listener’s vision is elegantly tuned,
becoming blinded by a magnificent sun and
stunned by exuberant noise (Rondo-Finale) that
is triggered by the brass section and percussion
instruments (Fischer, 2011, p. 462).
The second movement of this symphony
corresponds to approximately seventeen
minutes, a symphonic fragment that will be
analyzed under the precepts of musical
semiotics in the following sections.
The content
Accepting that music presents a plane of
content and a plane of expression is to assume
that music is similar to language and, therefore,
presents its own semiotic systematicity.
However, unlike vocal songs with words, in which
language contributes to the making of music,
instrumental music does not operate with words
14

The same statement is also contained in Fischer (2011, p. 458).
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and demands its own signification route. This
route cannot be evaluated as a language, from
the Saussurean point of view (in the signifiersignified relation), but as a sign system, from
glossematic point of view (in the expressioncontent relation): “On a more general
semiological basis” (Hjelmslev, 1961, p. 107).
Recent studies have discussed tonal
melody based on glossematics and the
functioning of our vocal apparatus. One of the
outcomes of these studies was the theoretical
resource of the quasi-syllable (σ) 15, which
presents a syncretic phoneme of musical notes,
similar to “[...] empty containers which have the
main finality of transmitting the magnitudes of
pitch, duration and intensity”16 (Carmo Jr., 2007,
p. 35). In other words, the characterizing element
toneme is used for pitch, chroneme for duration,
and dynameme for intensity. Another resource is
the rhythmic cell that is created by the hierarchy
of these characterizing elements. These
resources comprise a paradigmatic analysis, and
consequently, a level of denotation that conveys
contents of sound: short vs. long, weak vs.
strong, low vs. high, associated with distinctive
traits of the cell.
The bars presented in Figure 4 represent
the first sound of a horn in the beginning of
Nachtmusik I. This section can be considered as
the motive of the melody, the minimum
structure required for a person to associate the
melodic line with the content of the 2nd
movement of Mahler’s Symphony No. 7.

Fig. 4 – Melodic motive of Text 2 (source: Mahler, 1909, p. 81)

This motive represents two of a total of nine
cells that contemplate the first staff of the
composition. They were idealized for a duo of
horns in Fa, as if they were a pair of voices that
15

The quasi-syllable was a term used in order to differentiate
from the verbal syllable. In fact, it presents the same function as
syllables, which are organized in distinctive traits: strong and
weak tonicity, long and short duration, etc.
16
Often syllables carry content – a morpheme, root, affix,
inflectional suffix – that adds meaning to the word/lexeme, but a
quasi-syllable does not have content in itself – it does not add
meaning to the cell (analogous to the word) – it just transmits
contents of sound. Vocalise (e.g. ‘Bachianas’ of Villa-Lobos, and
‘Vocalise’ of Rachmaninoff) and humming (boca chiusa) are vocal
exercises that exemplify the idea of an “empty container”.
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speak to each other and respond. Though bar
divisions make it easier for the musician to read,
according to Carmo Jr. (2007, p. 54-55), they may
veil the true rhythmic division. In order to
perform a feasible analysis of denotation, the
linguist proposed the description of these cells
in a manner which is similar to the description
performed in the present study for Mahler’s
evaluation.
Some of Mahler’s compositions wander
through sections that seem to be performed
without a strong melodic line, thus earning a
reputation of a transitory music between the
romanticism and the modernism of atonal
compositions. However, this is not the case of
Nachtmusik I. The 2nd movement of Symphony
No. 7 offers melodic stability, uncommon for the
author. The introduction staff signals the
melodic base that always persists after
numerous variations in the harmonic field and
tonal evolutions. The cells representing the most
persistent section in this melody, or the “ruins”
as considered by Adorno (1980, p. 175), are C1 and
C2.
The C1 cell is structured on four notes of
equal duration. For this reason they present

chronemes with the same value (+), and only one
stronger dynameme (+) in the fourth quasisyllable. The coincidence of values (+) falls upon
the fourth note, which indicates that the tonicity
of the cell is on this note (see Figure 5). The C1
cell reappears countless times within the
movement. Since the toneme is not pertinent to
the cell, the structure repeats itself even in
different pitches: re-so-ti-re, with the horn in the
first bar, re-do-mi-so with the violin in bars 6364, and so-do-mi flat-so with the bassoon in
bars 18-19.
The C2 cell is the most frequent throughout
the movement and is reiterated twice only in the
first staff. The C1, C2, and C3 cells maintain
reiteration patterns that are confirmed even in
cells with different proportions of chronemes,
but that maintain the same tonicity structure. As
in the C3 cell from bar 9, in which the tonicity
concerns notes worth 3 beats, in a similar way,
the flute of bar 20 maintains the same structure
of the C3 cell, respecting the proportion of ½ the
value, with tonicity concerning a note worth 1½
beat.

Fig. 5- Cells in Text 2

Several critics confirm the influence of
military music in Mahler’s style, fact which
converges with the theme of The Night Watch.
Thomas Peattie (2015, p. 30), for example, stated
that the highlight provided by horns and
trumpets is reminiscent to a military fanfare.
Certainly, identifying any figurativeness that
refers to the outside world in a piece of music
requires an exercise of devotion different to

what would be done for a painting. The fact of
the matter is that the main role of the horns is to
lead the melodic line in the first Nachtmusik,
reappearing every time the melody seems to
move away from the motive. This protagonist
role of the horns and the supporting role of the
trumpets and tubas can in fact provide a military
isotopy to this movement.
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Tonal stability seems to be a conductor of
continuity as opposed to discontinuity (Figure 6).
From bars 22 through 28 there is a profusion of
instruments being played together (piccolo,
flute, oboe, English horn, clarinet, bassoon, tuba,
violin, cello and double bass). Within this
harmonic plurality, the tuba fits in a cell that has
the same structure as the C1 cell, while the flute
fits in another cell that has a similar structure as
the C3 cell, in which tone dispersion comes back
to the centrality of melody, its tonal
characteristic.

Fig. 6 – Content relations in Text 2

The expression
The plane of expression of musical
semiotics is still at a preliminary phase,
especially when aspects such as rhythm and
harmony are taken into account. However, there

are already well-established mechanisms for
melody analysis. Carmo Jr. (2007) elaborated a
scheme for melodic categories that involves
denotation level (chronemes, dynamemes, and
tonemes) and connotation level, which comes
from meanings that were indicated in the
melody. For this author, elements such as
dynamics, tempo, timbre, arrangement, etc.
belong to the connotative level and, therefore,
take part in musical expression. Musical density
is incremented during interpretation, when the
enunciator-interpreter places their subjectivity
on the text and amplifies the effects of the
meaning of the composition.
Tempo is a category of syntagmatic
analysis. Even though temporalization is
recorded as chronemes of the denotative level,
it represents the vision of the whole, or a portion
of the complete meaning, which provides
typologies such as “allegro”, “andante”, “largo”
and “presto”. Tempo is obtained by defining the
set of quarter notes that it takes to fill an
interval of one minute. In the case of Nachtmusik
I, there is an allegro moderato marking during
the first stage, and from bar 30 onwards there is
an andante marking.

Fig. 7 – Introduction staff of Text 2, duo of horns, bars 1-9 (source: Mahler, 1909, p. 81)

Cell
organization
suggests
moderate
acceleration, such as in Figure 7, where tonemes
are organized in an ascending form, with the
highest notes of the staff in the last cell (C3). This
ascending conclusion indicates continuity, a
calling for new sequences. When ascendance
occurs and there is no continuity, the fact tends
to be seen as non-perfectivity. This does not
occur in the example previously described
because the ascendance of the C3 cell calls for a
more accelerated sequence of oboe and clarinet,
with up to twelve notes per bar, instead of only
four or three.
Some music terminology indicators, such as
“cantabile”, “maestoso”, “con fuoco”, etc., are
only
feeble
attempts
to
delimitate
44

expressiveness. The features of dynamics
present well-delimitated opposition: forte and
piano (Carmo Jr., 2007, p. 164). This does not
eliminate gradations such as fortissimo,
pianissimo, and mezzo-forte. In Figure 7, the
marking (f) is present in the upper staff of the
first horn, and (p), in the staff of the second
horn, which allows the listener to hear perfectly
the first actor and, with some difficulty, the
second. This is an echo effect, a reinforcement in
the expressive contrast that resembles the
contrasts of Baroque paintings and provides a
sound effect of proximity and distance. This is a
way for Mahler to remind us of his own aesthetic
tendency. In other words, the melody can be
stable and tend to a tonal, but its execution does
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not have to be like this. These contrasts in
dynamics become more visible when observing a
time-domain plot of acquired musical sound

(waveform) of Nachtmusik I, demonstrating the
constant interruption of high pitch sounds by
weak sounds and near silence (Figure 8).

Fig. 8 – Sound waveform image of Text 2

The sound representation 17 suggests climax
between the 11th and the 14th minutes, a sort of
narrative of the expression that steadily declines
until a near silent ending. Such a dynamic force
climax is pre-announced from bar 216 onwards,
when, for a moment, the majority of instruments
is silent (with whole rests). The remaining
instruments are played at almost silent
variations of pianissimo (pp), molto pianissimo
(ppp), and below molto pianissimo (pppp), until
the appearance of the trumpet with strong
dynamics (f), which resounds the cell with the
same tonic distribution of chronemes and
dynamemes of cell C2. After this “militarized” and
“singular” announcement of the trumpet, the
entire density of instrument plurality is heard, in
a short moment when a weak unison (six
instruments) can be heard, which rapidly
surrenders to harmony variations.
It is as if the expression tended to
discontinuity and the content to continuity; as if
each account started with different élan. The
expression presents a more superficial level (or
intermediary) involving the relations of proximity
vs. distance and boom vs. silence, and a deeper
level of involvement regarding forte vs. piano
(strong : smooth) and grave vs. presto (very slow
: very fast) (Figure 9).

4. Semi-symbolism and logic
One of the assumptions of the present
study is that semi-symbolism provides binary
relations similar to the genesis of the semiotic
square. Therefore, at least one similarity relation
between the planes18 of content and expression
must be enumerable between two interrelatable texts, as in the case of interart pieces.
The square was inspired by logic, although
some logicists do not accept the semiotic
version. In turn, Greimas & Courtés (1983) also
had reservations regarding the use of the square
in Logic 19. One of the justifications for this
discussion is that the field of Logic prefers
universal truths, while the field of Semiotics
prefers veridiction, with “truths” that are
particular to a certain text. Several semioticians
have used squares that have been amplified to
hexagons. Cortina & Marchezan (2004, p. 403)
presented a known formulation for this issue:
complexity (or S), from the upper relations in the
square; and neutrality (or non-S), from the
relations between lower poles. In turn, logicists
obtain similar results with oppositional
geometry, using only the inference of theorems
inspired in the former Aristotelian-based square
(Horn, 2012, p. 394-426). For example, square
poles are represented by A, E, I, and O, while
poles that provided the hexagonal shape are U
and Y. Each pole is a concept that can be
represented in conjunction and disjunction
18

Fig. 9 – Expression relations of Text 2
17

Image produced using the software Audacity. THE AUDACITY
TEAM. A free cross-platform digital audio editor version 1.2.6.
Boston:
The
Free
Software
Foundation,
2000.
<http://audacity.sourceforge.net/Audacity>.

Although the Section 4 focuses on logic and semantic
oppositional geometry, it does not use the term “plane” in a
mathematical sense. In mathematics, plane is a two-dimensional
surface that extends infinitely far. If the “mathematical
(geometric) plane” was necessary to this analysis, it would be
written as “two-dimension”, “bi-dimensional”, “two-dimensional
figure” etc. See also footnotes no. 3 and no. 21.
19
Alessio Moretti (2012, p. 73) stated that logicists and analytic
philosophers do not acknowledge the semiotic square. In turn,
Greimas & Courtés (1983, p. 368) affirmed that the square
distinguishes itself from logic or mathematical constructions with
pure syntax formulations.

Vol 4, No 2 (2017) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

45

Daniel Felix da Costa Júnior

theorems: A (I ˄ U), E (U ˄ O), I (A ˅ Y), O (E ˅ Y), U
(A ˅ E), and Y (I ˄ O). Considering this method,
the relations obtained in sections 2 and 3 of the
present study (such as the oppositions
light/dark and tonal/atonal) could be obtained
simply through these logical inferences, without
the aid of any text. This, from a semiotics point
of view, would be quite risky, especially if the
study had dealt with a text with subversion of
natural/usual categories.
The author of this study agrees with the
reservations of Greimas & Courtés (1983).
Nonetheless, a close approximation between
Semiotics and Logic was performed because this
approach considers that most oppositions (see
Section 2 and 3) are relatively “well-behaved”
sememes, therefore they do not mischaracterize
the phenomenological experience of beingthere. Based on Moretti (2012, p. 97), the
complexity relation of the upper portion of the
square is an “abstraction” between S1 and S2,
while the neutrality relation from non-S1 and
non-S2 presents a “joint meaning”. In the square,
parallel-vertical
relations
represent
complementarity, from which, through bisimplex logic, Moretti inferred a semiotic cube
and, therefore, named the new neutrality
relation as S3, and the new complexity relation
as non-S3.20
Semi-symbolic categories present an
epistemological basis in the scientificity of the
“distinctive trait”. In other words, an element
that opposes another defines itself as a specific
object. This justifies the analytic richness of
investigating nonverbal texts, such as those of
the arts, through semi-symbolism. Thus,
returning to the analyses of the previous
sections, logical inferences of the expression are
listed in Table 2.
Text 1

Syntax

Text 2

S1 = light (Lt)

(non-S2 ˄ nonS3)

S1 = boom (Bm)

S2 = dark (Dk)

(non-S3 ˄ nonS1)

S2 = silence (Sl)

non-S1 = non- light
(¬Lt)

(S2 ˅ S3)

non-S1 = non-boom
(¬Bm)

20

Although at a first glance we are led to believe that complexity
should be S3, instead of non-S3, Moretti’s logic makes sense in bisimplexes, because a negative should not have any
complementarity relation with another negative. Bi-simplexes
tend to infinity, therefore they can produce a square, a hexagon, a
dodecahedron, etc. Oppositional geometry is based on the
developments of Blanché’s hexagon (1953).
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non-S2 = non- dark
(¬Dk)
S3 = half tone (¬Tp)
non-S3 = plain tone
(Tp)

(S1 ˅ S3)

non-S2 = non-silence
(¬Sl)

(non-S1 ˄ non-S2) S3 = non-audible (¬A)
(S1 ˅ S2)

non-S3 = audible (A)

Table 2 – Opposition elements in the corpus and relational
syntax

Necessary and specific sensorialities for
each text play an enunciative function,
manipulating sensations with various objectives
in order to obtain contrast effects. In this sense,
light is proportionally related to boom as dark is
proportionally related to silence, by the simple
aspect of the body’s ability to feel. Visibility and
audibility are usually presented in a euphoric
way because the denial of both implies in the
deprival of the ability to perceive and know the
world. This does not prevent aesthetics and texts
to subvert from euphoric to dysphoric.
Therefore, light and dark, and boom and silence
associate with the order/tonality of the content,
which ultimately can be seen as continuity and
discontinuity. Thus, there are logical inferences
for the content (Table 3).
S1 = continuous

C

S2 = discontinuous

D

non-S1 = partially
interrupted/noncontinuous

¬C

non-S2 =
undivided/nondiscontinuous

¬D

S3 = particularity

P

non-S3 = generality

G

Table 3 – Opposition elements in the content

By observing the sensorial criterion, light
(Lt) and boom (Bm) were positioned side by side
(Figure 10). This is because both perform the
meaning of the syntactic function (non-S2 ˄ nonS3) and also perform the semantic function of
maximum exacerbation of the sensorial-body
aspect which they represent. Dark (Dk) and
silence (Sl) are values directly opposed to light
and boom, and, together, they govern the
external structure of the tesseract 21. Returning to
Text 1, it is as if the illuminated lady were in
equality with the sound of the first horn of Text
2, which are two enunciative elements that fit in
the value of ¬Dk and ¬Sl (base of the hypercube).
21

The tesseract is a hypercube (4-cube) with 16 vertices. A
hypercube is a geometric figure in a Euclidean space of ndimensions that is analogous to a square (n=2) and a cube (n=3)
(cf. Bowen, 1982).

Studies in Visual Arts and Communication - an international journal

Intersemiotic relations through the bias of semi-symbolism and oppositional geometry: the nocturnal inspiration

In other words, they deny darkness and silence,
but do not completely reach light or boom.
Rather, they complement the sense of Lt and Bm
(top of the hypercube). Even considering that
dark tones (¬Lt) prevail, there are a few spaces in
Text 1 where there is total darkness (Dk), where
nothing can actually be seen. The same situation
occurs in Text 2, where although there are

several near silence moments (¬Bm), with
sixteenth rest, eighth rest and quarter rest, there
is only actually silence (Sl) when the movement
ends. Despite the flirt with Dk and Sl values, the
texts in the corpus present mechanisms that
mainly make themselves effective starting from
the trapezoidal base towards the upper left
extremities.

Fig. 10 – Salience of the interart relation. Legend: (Lt) light, (Dk) dark, (Tp) plain tone, (Bm) boom, (Sl) silence, (A) audible, (C)
continuous, (D) discontinuous, (G) generality, (P) particularity, (¬) denial, (˄) conjunction, (˅) disjunction

This semiotic and logical view can mutually
cooperate in the understanding of the building
of sense prompted in the text. The quadrilateral,
or hexagonal, structure helps in the visualization
of enunciative strategies. Even considering that
the square was originally projected to address
the deep level of the content, it is widely used by
semioticians at various levels of analyses.
Finally, with the results obtained so far, some
similarity aspects could be evaluated in the
present study between the texts of the corpus.
This includes the complexification of the square
when suggesting the hypercube (more
specifically, a tesseract) for intersemiotic
transposition: a structure that maintains the
content plane in its deepest area, and the
expression plane in its superficial area (Figure
10).

5. Conclusion
Replicating the initial quote by Clüver: yes,
interart correspondences remain tangled.
However, preluding a new organization is
possible by isolating the most evident sensorial
channel of a given nonverbal work of art.
Visibility in arts and audibility in music are
sensorial ways of experiencing the world,
without which things do not become cognisable.
It is expected that the concealability of dark
tones and sparing light is discursively

comparable to the concealability of weak sounds
and silence. In both cases there is an interplay of
contrasts between putting out and re-lighting
sensitivities. A strong sound fills an acoustic
space, while a weak sound leaves remaining
spaces. Likewise, lots of light fills the perceptible
space, while little light reduces the perception of
space. These forms of expression are forms of
filling space.
The Night Watch and Nachtmusik I are texts
that present internal contrasts, both with
enunciation strategies that confront predecessor
styles of their respective times. Several other
elements could be addressed, such as: canvas
texture, and the gestures and clothing of the
actors by Rembrandt; or major third and minor
third note variations by Mahler; or even the
tensive effects of symphonic density. The
methodological choice flowed towards the most
salient aspects of equivalence in interart
relation. In sum, each of the oppositional
elements of the expression plane maintained
syntactic
relations
between
themselves,
positioned in the external area of the tesseract,
and all of these interacted with the elements of
the content plane in the internal area. Thus,
aligned with this analytical orientation,
synesthetic feeling was avoided in favor of a
sensorial unicity that enabled comparisons in
geometric structure.
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Flexible surfaces: shadow as a continuum of dancers
Flaviana Xavier Antunes Sampaio*
Abstract
This paper presents the results of experimentation with light and shadow drawn from my practiceled PhD in Dance. I worked with three volunteer dancers to examine interactions between dancers and
their shadows projected on the floor surface. In his book, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, Gilles
Deleuze (2006) developed a study on folds and surfaces linked with time and space. I use this theory to
propose the idea that the shadows of dancers projected on the floor suggest an extension of their
bodies. Images depicted in photographs illustrate key discussions of this article.
The experimentation was based on instructions given to the dancers. I directed them via verbal,
textual and image stimuli to improvise movements in space. Verbal stimulus involved asking
participants to move in a specific way and to a specific location in relation to a single light, which
happened in parallel with textual and visual stimuli. Textual stimuli included small texts taken from the
book Seeing Dark Things: The Philosophy of Shadows by American philosopher Roy Sorensen (2011). The
image stimulus was combined by photos of a person’s shadow, a sphere’s shadow, and Origami Shadow,
a shadow work by Kumi Yamashita (2011). This paper depicts methods of creating shadow from dancers
that can be used as a choreographic content.
Keywords: dance, light, shadow, surface, interaction, space

Introduction
What happens when shadows do not suffice
to play the role of a passive double figure? It was
from
this
enquiry
that
I
conducted
experimentation in a studio, directing dancers to
move in relation to single lights to create
shadows on the floor. This led me to the
understanding that shadows can play active
roles, as suggesting extensions of the dancers'
bodies, and dynamics.
The studies on the angles of light, locations
and positions of dancers, enabled me to observe
shadows as active substance. By this, I mean the
creation of shadows of varying shapes from
human and non-human figures, which dynamics
not always suggest following the movement of
the dancers. The discrepancies of shape and/or
dynamic between dancer and shadow revealed
the
potential
of
investigating
shadow,
artistically.
The experimentation in the studio took
place in March 2015, and I explored two Fresnel 1
1

Fresnel is a soft-edge spotlight with variable beam angle, consisting of
a lamp, reflector and stepped lens and barn doors that help to control
unwanted spill and give shape to the beam. For further detail, see:
Palmer, S. (2000) Stage Management Lighting & Sound – Essential
guide. London: Hodder Education

* State University of Southwestern Bahia, Brazil

and two Profile2 reflectors fixed, respectively, on
the boom, in the side of the stage, and on the
rid. Grey flooring was used to facilitate the
examination of dark shadows on it. In this
paper, I present the methods employed in the
experimentation, and the process and findings
of analysing the shadows. This paper aims to be
relevant to artists interested in lighting design.
Setting the space for creating shadows
The experimentation occurred in a dance
studio 9 x 10 meters, with grey flooring, and with
black curtains around, masking the clear walls.
The grey flooring was important to the creation
of shadows, due to the relation of contrast and
occurrence. Black flooring would reveal a
shadow less dark, compromising a deeper
understanding of its behaviour. The black
curtains were also relevant as they facilitated
the maintenance of dark areas of the studio, as
2

Profile is a hard-edge spotlight with variable beam angle, consisting
of a lamp, reflector and one or more ‘plane convex’ lens and shutters
that shape the beam. Gobos can be inserted in the ‘gate’ to project
images. An iris can be inserted to make the beam smaller. It is a very
versatile and complicated type in comparison with other conventional
beams. For further detail, see: Palmer, S. (2000) Stage Management
Lighting & Sound – Essential guide. London: Hodder Education
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the lights were used as single spots. In this
sense, the shadow could be observed in parallel
with the surrounding darkness.
Participants included a male dancer that
has very white fair skin and a height of 5’8”, and
two female dancers: one that is 5’3” respectively
5’6” with medium-dark skin. The selection of the
light
reflectors
followed
a
technical
understanding from past experiences of working
as a lighting designer: with the Fresnels, I created
soft light with blurred borders, and with the
Profiles, and hard light with defined borders. The
location of the equipment is varying from the
right side (Fresnels) and the top (Profiles) of the
stage, followed by a desire of experimenting with
shadows from different distances. The light in
the side was placed on a boom approximately 1.5
meters from the floor, and the light in the rid
was 5 meters away from the floor. This relation
light-floor indicated that:
[…] white objects reflect much of their
incident light while black objects will vary in
appearance as the light varies. Since a black
room absorbs more light than a white room,
less light is needed to see in a white room.
As the light dims in a black room we have
more trouble seeing the shadows cast by
objects. Often such shadows play a critical
role in defining the object. (Sorensen 2011:
30)
The fact that I worked in a dark room with
grey linoleum flooring influenced my adjustment
of the intensity of light. As I did not want too
much light to be reflected on the floor, the
lanterns were set at 50% (from the top) and 40%
(from the side). The difference in the intensities
of lights is considered in relation to with the
floor: the closer the lantern was from the floor,
the brighter the light was. On the other hand, the
farther the lantern is from the floor, the more
diffused and less bright the light was.
The intensity of the lights was also thought
not to illuminate the dancers too much, but
rather to contribute to the revelation of their
shadows in the first plan. Since shadow was the
subject of the research, there was no reason for
the dancers to be fully illuminated. By improving
movements freely in low light, dancers were
encouraged to move without pretension of
showing virtuosity.
In terms of ‘improvise movements freely’, I
agree with Susan Foster's comments that
‘Improvisation provides an experience of body in
which it initiates, creates, and probes playfully
52

its own physical and semantic potential. The
thinking and creating body engages in action
(Foster, 2003: 8). I aimed to conduct the dancers
to play with their physical movements, without
concerning them with reproducing codified
steps, as seen in dance styles such as modern
and classical dance. This freedom of movement
was believed to generate diverse movement
vocabulary, which would contribute to my
examination of a range of shadows.
In addition, the angles of the lights were
also studied. Profiles were aligned at steep
angles, and Fresnels at shallow angles. In
combination with the locations of the lanterns,
the angles produced two different shapes of
light in space: while the Profiles had a circular
shape, the Fresnels had a tunnel-like shape.
These alignments considered an increase in the
possibilities of creating flexible shadows.
The two tasks for the creation of shadows
The first task of the experimentation
included verbal and textual stimuli, as I directed
dancers to move in relation to the side light
(Fresnel). The textual stimulus derived from
extracts from the book Seeing Dark Things: A
Philosophy of Shadow, by Roy Sorensen (2011). I
asked the dancers to interpret the text in a way
that feeds their improvisation. Three small
pieces of paper were given to each dancer:
1. ‘[…] when the sun is behind you, a cloud
appears to cast a shadow that is smaller
than itself’ (Sorensen, 2011: 109);
2. ‘[…] shadows cannot
(Sorensen, 2011: 179);

be

defaced’

3. ‘[…] we use shadows to establish shapes,
and movement, and relationships
between objects and the rest of the
environment’ (Sorensen, 2011: 15).
After a few minutes, allowing the dancers to
think about the quotes, I asked them to
improvise near and far from the side light. I
observed that when the dancers moved near the
light, they became interested in interacting with
their shadows. This led them to repeat
movements, which I found to be uninteresting,
as it limited the flow of improvisation. As Lou
Michel advances, ‘Placing a frame between the
walker and a visual objective makes the
objective more effective by blocking out any
distracting influence of neighbouring visual
activity’ (Michel, 1996: 211).
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To make the dancers less attracted to their
shadows, I asked them not to worry about their
shadows and to become more attentive to my
instructions. Following that, dancers were
requested to explore different directions and
rhythms, which allowed them to focus on their
movement, rather than their shadows.
Particularly, I asked the dancers to slow their
movement and to analyse shadows more closely.
In addition, the dancers were requested to
move far from the spotlight. This enabled me to
notice how the size of shadow changes
accordingly to the location of the dancer. The
distance of the dancer to the light was also
important to reflect on shadow, as varying
between human and more abstract figures.
The second task included a request for
dancers to improvise movements from their
interpretations of the images constituted by the
shadows, inside and outside a spotlight created
by the Profiles in the rid, at a steep angle. Similar
to the first task, each dancer received one image
and was asked to reflect on them. Participants
were given the following images:

Fig. 1. Anonymous (2015) Google

Fig. 2. Anonymous (2015). Google

Fig. 3. Kumi Yamashita (2011). Origami Shadow (courtesy of
the artist)

The provided images were chosen as I
reflected on some passages of Sorensen’s book.
One idea I wanted to test was Sorensen’s
argument that ‘to move my shadow, you must
alter other things – physical objects such as my
body or the lamp that illuminates me’ (Sorensen,
2011: 80). While the anonymous images (figs. 1
and 2) provide a more technical approach of
shadow, especially in figure 2 in which a line
marks the limit of light to create shadow,
Origami Shadow, by Kumi Yamashita (fig. 3) is
intriguing.
For the analysis of two people, (fig. 1) I tried
to call to the attention of the dancers of how
their shadows are connected to everyday life,
and how shadows could look distorted. From
this, I questioned: Would dancers explore
strategies of distorting their shadows? For the
image of the sphere, (fig. 2) I aimed to call to the
attention of the dancers about the limit between
light illuminating and revealing the shadow.
From this, I reflected: Would dancers explore
strategies of creating shadows in relation to
their position to the light? For the artwork made
by Kumi Yamashita (fig. 3) I aimed to call to the
attention of the dancers of how a shadow can
look drastically different from the object from its
origination. As I enquired: Would the dancers
explore strategies for creating more abstract
shadows, which do not resemble human figures?
Shadow as extensions of dancers: experimenting
with a side light
Before delving into the analysis of the
experimentation, it is important to present a
concept of surface, which facilitates the
understanding of shadow as extensions of
dancers. As Gilles Deleuze notes, ‘Painted and
nonpainted surfaces are not divided as are form
and content, but as the full and the void in a
reciprocal becoming’ (Deleuze 2006: 40). In the

Vol 4, No 2 (2017) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

53

Flaviana Xavier Antunes Sampaio

context of my practical research, I assume that
surface is the floor, which I examine the dancers’
shadows.
Deleuze proposes that the surface is
composed of form and content, which
intrinsically reveals ways of becoming, of
revealing figures. The idea that surface could
reveal figures, that are flexible by nature, was
noticed in my experimentation with light and
shadow. I observed that the creation of shadow
itself, provided interactions with the dancers as
shifting roles of reference and presence.
This can be related to Sorensen's casual
concept of shadow, which means that a shadow
is a result of an object that blocks a light.
However, Sorensen also proposes that shadow
does not have a literal correspondence with the
object that originates it: ‘Shadows are followers
of the object that cast them. Parts of the follower
correspond to parts of the leader; consequently,
the motion of the caster’s parts accounts for
motions of the shadow’s parts’ (Sorensen 2011:
12). In this regard, for the examination of the
shadows in my experimentation, I focused on the
possibility of shadow having some aspects
partially copied and partially transformed by the
dancer’s body.

Fig. 4. Character shadow. Dancer: Courtney Rowlands. Photo:
Flaviana Sampaio

For the creation of a ´character shadow’ it is
necessary to consider the cast feature, partially
joined with the dancer. The ‘character shadow’
appears to be the profile of a man wearing a hat
54

(the hat is the dancer’s lower body, adding a
sense of three dimensionality to the figure). The
reversed mirror relation, in which the dancer’s
finger is held up, although in the shadow it is
down, highlights shadow as something different
from its originator (fig. 4).
A crucial aspect of this type of shadow is
suggesting a figure totally different from its
originator in terms of physical appearance and
motion. This involves not only a detachment
from a passive extension of the dancer’s body,
but placing the dancer in a secondary role, as an
ordinary material. Deleuze considers the
relevance of environment before individuals, ‘It
is space, time, and extension that are in the
world on each occasion and not the inverse’
(Deleuze 2006: 76). In relation to my
experimentation, the shadow is made available
and attractive before the dancer.
The shadow in the ‘character shadow’
claims attention to itself, as if the dancer was a
secondary component. The idea of shadow as a
continuum of the dancer proposes a connection
from disparity rather than similarity.
The
dancer’s legs represent the man’s hat, but at the
same time, do not have a strong presence in the
figure. One could affirm that the dancer is
covering the hat’s shadow, for example, when
considering that the light comes from the top.
However, the light source is from the side, backlighting the dancer and causing an ambiguous
link in which the dancer could be distorting the
shadow or creating a dialogue with it.

Fig. 5. Massive shadow. Dancer: Rhiannon Gainlall. Photo:
Flaviana Sampaio

In the ‘massive shadow’ the dancer moves
next to the side light, which contributed to the
irregular shape and generous size (fig. 5). The
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shape of the shadow does not resemble the
dancer, because of her position of not facing the
light. The fact that the dancer’s lower body is
illuminated can be viewed as the main reason
for the shadow to have an unfamiliar shape.
On the relation between light and shadow,
Sorensen argues that ‘A beam of light pierces a
shadow without being diminished by the
shadow’ (Sorensen, 2011: 204). In the case of
‘massive shadow’, the diffused light allows
gradations of shadow that dialogue well with the
surrounding darkness. In fact, diffused light does
not crop the space, and does not produce
straight lines or clear boundaries on the floor. In
this regard, the creation of shadows reinforces
the distance of the dancer to her shadow: in the
area next to the dancer, such as close to her
arms, the contour of the shadow is more defined
than in the rest of the figure further away.

invading the shadow, partially connotes a
harmony between the figure and the surface.
To expand the findings on shadows, I also
conducted dancers to feed each other
interpretations of the given texts and images. I
asked them to work in pairs (the third dancer
would have a break), one being the mover and
the other being the reactor. The mover would
start improvising movements, whilst the reactor
would observe and interfere, by asking for
repetition of movement or expansion of some
ideas (similarly as I conducted them). In this
sense, I noticed that the improviser started to
create choreographic material, which was not
the main aim. I asked them to finish this practice
in duos, and enjoy a few moments playing with
their shadows, without talking or doing anything
that could look as choreographed (such as
patterns of movements codified). This request
was valuable as to observe a change in the
dancers, as one of them started to use his
shadow to interfere in the shadow of another
one.

Fig. 6. Long shadow. Dancer: Rhiannon Gainlall. Photo:
Flaviana Sampaio

The creation of ‘long shadow’ provides
reflections on how the distance between light
and dancer affects the shadow. In particular, the
shallow angle facilitates the creation of long
shadows, as it illuminated the floor in drawing a
tunnel-like shape in space: ‘When an extended
light source is near the object casting the
shadow, the light rays are not parallel’ (Sorensen
2011: 109).
As the dancer is laid on the floor with the
right leg up, it effectively blocks a reasonable
area of light. By the location and position of the
dancer, blocking the rays of light irregularly, the
shadow outcome is not a human-like-figure, but
long lines that cross the whole stage (fig. 6).
Along with it, the gradual darkness of the room,

Fig. 7. Blurry shadow. Dancers: Courtney Rowlands and
Christopher Sullivan. Photo: Flaviana Sampaio

‘Blurry shadow’ was created by two dancers:
one near the light source produced the blurry
effect in the second dancer, farther from the
lantern. The two shadows seem to be joined, as
if united; they belonged to the dancer far from
the light (fig. 7). Strategies like this are relevant
to the exploration of shadow as reference of the
dancer, as if, by extension, we expected shadow
to follow a specific logic. The blurred shadow
created by the dancer near the light would be a
key element to promote unexpected outcomes
in the interaction between dancer (the one far
the light source) and the shadows.
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Regarding spaces, Deleuze argues “[…] For
ages there have been places where what is seen
is inside: a cell, a sacristy, a crypt, a theater, a
study, or a print room” (Deleuze 2006: 31). The
concept of ‘blurry shadow’ dialogues with
Deleuze’s idea. Here, shadow is not only to be
seen in a dark space, from the grey flooring, but
also to be noticed as a flexible entity. The dancer
near to the beam moves his hands several times,
but the shadow does not seem to modify: firstly,
due to the partial cover of the shadow with
defined frames, and secondly, because shadow
with blurred frames is not literally connected to
the dancer in the middle of the stage in terms of
motion, which makes a recognition of movement
difficult.
The light at a shallow angle, approximately
on the dancers’ hips, made it interesting to ask
dancers to move next to, or on the floor, as they
were next to the light. The proximity of the
dancer to the light caused a direct interest of
dancers to react to the light, as a close partner.
On visual communication, G. Harry Jamieson
points out that ‘Light [...] is the first stage in the
whole process of visual communication,
spanning the distance between eye and object;
an inaugural carrier system of information
'about' something rather than its 'physical being'
(Jamieson, 2007: 13). In this sense, dancers
became intrigued to perceive the behaviour of
light in parts of their bodies.
The improvisation of dancers moving inside
and outside the circle of a spotlight, led me to
the comprehension that the boundary of the
spotlight, the grey zone that reveals the shape of
the light, were good for the dancers to improvise
movements. This is because they were not too
visible, making the shadows more noticeable. In
addition, I observed a logic for the changing of
the gradations of shadows: When the dancers
were in the brighter area of the spotlight, they
created dark shadows. In contrast, when they
were in the peripheral area of the spotlight, they
created shading shadows.
The improvisation of dancers outside the
spotlight aimed to contribute to the creation of
shadows through a more deepened reflection of
the nature of light to be reflexive. Whilst the light
marked the floor, with clear boundary, the act of
it reaching the grey flooring facilitated the
dispersion of light around the spot, by reflection.
This was crucial to diminish focus on the
interaction between dancer and shadow,
considering light as a secondary component.
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Shadow as extensions of dancers: experimenting
with a top light
‘Emerging shadow’ suggests perspective as
if it was getting out of the floor (fig. 8). The
presence of defined and blurred frames reveals
a transitional figure: the right-hand shadow is
less defined than the left one. This is possible
due to the distance of the dancer’s arms to the
top light: the closer to the light (and farther to
the floor), the shadow becomes more blurred;
the farther to the light (and closer to the floor),
the shadow becomes more defined.

Fig. 8. Emerging shadow. Dancer: Rhiannon Gainlall. Photo:
Flaviana Sampaio

In articulating paradigm and surface,
Deleuze outlines that ‘the search for a model of
the fold goes directly through the choice of a
material’ (Deleuze, 2006: 42). This consideration
enables a comprehension of shadow to be the
reference of the dancer, not only because the
dancer looks at it, but also because the figure
brings a sense of perspective, as if the floor had
depth underneath, as a hole.
In addition, the ‘emerging shadow’
proposes a reflection on dynamics. In
comparison with the dancer, the shadow looks
dynamic. Whilst the shadow suggests a twist
movement, the dancer is stiff, and staring at the
floor. The stillness of the dancer gives room for
the analysis of the dynamic of the shadow, as it
is an extension of the dancer.
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The ‘Traces of shadow’ was created from
the presence of the dancer in the peripheral
area of the spotlight (fig. 10). In this regard, the
effect of shading is caused not only by the
interaction between the dancer and the lighted
surface, but also because of the darkness of the
studio. The gradation of shadow imbedding the
darkness is a key issue:
The umbra of a shadow is an area in which
the light is entirely blocked. The penumbra
is the gray zone in which the caster only
partially blocks the light. If the lamp were a
point source of light, then there would be
no penumbra (given we ignore a marginal
contribution from diffraction). But the
artist’s lamp is inevitably, an extended light
source, so there will be a penumbra.
(Sorensen, 2011: 72)
Fig. 9. Shadow human parts. Dancer: Rhiannon Gainlall. Photo:
Flaviana Sampaio

‘Shadow human part’ suggests an extension
of the dancer’s arm (fig. 9). The details of the
dancer’s hand are impressive, since the fingers
look disproportional in comparison to the size of
the arm and the head shadow. The comparison
of sizes in ‘shadow human part’ indicates a
dynamic of searching for proportionality.
This behaviour of shadow can be linked
with a matter. Deleuze argues that ‘a matter is a
buoyant surface, a structure endowed with an
organic fabric’ (Deleuze 2006: 131). The search for
proportionality in ‘shadow human part’ recalls a
certain order and interconnection between the
parts, as in a live system.

As could be assumed, all types of shadows
arising from this experimentation are penumbra
because of the distance between the lighting
equipment and the dancers that does not make
possible a full blockage of the light. However,
‘traces of shadow’ highlights this feature in a
specific way, since it contrasts with peripheral
and with low illumination.

Fig. 11. Unknowing shadow. Dancers: Christopher Sullivan.
Photo: Flaviana Sampaio

Fig. 10. Traces of shadow. Dancer: Courtney Rowlands. Photo:
Flaviana Sampaio

The ‘Unknowing shadow’ was created as the
dancer moved in profile, illuminated from the
back. This generated a distorted shadow which
recalls an ambiguous figure. For instance, it can
be interpreted as a small child or a monster (fig.
11). This ambiguity of the interpretation of the
shadow can be related to Deleuzes’
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consideration on environment, space, and time
in which, ‘The play interiorizes not only the
players who serve as pieces, but the board on
which the game is played, and the material of
the board’ (Deleuze, 2006: 76).
The ‘play’ can be considered as the
conjunction between shadow and dancer that
inevitably recalls comparisons between the two.
In this context, the players are the figures that
can be interpreted from the shadow outcome
that calls attention for differing drastically from
the dancer. Here, the shadow activates the
imagination, as one can find it difficult to point
out a unique image in interpreting it.

Conclusion
This paper has shown that lights from side
and top spots of the stage are useful for the
creation of shadows on a grey floor that works as
a continuum of dancers. The experimentation in
the studio provided studies on shadows like

human figures and others. The shadows, unlike
human figures, are diverse, and often suggest
ambiguity.
Shadows created by lighting from the side
have been examined as useful in distorting the
dancers’ appearance in terms of shapes,
shadings and frames. Regarding the dynamic
effects, this analysis suggests that the shadow’s
movement does not follow a fixed rule. It can be
like the dancers’ movement or be completely
different, which I found important to develop
further.
Lastly, shadows created by lighting from the
top, were also pertinent to discuss patterns of
shapes, shadings and frames. In particular, this
investigation promoted studies on the borders
of light/shadows. In terms of categorization,
shadows created from side lights are abstract.
On the other hand, shadows created from top
lights are more representative.

References
Foster, S. F. (2003) ‘Taken by Surprise’ in Albright, A. C. and Gere, D. (eds.) Taken by Surprise: A Dance
Improvisation Reader. Middletown: Wesleyan University Press
Deleuze, G. (2006) The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque. London: Continuum
Gillette, J. (2008) Designing with light: an introduction to stage lighting. 5th ed. New York: McGraw-Hill
Michel, L. (1996) Light: The Shape of Space: Designing with Space and Light. New York: John Wiley &
Sons, Inc.
Morgan, N. (2003) Stage lighting for theatre designers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Entertainment Technology
Press
Palmer, S. (2000) Stage Management Lighting & Sound – Essential guide. London: Hodder Education
Sorensen, R. (2011) Seeing Dark Things: The Philosophy of Shadows. Oxford: Oxford University Press
Jamieson, G. H. (2007) Visual Communication: More than Meets the Eye. Bristol: Intellect Books

Biographical note
Flaviana Xavier Antunes Sampaio is an Assistant Professor at the State University of
Southwestern Bahia, Jequié, Bahia, Brazil. In 2014, she started a practice-led PhD at the University of
Chichester funded by CAPES - Proc nº 0601/14-4. Flaviana’s research interests are dance, performance
design and visual communication.

58

Studies in Visual Arts and Communication - an international journal

Studies in Visual Arts and Communication: an international journal
Vol 4, No 2 (2017) on-line
ISSN 2393-1221

At a Loss for Words:
Aphasic Affects in Imogen Stidworthy’s I Hate… (2007)
Megan Toye*
Abstract
This paper explores the intersection between speech therapy, multimedia installation art and
phenomenological approaches to empathy. Taking as a case study contemporary artists that are
engaging with individuals who suffer from aphasia (a communication disorder caused by brain damage
or stroke that reduces one's ability to speak or use words coherently), this paper will probe in detail how
the current collaborative work being published by phenomenologists and cognitive scientists (Fuchs and
DeJagher) can nuance current theorizations of empathetic spectatorship in contemporary media art
while also being of benefit to research on aphasic speech therapy. Analyzing the aesthetic practices of
artists Imogen Stidworthy and Ann Hamilton in particular, I will argue that the fields of speech therapy,
media art, and phenomenology speak to each other in mutually beneficial ways by bringing to the fore
the primary role the body plays in fostering intersubjective communication and social understanding.
Keywords: media art, communication disorders, phenomenology, spectatorship, voice studies

“There is no meaning then if meaning is not
shared, and not because there would be an
ultimate or first signification that all beings
have in common, but because meaning is
itself the sharing of being” - Jean-Luc
Nancy, Being Singular Plural. 1
How can we understand identity when the
tools of language have been removed; when the
ability to speak and use words has been
diminished, and when our voices struggle to be
heard and comprehended by others? These are
the questions that artist Imogen Stidworthy
brings to the fore in her piece entitled I Hate...
(2007). First exhibited at Documenta 12 in 2007, I
Hate... bears witness to the debilitating effects of
aphasia: a condition cause by stroke or brain
damage that impairs one’s ability to speak. How
can the self be situated outside of the logic of
language, and can it do so in a fulfilling and
meaningful way? Stidworthy asks us to consider
these questions as we inhabit her complex
multi-media installation. In I Hate... spectators
occupy a space where the self is suspended
between a state of coherence and instability,
1

Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, Trans. Robert D.
Richardson and Anne E. O’Bryne, (Stanford, California: Stanford
University Press, 2000), 5.
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pressed up against the limits of knowledge as it
is normatively conceived through language. As
language fails to situate and secure viewers, they
are left to flow with the unnameable, beyond
and in-between the alienating terrain of the
symbolic order. By sticking with this disorderly
flow of part-iterations and partial subjectivity,
this paper will explore I Hate... as a possible site
for the precarious apprehension of self and
others. In this installation, the vulnerability of
the linguistic terrain and the loss of a stable self
is marked in and through the spectators’ bodies
as they witness, in an embodied manner, the
struggles of aphasia and the ways in which it
complicates the expression of identity. Here, the
self and other are opened up – put into the
hands of one another – enacting an ethics of
care that de-bases self-plenitude and re-thinks
identity-formation as always fundamentally
constituted through being-with others.
To begin, I would like to briefly recognize
that the binary language of “self” and “other”
that I employ is, for me, a way of working
through and breaking down the rigid distinctions
they mythically propagate. The oppositional
language of self/other will be occupied
throughout this paper in an attempt to challenge
the neat boundaries that they produce. By
working through this norm and occupying it’s
structure I hope to throw into relief the failure of
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language to fully structure and contain the
complexity of identity –particularly, in this case,
aphasic identity –and the inter-subjective,
embodied construction of meaning it highlights.
As Butler states in “The End of Sexual
Difference,” “The words of the master sound
different when they are spoken by one who is, in
the speaking, in the recitation, undermining the
obliterating effects of his claim.” 2 This is the type
of reiteration that I am attempting to put forth in
order to question the reductionist logic of the
self/other binary.
That being said, let us consider the
condition of aphasia. Aphasia came to the
forefront of medical studies in the mid to late
19th century when Paul Broca presented his
findings on language disorders and their
correlation with damage in the left frontal lobe
of the brain.3 This area of the brain, now named
after the man himself (the “Broca” region), is
said to be where language is articulated. It is
worth noting that the localizability of language is
highly contestable and debated widely. However,
the discovery of legions in this area after stroke
or brain damage has formed the diagnosis of
aphasia within the medical community. As a
condition, aphasia is understood as the inability
for a person to articulate words and formulate
speech. They may know what they want to say,
but the ability to do so is greatly diminished.
Technically speaking, aphasia is defined as “an
acquired loss of language due to cerebral
damage, characterised by errors in speech,
impaired comprehension, and word-finding
difficulties.”4 The definition of aphasia is agreed
upon across disciplines; however, how and
where meaning is articulated differs across
medical, sociological and cognitive-linguistic
fields of inquiry. Most notably, the role of the
body in the production of meaning, along with
the role of cultural contexts and social
interactions in this process, has been disagreed
upon, and it is not until recently that studies in
aphasiology have taken on a social approach by
emphasising what has been termed the “life
participation approach” along with a “contextdrive approach” in order to facilitate a broader

understanding of the effects aphasia on
identity. 5
Numerous articles written in the past six or
seven years have taken on the question of
identity as central to the therapeutic processes
necessary for aphasic recovery. Of interest to us
here is an article written by Barabra A. Shadden
entitled “Aphasia as Identity Theft: Theory and
Practice.” Written and published in 2005,
Shadden reviews sociological approaches to the
condition of aphasia and discusses how we can
weigh these considerations in when attempting
to understand the effects of aphasia and its
implications for the construction of subjectivity.
Central to Shadden’s discussion is an
understanding of identity as a deeply interpersonal process that is constituted through
dialogic relations with others. The fragility of
communication
surfaces
explicitly
when
sufferers of aphasia struggle to articulate
themselves and establish dialogue socially.
Shadden states that:
Ideally, persons with aphasia and their
families develop modified identities to
communicate who they are and what they
are doing within the context of aphasia.
These relatively fragile new identities must
first be recognised, then accepted or
authenticated. Identity becomes a map with
moveable boundaries that we negotiate
with others.6
The consequent re-negotiation of identity,
or the destabilisation of the self that aphasia
enacts through the removal of language,
perhaps makes explicit the ways in which
identity is fragile: never fixed in the first place
and always constituted through negotiation with
others. But, importantly, it reveals how the act of
recognition within social spaces is a key aspect
of identity construction; and as such, is essential
for recovery for those who suffer from aphasia.
Later on in my discussion this will become an
important aspect when considering how
Stidworthy’s installation functions for the
aphasic subject she is representing.
Shadden continues to argue that, “Identity
is the background for all of our actions and
interactions. It is always defined in dialogue with
others, and the contribution of those others

2

Judith Butler, “The End of Sexual Difference?” Undoing Gender
(New York and London: Routledge, 2004), 201.
3
D Frank Benson and Alfredo Ardila, Aphasia: A Clinical
Perspective, (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1996), 10.
4
Benson and Ardila, Aphasia, 6.
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continues indefinitely in our lives.” 7 Without the
tools of language and the ability to articulate the
self, the condition of aphasia fundamentally
disrupts social interactions with others and thus
consequently shatters a coherent sense of
identity; she asserts, “Identity and language are
intricately intertwined and cannot be artificially
separated for the purposes of defining or
treating aphasia.”8 The terrain of self-other
interaction that aphasia makes difficult – but
necessary to re-negotiate in order to recover – is
one which is highly reliant upon alternative
symbolic modes of communication outside of
the system of language. Aphasic individuals and
their families will necessarily develop a system
of communication that is often quite fragile and
contingent – dependent on inferring meaning
from reading facial expressions and body
language, thus often at risk of misinterpretation
and never fully solidified through linguistic or
symbolic inscription.
Of course this brings to mind whether
language was ever transparent and if intended
meanings were ever fully communicated through
the symbolic system of language in the first
place; and indeed, one could argue that
experiences,
especially
traumatic
and
debilitating ones such as aphasia, create an
excess of signification that defies incorporation
and comprehension within language. None the
less, an important aspect to consider is how
language is debased as a primary system for
identity formation when struggling with aphasia.
Different forms of communication, such as
bodily gestures, are privileged as possible sites
for self-articulation. Again, Shadden asserts this
when she notes, “Language and communication
are tools towards identity formation and renegotiation, but they are not the only tools.”9
Aphasia thus challenges the authority of the
Symbolic order as the primary site for selfconstitution – complicating the rigid self/other
dichotomy it produces – and allowing one to
instead
consider
embodied
forms
of
communication as powerful modes for identity
expression and dialogical engagement.
This general line of inquiry into the
authority of language and the ways in which it
structures the creation of meaning, identity, and
one’s sense of location, is perhaps where we can
best situate Imogen Stidworthy’s broader body
7

Shadden, “Aphasia as Identity Theft,” 213.
Ibid., 214.
9
Ibid., 216.
8

of work. In not just I Hate... but also in a similar
piece entitled The Whisper Heard, Stidworthy
juxtaposes a video of a man with aphasia
attempting to read a story with an audio track of
her and three and a half year old son reading the
same story together. Language is always an
underlying element in her work, and the ways in
which language territorialises space, opens up or
closes down subject-positions, articulates
difference and conveys meaning, is played with.
Often language is deconstructed and taken out
of habitual frames of understanding. For
example, her most recent piece, (.) (2011), is a
video installation that features a blind man,
Sacha, as he attempts to navigate the streets of
London. Juxtaposed with this is a sound
installation that plays the text-to-speech voice
that Sacha’s computer generates for him.
Through the act of listening alone we are asked
to reconsider how text locates us spatially and
corporeally.
Frequently,
Sitdworthy’s
installations will confuse one’s sense of space by
complicating the acoustic airwaves, juxtaposing
partial-articulations and disembodied voices
with images of deeply embodied modes of
knowledge and corporeal depictions of
subjectivity. This inter-play of embodied and or
disembodied knowledge in conjunction with the
separation of sensual elements to both simplify
and complicate the processes that consolidate
meaning are fundamental to her work, perhaps
revealing Stidworthy’s underlying commitment
to, and interest in, re-thinking the authority of
language as a privileged site for the production
of meaning.
In I Hate... Stidworthy creates a space that
both complicates and simplifies the act of
communication. Initially, the viewer occupies a
sound installation that is composed of a large
semi-circular speaker system (fig.1).
The
speakers literally circulate around the viewer
while the sound over-takes the acoustic
airwaves and immerses the body in the voice of
another. Indeed, the sound recording is from a
speech therapy session between Edward
Woodman, a middle-aged man who suffers from
aphasia, and his speech therapist, Judith
Langley.
Edward is attempting to say the
sentence “I hate fast food,” but is stuck on the
pronunciation of “hate.” Depending if the viewer
has read the text panel explaining this
information before entering the room, the sound
will either take on partial meaning or will exceed
the viewers grasp altogether. Either way, the
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soundscape
created
by
Stidworthy
is
paradoxically immersive yet distancing at the
same time. Visitors are over-taken by the sound
and can feel the words vibrate throughout their
bodies, but they cannot yet see or visually
identify a body to allocate where the sound is
coming from.
This suspension of the visual in favour of an
auditory experience creates a form of
engagement that visual identification cannot
offer. Don Ihde offers an explanation of this in
his
book
Listening
and
Voice:
the
phenomenologies
of
sound.
In
his
comprehensive
discussion
of
the
phenomenology of sound, Ihde argues that
sound, unlike vision, immerses and penetrates
the body. The ear does not have a cover in the
same way that an eye-lid can protect the eye,
and can thus be seen as a perpetually open
vessel that is constantly vulnerable to the
external environment. Speaking about sound
more generally, he states, “But as a field, we
must say that it surrounds us. I am immersed in
the auditory field that displays no definite
boundaries such as those of vision. The sound
field, unlike the visual field which remains in
front of me, displays an indefinite space in all
directions from me.”10 Hearing is not an act
which one can easily contain or control; sound
imposes itself upon me, it immerses me and
commands my engagement: “Sound physically
penetrates my body and I literally ‘hear’ with my
body from bones to ears.”11 Through the
immersive soundscapes of I Hate... the voice of
Edward is not only heard, but it also punctures
and vibrates through visitors’ bodies. They are
touched by the iterations in an affective,
embodied way. They become increasingly are of
their vulnerability to the sound along with their
inability to completely understand it. In that
sense, the coherent, rigid Imaginary self is made
fragile within I Hate...The surface of the body is
ruptured and opened up through external
sounds that exceed its control, while habitual
modes of understanding that are normatively
secured through the visual terrain are depleted.
It is also important to consider how the
repetitious iteration of the word “hate” plays
into a heightened form of engagement.
Repetition is often used in speech therapy
sessions to help the aphasic individual work

through the language and focus in on the
movement of his or her body in articulating the
sound. Repetition suspends meaning and pulls
one in to the materiality of the word; thus, for
the viewer/listener a different form of
engagement with language is enacted, wherein
abstract or conceptual meaning is not primary
but the bodily feeling of the words are.
Furthermore, as an emotive term, “hate”
carries within it an affective quality, riddled with
passion and anger, which also lends itself to an
understanding of the person who iterates it; that
is, “I hate” is an opinionated claim that inscribes
Edward’s subjectivity and brings it into being
through the act of speaking it. In her article
“Making Stories: Evaluative language and the
aphasic experience,” Elizabeth Armstrong
discusses the important role value-ridden words
play in the recovery process by allowing the
aphasic subject to stake a claim within language
and regain symbolic agency. After listing
narrative devices such as repetition, direct
speech,
metaphoric
language
and
words/phrases as important elements in the reconstitution of linguistic agency, she states, “It is
through the use of the above devices that the
individual shares personal information and
engages the listener/reader, and in so doing,
creates and maintains a mutual bond. It is the
sharing of perspective, rather than facts alone,
that is important in the establishment and
maintenance of interpersonal relationships.”12
In I Hate.... the repetition of a phrase, “I hate” in
this case, is employed within the speech therapy
session as a re-building tool. Also, though, one
could argue that through the constant reiteration of this phrase, a mutual engagement
between the listener/viewer and Edward is set
up, wherein we are highly engaged and share a
common emotion: we all know what it feels like
to hate, though we may all experience it
differently. As such, an empathetic relation,
wherein the specificity and difference of the
other’s experience remains in place while the
self feels and relates to it, is created within the
space of I Hate...
I think it is necessary here to lay out a
framework for understanding empathy and the
ways in which I intend to engage with it
throughout this text.
Empathy, a highly
contested and much theorised concept, is taken
up within this paper from a phenomenological
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perspective. Embodiment is central in this
theorisation, and the difference in embodied
experiences is understood as constitutive of
empathy itself. Dan Zahavi provides a clear
discussion of empathy in his article “Simulation,
projection and empathy,” where he states that,
and it is worth quoting at length here:
Empathy is a basic, irreducible, form of
intentionality that is directed towards the
experience of others. It is a question of
understanding other experiencing subjects.
But this doesn’t entail that the other’s
experience is literally transmitted to us.
Rather, it amounts to experiencing, say, the
other person’s emotion without being in the
corresponding emotional state yourself.
You experience the emotion in a way that
differs from the way you would experience
the emotion if it were your own. 13

simulate the feelings of others through
observation, while theory of mind models say
that we cannot directly simulate or infer but
must rely on our conceptual knowledge and
understandings of the actions in order to
allocate meaning and put ourselves in another’s
shoes. This is perhaps an over-simplification of
the theories at hand, but it remains important to
see how both of these models remain selfcentered; that is, the self must rely on their own
experiences alone to understand the other. As
Zahavi points out:
If one accepts this outlook, it is difficult to
avoid the verdict that simulationism
remains
stuck
in
an
egocentric
predicament.
Its
focus
remains
intrapersonal and it is ultimately unable to
account for interpersonal understanding ...
the simulation-plus-projection procedure
imprisons me within my own mind .... and
prevents me from ever understanding
others.15

What this definition offers is a way of
understanding empathy as a process that
maintains the specificity of the other’s
experience while still remaining in-tune to it.
When experiencing empathy, we are not feeling
exactly what the other feels and we cannot fully
simulate or mirror his/her emotions as if they
are the same as ours.
Dominick LaCapra
articulates this perfectly in Writing History,
Writing Trauma, wherein he defines empathy as
such: “Empathy in this sense is a form of virtual,
not vicarious, experience related to what Kaja
Silverman
has
termed
heteropathic
identification, in which emotional response
comes with respect for others and the
realization that the experience of the other is
not one’s own.”14 Thus, the difference between
my embodied experience and another’s
embodied experience is constitutive; that is,
without this difference, we would be left with a
projectionist model that infers that the way I feel
must be the way the other feels: a sort of selfsame narcissism that over-identifies with the
other and abolishes the specificity of his or her
experience is enacted.
Again, Zahavi discusses this in terms of
some of the more recent simulation theories and
theory of the mind models popular in cognitive
science and neuroscience. Simulation theory
puts forth the notion that we can directly

In this way, phenomenologist have looked
to modes of embodiment for understanding
empathy. Through this model, emotion and
affect are understood as experienced in and
through the body and revealed to others there.
This is not a form of behaviourism in that
phenomenologist do not infer that they
completely understand the state of others
through their behaviour and bodily gestures.
Rather, they see expressive bodily movements
as constitutive of emotional states and vice
versa, as Zahavi states, “The point is to recognize
that expressive phenomena are already from the
start soaked with mindedness.” 16 It is from this
inter-play between body and mind, and the
collapsing of the distinction between the two,
that phenomenologist’s theorise the creation of
meaning. Furthermore, it is through this model
of empathy as an embodied form of knowledge
that simultaneously allows one to feel-with
others while respecting their differences that I
will take up in analysing the inter-subjective
relations enacted in Stidworthy’s installation.
The second part of the installation is a
video projected on a felt screen that is framed
by aluminum. The choice of felt is no doubt
important, as it adds a material, haptic element

13

15

Dan Zahavi, “Simulation, Projection and Empathy,”
Consciousness and Cognition 17 (2008): 5.
14
Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore
and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 40.

Dan Zahavi, “Simulation, Projection and Empathy,” 9.
Dan Zahavi, “Empathy and Direct Social Perception: A
phenomenological proposal,” Review of Philosophy and
Psychology 2 (2011): 531.
16
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to the act of looking that further engages
viewers: the use of felt denies their ability to
gain an aesthetic distance, normally enacted
through a smooth act of perception projected
onto a flat screen. Instead, viewers are
encouraged to look harder to not just see with
their eyes but to the feel the image through their
bodies. The video shows the interaction between
Edward and Judith during speech therapy (fig.2).
Here, the voice is no longer disembodied but
given a highly embodied referent to attach to it.
The video has the same audio track as the
surround-sound speaker installation, and the
sounds from the speakers in the semi-closed off
other room interrupt a linear and synchronised
reading of the video. That is, the video audiotrack, while for the most part matches up with
the images, is also conflated and interrupted by
the speaker installation which is playing the
same track but at a different time in the room
over.
As viewers watch and witness the
therapeutic process, they are denied a coherent
reading of the image and cannot fully project
themselves onto it: the audio track is convoluted
by the other space, and they are denied easy
access to the procedure depicted. In this way,
Stidworthy creates a space that denies full
identification with the condition of aphasia.
Viewers are de-centred in relation to the video
as their ears are bombarded by two sources of
sound. The space puts into process a relation to
Edward that re-iterates the impossibility of fully
knowing or comprehending the experience of his
aphasia. This can also function to create a sense
of empathy – as we watch the fragile body of
Edward we ourselves feel briefly frustrated,
unconfirmed in the image before us, and victim
to incoherent sounds coming at us from all
angles.
The de-centering of the self that is imparted
upon the viewer is constructed not only formally
but is explored within the content of the video
as well. As we watch Edward interact with Judith,
a blank, black screen abruptly interrupts our
reading and creates a blind-spot in the linear
progression of events. This happens after every
statement, utterance or depicted interaction.
This fragmentation thwarts full identification
with either Edward or Judith; but also, it
approaches the experience of aphasia itself,
perhaps conveying the gaps in memory and
knowledge that sever Edwards ability to
articulate himself in a coherent manner. Similar
for trauma survivors, the fragmentation of a
narrative
“self”
induced
by
external
64

circumstances out of one’s control can often
fracture memory: the body and mind is
overwhelmed by external circumstance and fails
to fully comprehend the temporality of the
event. Victims will begin to dissociate; that is,
they begin to view the self as an object that they
cannot control, thus moving in and out of
consciousness, and thereby creating voids in
memory content.17 Also, though, the fragmented
identity that is the aftermath of a traumatic
experience can make explicit that perhaps there
was so singular or fixed “self” to begin with, as
Susan Brison notes in Aftermath: Violence and
the Remaking of a Self: “Recovery no longer
seems to consist of picking up the pieces of a
shattered self (or fractured narrative). It’s facing
the fact that there never was a coherent self (or
story) there to begin with.”18 The process of
recovery, for both trauma survivors and aphasic
individuals, becomes one that not only tries to
embrace this fragmentation, but it is also one
which accepts a position of “lack” that had been
previously repressed. Stidworthy’s abrupt
disconnections and insertions of voids within the
video convey this experience in a formal manner
– thwarting full narrative understanding of the
aphasia and allowing a feeling of destabilisation
to surface.
Through witnessing the interaction between
Judith and Edward, language is revealed as a
highly embodied form of knowledge; it is a
knowledge that marks and emanates within and
through the body. At times, Judith will speak into
Edward’s hand, pronouncing a syllable so he can
feel the air from her mouth against his skin (fig.
3). After she does this, Edward tries to reproduce
the sound by pronouncing the same syllable in
his hand and feeling how the word sounds (fig.4).
This is, in effect, puts into process a fundamental
rethinking of the mind/body dualism of
Cartesianism, as well as a questioning of Lacan’s
disembodied, alienating Symbolic: language is
explored and revealed as a dialogical system
that is created through embodied intersubjective interaction.
In their article “Enactive intersubjectivity:
Participatory
sense-making
and
mutual
incorporation,” Thomas Fuchs and Hanne De
Jaegher argue that social cognition is a
dynamical process that emerges from embodied
17
See Susan J. Brison, Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a
Self (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002), 3952.
18
Brison, Aftermath, 116.
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interaction. They state, “Social agents are able to
coordinate their sense-making in social
encounters – that is: they can participate in each
other’s
sense
making.
Hence,
social
understanding emerges from a dynamical
process of interaction and co-ordination of two
embodied subjects coupled to each other.”19 In
the speech therapy session between Edward and
Judith, this dynamical and embodied interaction
between subjects to establish meaning is made
explicit. The ability to move, contort and express
the sounds of words, for Edward, is reliant on his
embodied interaction with Judith, who speaks
into his hands to communicate the form of the
word “hate” (fig.5). Through this interaction,
Edward is then able to focus on his own body
and how his mouth must be controlled to
produce certain syllables. Language is located in
the body; it is felt and expressed through the
hands and mouth. As we hear him attempt to
speak, for instance the “ate” of “hate,” we can
literally hear the air flow through this body and
move up against his tongue to work in
conjunction with his lips.
Steven Connor explores this haptic element
of the voice in his article “Edison’s Teeth:
Touching Hearing” where he states:
Although we are accustomed to thinking of
touch as focused on the hand ... a primary
association of hearing and touch is formed,
not on the exterior skin, but in the interior
skin of the mouth. For it is in the mouth that
we form our first sounds and may at first
apprehend sound as a sort of plastic
tangibility: the burring of the lips, the
sibilant puffs of air between teeth and
tongue, the uvular gulps and gurgles. Sound
and touch meet, mingle and part in the
mouth. 20
Thus, sound is haptic – it is apprehend in
and through the feeling created in the mouth.
Edward’s aphasia has left him unable to
remember the feeling of words, that is, how is
teeth and tongue work in conjunction to produce
a specific sound, or how his uvular gulps and
gurgles when iterating a singular letter. Viewers
see him use his hand to touch his throat to feel
19

Thomas Fuchs and Hanne De Jaegher, “Enactive
Intersubjectivity: Participatory sense-making and mutual
incorporation,” Phenomenology and Cognitive Science 8 (2009):
470.
20
Steven Connor, “Edison’s Teeth: Touching Hearing,” in Hearing
Cultures: Essays on Sound, Listening and Modernity, ed. Viet
Erlmann, 164 (Oxford, UK: Berg, 2004).

how it is moving to produce the sound of “ate”
(fig.6). In these moments they witness how he
must attend to the contortions of the body that
one normatively takes for granted. Through this
process, our own sense embodiment surfaces,
and the ways in which language is deeply
imbedded in and made meaningful through the
movement and expressions of the body as it
interacts with others is made explicit. Thus, a
form of embodied witnessing is enacted on the
behalf of the viewer. They become conscious of
how the self is constituted through the beingwith others: Edward’s self is made meaningful
and constituted in the hands of Judith (Fig.7).
Witnessing this type of embodied interaction
opens us up to a form of empathy that
acknowledges our common fragility and
vulnerability; it puts into process an
apprehension of the self and of others that is
deeply corporeal and highly inter-subjective.
Stidworthy’s installation also facilitates a
process of healing and recovery for Edward. If we
return to my earlier discussion of aphasia’s
effect on identity, and how social interaction is
key for the recovery process, then we can see
how Stidworthy effectively structures a space of
mutual recognition and acknowledgement for
the aphasic individual. The installation brings
aphasia as a condition into the public sphere,
allowing social dialogue to develop around it.
Visitors do not passively walk through the space
but are bodily engaged and drawn into the
struggle that is being articulated. Returning to
Shadden’s article, she underlines the important
role recognition plays in the establishment of
identity, particularly for the aphasic subject who
is re-negotiating their identity throughout the
recovery process. The need for recognition is
context-specific and identity-specific to the
individual: “Which social spaces matter, and how
do we create or enable social spaces? Simply
placing a person in a social milieu does not
guarantee identity re-negotiation.” 21 Some
biographical details on Edward will do us some
good here. The text panel accompanying the
exhibition informs us that Edward is a
photographer. But he was not just any kind of
photographer: Edward specifically photographed
art installations for artist’s portfolios and art
publications. From this fact alone we can
perhaps consider that the context of the gallery
space is indeed very meaningful for Edward, and
21
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the recognition of his aphasic identity within this
type of space will provide him with positive
affirmation of his newly re-negotiated self.
Shadden, again, highlights the importance
of “real life” contexts for progress in recovery,
she states, “How can we study and enhance
identity in settings where forming identities are
at stake, typically ‘real life’ contexts or groups?
These type of interactions can provide the
recognition and affirmation needed for
renegotiation of identity.”22 And indeed, this is
what Stidworthy’s spaces allow: a recognition of
Edward’s re-negotiated aphasic identity, but
also, a re-negotiation or rethinking of normative
identity on the part of the viewer as he or she
becomes increasingly more conscious of his or
her corporeality, fragility and inter-dependency
on others when immersed in a lack of symbolic
efficiency.
The specificity of Edward’s needs and
desires are upheld by allowing for a form of
recognition to take place within a gallery
context; that is, the type of affirmation that
Edward desires is perhaps from like-minded
people who also enjoy art exhibitions and
installations. But one could also argue that
multiple identity formations are always at stake
within gallery walls, and perhaps I Hate... allows
this process to become more explicit. The viewer
is located between the processes of meaningmaking, in the midst of self-articulation. They
wander through the space, attempting to fix the
sound to a body, and then the body to a single
sound, and are thus constantly deferred and
always suspended and left at a loss. This allows
the viewer to be positioned as the “middle
voice” as Dominick LaCapra termed it: it is the
“in-between” voice of un-decidability and
ambiguity that is marked by a loss of clear-cut
positioning. 23 The fragmented language that
emanates through the viewers bodies,
surrounding and bombarding them in the
installation space, suspends and challenges the
viewers’ stable subject positions, opening them
up and allowing them to empathetically
recognize Edward’s experience as something
that they too are capable of being exposed and
vulnerable to.
In this sense, Stidworthy effectively creates
a space for self-other recognition. No one is
posited above the other, but each constitutes
22

Ibid., 220.
Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore
and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 20.
23
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and fulfills each other. A mutuality is created
within I Hate... and the space allows for a fragile
“we” to be constituted. In no way is this an
assertive, consolidated or coalitional “we” – but
is a mutually inter-dependent “we” founded on
the contingency and precariousness of identity.
It is a “we” that recognises that meaning is
created in the space that exists between us, and
as such, should be empathetically and ethically
attended to. 24 In I Hate... we are put into the
hands of each other, and through this process,
are made aware of the precariousness of our
identities. Indeed, this is a form of
precariousness that marks our embodied
mutuality and necessitates an ethical and
empathetic apprehension of one another. Judith
Butler perhaps put it best in her book Frames of
War when she states, “Precariousness implies
living socially, that is, the fact that one’s life is
always in some sense in the hands of the other.
It implies exposure to both those we know and
those we don’t know; a dependency on people
we know, or barely know, or not at all.” 25 In I
Hate... the linguistic-symbolic order that is said
to alienate the self from the other in order to
come into “being” is broken-down. Our
embodiment surfaces as the fragility of language
and identity is brought to the fore. Although this
ethics of vulnerability can fail and the self is
always at risk of being put into the hands of an
exploitative, violent other, (or vice versa, the self
becoming violent in the face of the other), it
remains important to hope that this will not
always be the case, and to embrace the spaces,
such as Stidworthy’s, that allow us to see and
feel our identities as fragile processes of mutual
recognition and embodied interaction. It
perhaps through this apprehension of the coconstitutive nature of identity, enacted in the
embodied space that exists between us, that an
ethics of care and an ethics of precariousness
can effectively be put forth.

24

Irit Rogoff makes this argument in her article “We – Collectivity,
Mutuality and Participation.” Re-considering the communal
aspects of the gallery, Rogoff reminds us that the creation of
meaning never exists in a vacuum but is constituted through
being-with others in the gallery space, “Despite the prevailing
mythologies that continue to link the experience of art to
individual reflection, we do look at art, inhabit the spaces of art in
various forms of collectivity and in the process we produce new
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rather than relations between viewers and objects”
25
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Figures

Figure 4. video still from I Hate...
Figure 1. Imogen Stiworthy, Installation view of I Hate... (2007).
Curved wall: 240 x 975 x 32cm, 3 loudspeakers, 2 focusing
loudspeakers, 5.1 surround sound composition.

Figure 5. video still from I Hate...

Figure 2. Imogen Stiworthy, Installation view of I Hate... (2007).
Video projection, 480 x 270cm, stage, 520 x 735cm, screen, felt
on aluminum frame, 520 x 293 cm.

Figure 6. video still from I Hate...

Figure 3. video still from I Hate...(2007). Video (DVD): HDV
format, sound, colour, 6:20min, loop.

Figure 7. video still from I Hate...
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