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Collage and Photomontage in 1930s:
Piero Bottoni’s Architectural Designs
Fabio Colonnese*
Abstract
By the end of 1920s, photomontage was adopted throughout Fascist Italy first as a tool for stylistic
and fashion criticism, then as a teaching and exhibition device, and lastly in the practice of architectural
visualization. While most of architects used it only as an occasional tool to communicate the entries for
the major competitions called by the regime, others such as Giuseppe Terragni and Piero Bottoni
adopted photomontage as an innovative tool for their enquiries and critical activity as well as a field of
mutual exchange and influence. The former used it as a medium to integrate Fascist values into
rationalist architecture, while the latter adopted it to evoke figurative references from the cinema – such
as the very idea of the cameo – that were useful to visually negotiate the project space and take
distance from the regime at the same time. Despite the importance the Futurism and its photographic
works had had in the formation of Fascist ideals, around 1936 photomontage began to be considered as
a subversive activity close to communism. This article focuses on the use of photomontage in Bottoni’s
design representation – particularly of human figures and other details in perspective views – in
connection with both its figurative and political agency.
Keywords: collage, photomontage, Rationalist Architecture, design communication, Piero Bottoni,
Giuseppe Terragni.

Photography in architectural drawing
The early attempts to use photography in
the representation of an architectural project
dates back to the beginning of the 20th century
(Nerdinger 1986). In 1910 Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe had inserted photographic clippings of his
maquette for the monument to Bismarck in
some photographs of the hill it had been
planned for, in order to anticipate its visual
effect.1 Within a few years, many of the collages
and photomontages of both Dadaists and artists
such as Paul Citroën, Podsadecki, El Lissitsky and
André Verlon (Taylor 2004, 189) focused on the
image of the contemporary city while some
architectural competitions began to request
explicitly photomontages (Lepick 2001, 324).
De Stijl’s artists experimented photographic
collage even by contaminating the canonical
architectural representation. In 1924, while still
working at Jan Wils’s studio in Voorburg, Cornelis

Van Eesteren was invited by Theo Van Doesburg
to collaborate in a project for a gallery of shops
with cafes and restaurants on Laan van
Meerdervoort in The Hague. Although Hendrik
Petrus Berlage and the other jurors ignored the
proposal entry under the motto Simultanéité,
the innovative perspective deserves attention
(fig.1).

1

According to Martin Stierli (2011), Mies van der Rohe’s celebrated
photo-montages for the various designs of the Friedrichstrasse
skyscraper of 1921, which he completed graphically in order to obtain
less realistic images but with a strong emotional impact, are instead
hybrids useful to promote himself in publications and exhibitions and
to develop an architecture in terms of collage and film montage.

Fig. 1. C. Van Eesteren (Van Doesburg color advisor), Design for
a shopping gallery with a restaurant on Laan van
Meerdervoort, The Hague, 1924.

* Dept. of History, Drawing and Restoration of Architecture, Sapienza University of Rome
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It shows a human figure cut out from a
newspaper and glued onto a traditional ink line
rendering. First of all, it is quite rare to find
human figures in De Stijl's architectural
drawings. Moreover, although the figure is
correctly placed with respect to the perspective
geometric horizon, it seems to walk towards the
observer and to get out of the drawing, almost
disregarding the architectural context. Generally,
in architectural designs human figures serve as
an optical reference to measure space, to
suggest
proportional
relationships
or
incommensurable qualities, and to illustrate
narratively the instructions for the use of space
and architectural components (Colonnese 2016).
Here the contrast between the drawn lines and
the figure, as well as between the neoplastic
colorful surfaces and the photographic blackand-white figure, destabilizes the canons of
architectural representation and introduces
inconsistencies and tactile values that implicitly
require the readers to “justify” what they are
seeing. The general meaning of the view is also
articulated by the fact that the figure pictures
the Greek ruler Constantine, previously exiled to
Italy and deceased the year before in Palermo
(Bouman and Mousavi 2012). In addition to
carrying out the usual role of optical reference of
the design spaces, the photographic figure
reveals the task of transmitting additional
meanings, not least that of a wider revaluation
of the many levels of interpretation of the design
representation and communication.

Architectural photomontage in the fascist
Italy
In Italy, the photomontage was accepted in
the artistic and political sphere at the end of
1920s (Baltzer 2013), in a period of lively debate
stimulated by the Fascist regime’s request for
the self-representation and by the diatribes
between Rationalists and Traditionalists. In
those years Rome, where “architecture is made
and disposed of much more than elsewhere,”
(Sarfatti 1925, 238) was offering young architects
the opportunity of entering the productive world
through direct relationships with the political
establishment. On the contrary, Milan was
expressing “a vitality of unparalleled research,
gathering more voices and giving space to
multiple experiences,” (Ciucci 1989, 76) in an
atmosphere of great participation and
collaboration.

4

In this context, the camera gradually turned
from an instrument of objective investigation to
an expressive tool, able to valorize not only the
works but also their architects. Collaborations
between architects and photographers arose
while sometimes architects themselves became
photographers and introduced photography in
their project presentation strategy. “Pagano’s
photos were undoubtedly the first attempt to
use the technical means with an interpretative
intentionality and they have certainly influenced
profoundly the new way of seeing the
architecture of the whole generation of
professionals grown up leafing through
Casabella” (De Seta 1998, 182). Through the
pages of Domus, Gio Ponti promoted the
diffusion of new assembly criteria and graphic
treatment in picturing ancient art (Catalano
2014) and stressed how the independence of the
photographic view could reveal unprecedented
aspect of things (Ponti 1932).
Starting from 1928, Pietro Maria Bardi began
his experiments with the critical potential of
photomontage, by comparing the architectures
of young authors, such as Giuseppe Pagano and
Giuseppe Terragni, with historical and eclectic
buildings, often with caustic results.2 In the
alternation of meetings, exhibitions and
collaborations between the newer Roman
architects and the Milan Group 7 members – first
merging in MIAR (Movimento Italiano per
l’Architettura Razionale) and then in RAMI
(Raggruppamento Architetti Moderni Italiani) –
the exponents of the Rationalist fringe
conquered the partial trust of the institutions. In
the 1932 Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution,
architects-photographers like Pagano and
graphic designers like Marcello Nizzoli could
work alongside young architects such as Terragni
and Adalberto Libera, demonstrating the
communicative potential of photographic
collages. These experiences, deeply rooted in
the Futurist tradition (Lista 1981), aspired to
experiment spatially the figurative potentialities
of European Rationalism and to promote it to
Mussolini as the most authentic and accredited
language of the Fascist revolution (Ghirardo
1980).
The diffusion of photomontage in museums,
exhibitions and ephemeral architectures built in
2

Bardi’s intolerance for the “in style” architecture promoted by
Marcello Piacentini or Armando Brasini reached its peak in the socalled Tavolo degli Orrori at the Second Exhibition of Rational
Architecture of 1931.
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the many opportunities offered by both the
regime and other cultural institutions, is
indirectly demonstrated by the critical words of
Marcello Piacentini, the most influential
architect of the Regime. As a member of the
board of directors at the Milan Triennale in view
of the 6th edition of the exhibition, he
condemned “the photomontage system widely
used in the 5th Triennale” (Savorra 2005, 120). He
instead proposed a greater attention to the
“development of models accompanied by clear
technical elements with a prevalence of graphic
materials on the photographic ones” (Savorra
2005, 120).

Roman competitions
The season of the great Roman
competitions
oriented
also
Milan-based
architects’ attention to the capital (Cimbolli
Spagnesi 2007). The programs of most of these
competitions requested for buildings with a
strong rhetorical accent in order to respond to
the regime’s need to promote its fictive descent
from the Roman Empire. Although many of the
architects involved in these public works were
also painters, photographers or cartoonists,
being still inspired by Gustavo Giovannoni’s
(1907; 1916) concept of “integral architect”, they
generally presented entries elaborated with
painters and sculptors. From the 1934
competition for the Palazzo del Littorio in Via
dell’Impero to the five permanent monumental
buildings of E42 / EUR between 1937 and 1939,
many of the participating architects adopted
collage-based techniques, generally to integrate
the pictures after their models.

Fig. 2. L. Figini, G. Pollini, Photomontage with the model of the
Palazzo del Littorio, 1934.

For example, in the first degree of the
competition for the Palazzo del Littorio, the
group guided by Terragni added photographic
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inserts of the crowd praising Mussolini in the
pictures taken after their architectural model,
while Luigi Figini and Gino Pollini added pictures
of airplanes cut out of the photographs of the
inauguration day of the new-town Sabaudia
(fig.2).
Although Roman architects were more
involved in traditional graphic techniques, the
young Ludovico Quaroni, Francesco Fariello and
Saverio Muratori used photomontages to render
the project for the Pretura di Roma in 1936.
Together with Luigi Moretti, they also took part
in the design of the Piazza Imperiale at E42 and
their perspective views include not only
photographed figures but also photographic
fragments of Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s colonnade
of S. Peter, although with a simplified base
(fig.3).

Fig. 3. F. Fariello, L. Moretti, S. Muratori, L. Quaroni,
Photomontage of the Piazza Imperiale at E42, 1938-39.

Adalberto Libera, who was also a painter
like Figini and Terragni, occasionally adopted the
collage, too. He pasted a photographed statue
on the pencil rendering of the project for the
Auditorium of Rome (1934). The photographed
woman on the perspective view of his Palazzo
dei Ricevimenti at E42 may instead be
interpreted as the mark of his surrender to the
ineluctable columns imposed by Marcello
Piacentini (Ciucci 1989, 195-196).
The use of photographic materials
proposed by Terragni in the representation and
construction of the Casa del Fascio in Como
(1932-36) would deserve a separate article.
Before the building was even finished, Terragni
had involved Bardi and Nizzoli in the preparation
of a double issue of Quadrante, a magazine
directed by Massimo Bontempelli and close to
the positions of Italian rationalists. The issue is
5
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full of “photographs and photomontages
because the visibility of his ideas was most
important to him” (Forster 1996, 118). The
building itself was somehow “contaminated” by
photography (fig.4).

excessively nonconformist even to Terragni’s
friends of Quadrante, who perhaps did not
understand the implicit consistency of his
conception. Through the contribution of collage,
photomontage and cinema, Terragni was
actually pursuing a rational architecture that
could favor a new synthesis of the arts. Such a
synthesis was no longer to be measured on the
individual and on traditional art inspired to
classical canons but on the crowd and on
popular media associated to a monument that
mathematically and metaphorically embodied
the foundations of the new Fascist ideology.

Piero Bottoni
Fig. 4. M. Nizzoli, G. Terragni, Photomontage of the facade of
the Casa del Fascio at Como, 1936.

Terragni had commissioned Nizzoli to
design photomechanical panels on the façade
(Casero 2010) and photographic installations to
integrate the abstract decorations of the artist
Mario Radice, who had been preferred to the
faithful and figurative painter Mario Sironi. In the
meantime, part of the façade was re-designed as
a screen for projections of propagandistic
movies.
In this building, Terragni had conceived – a
unique case among the rationalist buildings of
those years – the decoration not as a figurative
counterpoint but as a sensitive and chromatic
emanation of the architectural structure and its
ideological contents, capable of performing “an
effective and immediate pedagogical and
propagandistic function” (Poretti 1996, 408). This
choice allowed architecture to be an expression
of the fundamental concepts of Fascism
intended as a “transparent house” (Storchi 2007)
as well decoration to be its media complement.
The building would have welcomed texts,
symbols and photographic pictures of the
regime, even that of its leader in a twice-thanreal scale in the Sala del Direttorio, 3 exhibiting
its nature of “reproduction of reproduction”.4
Such an iconographic apparatus appeared to be
3

“The larger [wall] bears the portrait of the Duce, twice the size of the
real, photo-mechanically engraved on a marble slab. The plate is
inserted in a plastic work painted in fresco whose formal value is in
relationship with the effigy. (...) The symbol of the Littorio and the
words of the Duce participate in the composition” (Radice 1936, 33).
4
“Every time [in the Casa del Fascio] some ‘icons’ appear (...) they bear
the mark of reproduction: they are dithered images whose large grain
betrays their origin as newspapers illustration, unmasking them as
reproductions of reproductions” (Forster 1996, 123).

6

Piero Bottoni (1903-1973), whose archive
(APB) is today preserved at the Milan Politecnico,
is one of the most investigative and dynamic
architects in Milan during the Fascist decades.
For example, his Cromatismi Architettonici
presented in Monza, Zurich and Rome, at the
First Italian Exhibition of Rational Architecture
allowed him to have an epistolary relationship
with Le Corbusier in 1927 (Colonnese 2017). He
supported a rationalist renewal through his
activity of interior designer by applying scientific
methods of functional organization of space
inspired by “Taylorist and Fordist dictates to the
domestic sphere” but always aimed at a
“humanization of the domestic landscape”
(Consonni, Meneghetti and Tonon 1990, 60-61).
Sigfried Giedion (1933), who had grasped the
scientific and innovative character of Bottoni’s
research, urged him to participate in the Congrès
Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM). A
few months later, Bottoni was in La Sarraz, for
the first congress and later became an active
member of CIAM, together with Pollini and, to a
lesser extent, Terragni. He was a promoter of the
most advanced European ideas by both
contributing
to
the
journal
Rassegna
dell’Architettura and organizing exhibitions and
conferences. Cruising from Marseilles to Athens
in the 4th CIAM, he could personally talk not only
with Le Corbusier, Pollini, Bardi, and Terragni,
but also with Cornelis Van Eesteren, who was to
became one of his most sincere friends, and
László Moholy-Nagy, who was responsible for
the filming of a documentary on the conference.
In 1934 Bottoni and Pollini finally accomplished
to invite Le Corbusier for a series of conferences
in Rome and Milan: in those years, Bottoni and
the Milan Rationalists still believed “that rational
architecture could interpret the revolution of
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which Fascism was believed to be a conveyer in
the social and political field” (Tonon 1983, 34).
Even before graduating, Bottoni attended
the figure courses at the Academy of Fine Arts
practicing as a painter and sculptor (Meneghetti
1983, 23). Looking for a key to a new synthesis of
the arts, he also saw it in the new media, such as
photography and cinema, devoting himself to
making short films and experimental design
sets.5 On the other hand, the technology of
sound
synchronized
with
images
was
transforming cinema “into the most important
entertainment and indoctrination instrument”
(Becker 2008, 13) of 1930s.
Around 1933, a mutation is perceived in the
way he used to present his projects. He became
manifestly inspired by Le Corbusier’s formal and
visual repertoire 6 and began to use
photographic montages. On the one hand,
Bottoni inserted drawn perspectives in pictures
of the site, such as the neoplastic-inspired
palace in Piazza Fiume in Milan (1934, with G.
Prearo); on the other, he pasted photographic
pieces on his pencil and pastels sections and
perspective views. For example, in the Salonit
pavilion project at the 1934 Fair in Belgrade,
Bottoni enriched the wire-frame perspective
view with a number of photographic
complements dealing with human figures, cars,
flags, advertising wallpapers. They are also used
to demonstrate the use of the pipes designed as
a display structure, even if they unavoidably
reveal a certain inconsistency with the general
perspective structure.

Collage and montage in the presentation
panels for the competitions
The success of the Mostra dell’Urbanistica
as well the 6th Triennale in 1936, in which
Bottoni also involved Bruno Munari to elaborate
diorama and photomontages, confirmed the
importance of photography as both an ally for
architectural representation and to add extraarchitectural meanings to drawings.
5

Bottoni’s passion for cinema already surfaced in the article Cinema,
mode e speranze, 1927 he wrote together with Antonello Gerbi (Gerbi
and Bottoni 1927). In 1936, he presented proposals to create a
cinematic fantastic environment through “the inversion from positive
to negative of either the background or the foreground character”
(Consonni, Meneghetti and Tonon 1990, 55) at the Mostra
Internazionale di Cinematografia Turistica e Scientifica e di Scenografia
Cinematografica of Como.
6
The axonometric view of the expansion designed in 1935 for Villa
Cicogna in Bergamo looks like an homage to the Swiss master. Milan,
APB op. 115.
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Photomontages were developed to describe
the guidelines and interventions of the Plan for
the Conca del Breuil as part of the Valle d’Aosta
regulatory plan (1936-37), studied by Bottoni with
Lodovico Belgiojoso.

Fig. 5. P. Bottoni, N. Bertocchi, A.M. Degli Innocenti, G.L.
Giordani, A. Legnani, M. Piacentini, A. Pini, M. Pucci, G. Rabbi,
G. Ramponi, A. Susini, A. Vitellozzi, Design of via Roma in
Bologna, second solution, 1937-38.

Photographic figures crowd most of the
designs Bottoni produced in those years. In the
second phase of the competition for the via
Roma district in Bologna, Bottoni was asked to
merge his group with the other winning groups
under the supervision of Marcello Piacentini, the
most active mediator between the architectural
movements and the Fascist institutions. 7 The
pencil and graphite views show the design
buildings as masses, without the windows holes
– whose vertical traces in pencil are visible,
indeed – but with chiaroscuro and strong
shadings. This treatment transforms the project
into “an ambiguous set design (...) in which the
Fascism mystic could be recognized – beyond
the intentions of the designers” (Consonni 2003,
18). The photographic figures seem to nurture
7

With respect to the first phase of competition (1936, with N. Bertocchi,
L. Giordani, A. Legnani, M. Pucci, and G. Ramponi), in the second phase
members from two other ex-equo winner groups were added (A.M.
Degli Innocenti and the group composed of A. Pini, G. Rabbi, A. Susini e
A. Vitellozzi), and overall, M. Piacentini. Milan, APB op. 158.2
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this choice, appearing as models posing for
photos or films, superimposed on the edge of
perspective and “looking at the camera”, like Van
Eesteren and Van Doesburg’s view mentioned
before. While the abstraction of the urban
rendering seems to evoke De Chirico’s
metaphysical places, the inventive panel 21
seems to confirm the prominence of the
cinematic reference (fig. 5).
This shows a seducing picture of Marlene
Dietrich dressed in fur that mediates the
perspective bird’s eye view of the gardenhousing as seen from a theater looking upon it,
through an hypothetical window simply made
with a black cardboard passe-partout.
Figurative inspirations also emerge in the
perspective photomontage of Piazza Giovinezza
/ Mercanti, the most intimate part of the
competition entry for the rearrangement of
Piazza del Duomo in Milan. 8 Here the design
elevation in the background is almost obscured
by the plastic group of four men in the
foreground that captures all of the observer’s
attention (fig. 6).

works, but this case seems more a direct
reference to the so-called cameo in the movies,
as practiced, for example, by Alfred Hitchcock in
his movies since 1927.
Bottoni and Terragni were good friends.
They had designed together (and won) in 1934
the competition for the Aosta’s regulatory plan,
largely illustrated with photomontages. In 1937
they assembled a group together with Lingeri,
Mucchi and Pucci to compete in the contest for
the new Milan Trade Fair. The large perspective
views of the main entrance (fig.7) show a dilated
and rarefied space, delimited by flagpoles,
vertical grids, perforated passageways and
Corbusieresque trees. They also show an
unusual coexistence of drawn and photographic
elements which can be attributed precisely to
the overlap between Terragni – drawing in pencil
and chiaroscuro – and Bottoni – mixing ink and
collage.

Fig. 7. P. Bottoni, P. Lingeri, G. Mucchi, M. Pucci, G. Terragni,
Design of the new Trade Fair in Milan, 1937-38

Fig. 6. P. Bottoni, G.L. Giordani, M. Pucci, Design of Piazza del
Duomo in Milan, 1937

It is interesting to note that Bottoni himself
can be recognized among them. Since the
Renaissance painting tradition, artists have
occasionally reproduced themselves in their own
8

8

September 1937, with L. Giordani and M. Pucci. Milan, APB op. 152.

His colorful photographic fragments
literally complete the views attributed to
Terragni (Consonni and Tonon 2006, 78-93) with
people, vehicles, signs and advertising.
Associated with the type of structures designed
and the exhibition theme, these collages suggest
an avant-garde visual value. They also evoke the
ephemeral and iridescent atmospheres of
stands and pavilions, whose “fresh advertising
architecture” were legitimized by Pagano (1937,
110) who tolerated “the use of exceptional
solutions” only for exhibition and aulic buildings.
Even the perspective view of Terragni’s
restaurant for 10,000 people is dotted with
groups of photographic human figures. They are
supposed to manifest a sort of architectural
promenade but they happen to alter the correct
perception of the structure, being often
oversized if compared to the representation
scale (fig.8).
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Fig. 8. G. Terragni (attributed to), Perspective view of the
restaurant for 10,000 people at the new Trade Fair in Milan,
1937-38

Bottoni and Terragni’s mutual respect and
constant attendance over the years also
promoted an exchange of suggestions and
solutions, whose effects also emerge in the
innovative and unrhetorical project the former
proposed for the Armed Forces buildings at E42.9
In general, the Neoplastic-inspired asymmetric
plan of this complex seems to have been
developed directly after Mario Radice’s abstract
visual studies for the interiors of the Casa del
Fascio. In particular, the volumetric project looks
like a magnified part of the life-size wooden
model that had “convinced” Terragni of the
effectiveness of the abstract decoration
(Caramel 1968). Apart from the equestrian statue
and the bas-relief semi-hidden by the glazed
and decorated grid delimiting the Hall of the
Italian War Glories, all of representative tasks
are entrusted to the space enclosed by the
naked architectural surfaces and boxes. Even the
columns are here reduced to thin pilotis. Among
the few elements afforded to the regime’s
expectations, few photographic figures of
soldiers marching in sections and perspectives
(Colonnese 2018).

Considerations on the political value of
architectural photomontage
The avant-gardes had proposed the
photographic collage as a technique that stages
an “archaeological density of the imaginary and
a
non-linear
narrativity
through
the
9

1937, with M. Pucci, M. Mucchi and the artist Jenny Wiegman Mucchi.
Milan, APB op.168
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juxtaposition of fragmented images deriving
from non-reconcilable origins” (Pallasmaa 2012,
50-51). It was adopted by Terragni and
conducted, together with Bardi and Nizzoli, from
a merely graphic and visual level to an
operational and spatial one in the name of a
new plastic concept based on Fascist ideology.
In contrast to Terragni, Bottoni adopted this
technique in order to convey innovative cultural
elements, which were eventually critical and
even subversive with respect to the Fascist
regime. Extending the words Polin has written on
the work of Figini and Pollini, those collages
“introduced almost hyper-realistic tones in the
project panels, as well as constituting over the
years an autonomous language, a particular
form of expression capable of giving further
suggestions to perspective and free sketching”
(Polin 1997, 172). In particular, Bottoni’s work
reveals often an ironic approach to visual arts.
This can be a consequence of many factors, first
of all, his relationships with other artists. For
example, his teacher and friend Piero Portaluppi
used to draw caricature figures in his
architectural renderings (Negri 2003) while the
artist Vinicio Paladini was instead an anomalous
communist
futurist
also
practicing
photomontages (Rifkind 2012, 32). When he was
younger, Giuseppe Terragni himself used to
sketch caricatures under the pseudonym of
Pepin Zanzaresco (Consonni and Tonon 2004).
However, Bottoni’s original contribution results
of pictorial and cinematic models used to
provide a critical visual key. For example, the
decision to place his “actors” along Via Roma in
Bologna, among the scenography-looking
buildings, in the phase in which Marcello
Piacentini had taken over directing operations,
can be interpreted as a veiled criticism of
stylistic interventions in Italian historical
centers. On the other hand, Falasca-Zamponi
(1997, 143) pointed out that “Fascism was slow to
discover the cinema as an instrument of political
use despite the enormous success of the
medium as a private pastime of Italians”. Thus,
Bottoni is supposed to have considered the
cinema as a sort of oasis still spared from the
interference of the regime, even if not that
long. 10
10

The inauguration of Cinecittà in Rome in 1937 was followed, on
September 1938, by the establishment of the monopoly of the Ente
nazionale industrie cinematografiche (National Film Industry Agency)
which caused the embargo of the American majors and encouraged
the exponential growth of Italian productions (Manetti 2012).
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The graceful figure of Marlene Dietrich in
the project for Bologna, which is apparently
admissible in a perspective view from a theater
hall, also assumes a stratified meaning. On the
one hand, the figure of the German star seems to
mediate a glimpse of the German-style
modernist city drawn behind her without
shadows and materials; on the other hand, it
evokes her open dissent to the Nazi activities,
which had made her demand for American
citizenship in March 1937. This choice probably
was not only an instinctive outlet for a political
situation that was getting more and more
oppressive. This was also part of a strategy
aiming at a visual recognition of his architectural
proposals, especially in the context of public
competitions, at conveying values of visual
performance and contemporaneity to his project
and even at creating an opportunity to
empathically involve some of the committee
members.
Already after Berlin Fotomontage, the 1931
Curt Glaser’s exhibition displaying the
production of the Bauhaus and John Heartfield’s
collages, “the Nazi regime had to recognize,
reluctantly, that photomontage was forever
identified with left agitation. This was the reason
why Nazi propagandists, after some initial
tinkering with the medium, rejected it as
Bolshevik. Despite the fact that Futurism was
officially accepted as a modernizing force in
Fascist Italy, here too the use of photomontage
declined” (Becker 2008, 13). From 1936 on, La
rivista illustrata del Popolo d’Italia rejected also
Bruno Munari’s fantasticherie, which were
eventually politically harmless. His surreal
collages, being “too experimental examples of
art, were evidently no more tolerable in the
magazine of the National Fascist Party” (Negri
2013, 30). Photographic montages were allowed
only for the harmless commercial réclame or as
secondary accessories for the representations of
architecture. Terragni, who had practiced
photomontage that long, was probably
contrasted by the Roman leaders also for this
“eversive” representational attitude. In the end,
he attracted the criticism of both his supporters
and the custodians of the Fascist values and
institutions, who unfortunately did not conceive
of photography manipulation as virtuous as the
other traditional figurative arts (Poretti 1996,
402-404).

10

Conclusions
In Fascist Italy, the presence of photography
and its diffusion in the representation of the
architectural project was largely linked to
ephemeral architectural production. Especially
in the early 1930s, photography marked outfits,
fairs, exhibitions and competitions and found its
own life reason in the seductive and aggressive
visual communication intended to convey an
image of order and organization to the masses.
The Milan-based architect Piero Bottoni was
one of the few authors to practice
photomontage
and
photo-collage
with
continuity throughout his long career. Since the
late 1920s, the photographic clippings seemed to
offer him:
1. a reference to the graphic collages of
the European avant-gardes, of which
he had directly met many of the main
exponents;
2. an opportunity to present his projects
with photo-realistic renderings of
cinematic inspiration;
3. a component of popular realism, using
the photographic elements not only as
negotiators of the uses and dimensions
of the designed spaces, as in the view
of Terragni’s restaurant, but also as
cinematic vehicles of new social values.
Although Bottoni was convinced that “the
battle for modern architecture” begun in 1927,
had been closed in 1936 with the success of the
6th Triennale (Bottoni 1995, 286), he considered
it as something distinct from the values of the
Fascism, towards which he maintained a critical
vision that gradually turned into a bitter
disappointment.

Fig. 9. P. Bottoni, G. Mucchi, M. Pucci, Design of the Armed
Forces’ buildings and square at E42, 1937-38
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Being of a communist vocation and not
being a member of the Fascist party, he had to
renounce the voluntary assistantship at the
Milan Politecnico (Consonni 2003, 38) and later
he had to suffer from the effects of racial laws,
which caused the persecution of his Jewish-born
mother (Consonni, Meneghetti and Tonon 1990,
95). Some account regarding his personal anxiety
and disappointment in the early 1940s can be
found in Casabella. The issue 158, which
Giuseppe Pagano dedicated to the “lost
opportunities” of Italian architecture, included

the project by Bottoni, Mucchi and Pucci for the
buildings of the Armed Forces at E42.
The perspective view of the square (fig. 9)
appears here purged of the silhouettes of
marching soldiers, scratched away from the
photograph of the panel11: a precocious example
of post-production that can reveal Piero
Bottoni’s mood as well as the intrinsic political
and rhetorical power of photography in
architectural drawings.
11

The cut-out photographic figure is still pasted on the original panel
preserved in Milan, APB, op. 166, 29.
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Athens Centre is Burning:
Political Stencils as Art and Activism in Dystopian Times
Konstantina Drakopoulou*
Abstract
Stencil is a work of street art; however, it has strayed from the classic graphics of New York style
graffiti and is distinguished for its figurative character and its narrative content. Stencils often serve as
alternative political posters and offer a way to awaken the less privileged and encourage them to resist.
The directness and graphic simplicity of this unofficial urban iconography and the fact that it may be
reproduced quickly make stencil an extremely appropriate means to feature political issues. Political
stencilled pieces in the centre of Athens after the outbreak of the financial crisis and the implementation
of severe austerity measures, have been turned into experimental, uncensored and collaborative spaces
by artists and activists. Stencilled images by PAUL, MAPET, D!, Bleeps and the HIT crew are very
characteristic forms of art activism or artivism in their ability to maintain a position of consistent
opposition against austerity; to raise questions of the European Union itself and its terminal democracy
deficits; to interrogate whether Syriza, the ruling party that signifies the most important advance of the
Left since the mid-1970s in Greece, has further entrenched the very processes of neoliberal austerity
imposed by the earlier memorandums since 2010; to resist against negative opinions and stereotypical
images about the “corrupt Greeks”; to bring to the fore the unwritten traumatic history of the city, driven
out of the official picture, but prone to erupt at any time.
Keywords: political stencils, urban iconography, artivism, neoliberal austerity, trauma.

Introduction
In this paper I will try to analyze through
selected stencilled pieces how the medium of
political stencil operates recently in the centre
of Athens as a kind of protest art that does not
simply impel passers-by to reflect upon the one
of the deepest postwar recessions of the
country; upon the role of the European Union in
easing citizens’ concerns about stability,
democracy and the identity of the EU itself; upon
the mismanagement of the immigration issue, its
exploitation by far right groups, and the
subsequent tension among several countries in
Eastern and Central Europe rejecting the
obligation to take in immigrants; upon the
incapability of the Syriza government to stand
up to the European Union and defend living
standards of the working class, the poor and
immigrants. As every form of political art stencil
can contribute to the creation of a wide range of
political activists in Greece; it is a tool of building
and maintaining political relations with the
people. Specifically, political stencils add direct
political interventions to struggles established in
the streets; they provoke a refreshing debate in
* School of Philosophy, University of Athens (UOA)

the Greek left and address an immediate plea to
citizens for fighting against the cultivation of
racist ideology, against a normalized life, and the
alienation from their own emotions, creativity
and desires. Although I recognize that the
ephemerality of this medium metaphorically and
literally shows the fragility of the position from
which it is critically challenging hegemonic
structures, stencilling rooted in social protest
and trained in political confrontations as a form
of art and activism contributes decisively to the
configuration of a new situation and of a better
future. A brief sketching of the medium’s
historiography, technical, iconological and
morphological traits should not be omitted.
From
a
methodology
point
of
view,
interdisciplinary research borrowing from art
theory, political philosophy and concepts such
as the agonistic democracy, of the aesthetics of
destruction, trauma theory and semantics has
proved to be very fruitful.
Stencil is a category of street art that has
strayed from the classic graphics of New Yorkstyle graffiti and is distinguished by its figurative
character and its narrative content. Stencil was
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introduced to the traditional New York style
graffiti subculture in the 1980s and became, at
the same time, another version of post-graffiti
with stickers, posters and street installations
(MacPhee 2004, 103). While New York style graffiti
is completely reliant on the tag and revolves
around typography and letter formation, stencil
is primarily a picture-led graphic art form.
Graffiti is a solipsistic, internalized language; as
such, the main groups of people who can fully
appreciate it are other graffiti writers. On the
contrary, stencil templates can be understood by
a wider audience, since they involve a narrative
content, an element of storytelling. By searching
further into the comparisons, one may find even
more differences; stencil usually reflects the
particularities of the environment. In other
words, it is site-specific, while graffiti is
standardized and a universal language of
signature (Lewisohn 2008, 21-23). Whether they
bear a radical political message, or present an
interesting graphic design or a single word,
stencils claim the space of advertisement
boards, walls and pavements, which are turned
into experimental, uncensored and collaborative
spaces by artists and activists. Stencil also
contains the surprise element that comes from
the sudden appearance of figurative episodes or
obscure items on a wall, and from the fact that
these images have been produced in the public
arena, where most messages tend to be
corporate or functional. There are many visual
twists in these appropriations and even the most
innocent
images
contain
subversion
(Drakopoulou 2009, 100).
Stencil is a simple, low-tech medium: A
design is initially made on a hard surface which
is cut out in such a way as to allow for the
design’s reproduction. The gaps, created by the
design cut-out, are then coloured in. The only
supplies required to create a stencil are a piece
of cardboard, a knife, and spray-or any other
form of paint. In other words, this is a portable
printing press. Hundreds of stencils can be made
on streets and sidewalks with only these simple
tools. The handmade character of stencil, which
fits the punk movement’s Do It Yourself
philosophy,
confirms
the
popular
and
democratic dimension of this medium. The
uncompromising nature of this medium is of
unique significance, since the means of
production and distribution are all in the
creators’ hands. Stencils often serve as
alternative political posters. Since the mass
media is used to promote products, companies
16

and political parties, and is only available to
those possessing property ownership titles and
money guarantees, stencil, as a temporary and
low-tech means of expression, offers a way to
awaken the less privileged and encourage them
to resist. The directness and graphic simplicity of
this unofficial urban iconography and the fact
that it may be reproduced quickly make stencil
an extremely appropriate means to feature
political issues (Chaffee 1993, 8-10). Furthermore,
rooted in social protest and political
propaganda, stencilling evolved by itself to
combine the tension of protest art with the
aesthetics of decorative arts within the various
tradition of urban street ornamentation.
After the Russian Revolution, Ivan Maliutin
created a dozen political posters for the Soviet
political education department using stencils
and gouache (Dickerman 1996, 70). During the
same era, Vladimir Majakovski produced similar
stencilled posters for ROSTA, the Soviet
telegraph agency. Daring and simplified texts
and images were stencilled and used mainly to
inform
a
largely
illiterate
population
(MacQuiston, 1993, 17-18). In the 1930s, the more
sophisticated stencil process of screen printing
was developed as a means of mass-producing
artwork. Various chemical and photomechanical
processes enabled artists to create more
complex designs than was possible with ordinary
cut-out stencils. Stencil was placed in the service
of political propaganda during World War II,
especially in Italy. Posters of political parties in
the 1960s and the slogans of the Paris uprising in
May 1968 have also affected the iconography of
later political stencils. In the service of protest,
art uses well-known political symbols, such as
the clenched fist, weapons or the rippling flag.
These images have their roots in the depictions
of historical events, but also in early 20th
century revolutionary art. Another frequent
theme in protest stencilling is the iconic use of
portraiture. The style of various portraits of
Lenin, Mao and Che Guevara, who are usually
depicted as visionaries, is now appropriated for
new heroes and new struggles. Anti-fascism,
feminism, the spread of AIDS during the 1980s,
problems faced by prisoners, police violence, as
well as the claims of various national liberation
movements all have constituted the topics of
many political stencils (Manco, 2002, 9-10, 60).
Contemporary political stencils, based on
the aesthetics of vandalism, should be
associated with “terminal culture” and
“destruction art”, terms introduced by the art
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historian Kristine Stiles (Stiles 1987), that signify
the sites where social, aesthetic, and political
interrelationships and practices collude in the
question of survival. In her analysis of
destruction art, Stiles (Stiles 2000, 29-50) draws
upon the work of psychologist Robert Jay Lifton,
and especially that relating to trauma. Lifton
identifies a survivor as “one who has
encountered, been exposed to, or witnessed
death and has himself or herself remained alive”
(Lifton 1987, 235; see also Caruth 1995, 128-150).
Death here may be literal, as in the actual
extinguishing of life, or psychological, as in the
destruction of the sense of Self. Whatever the
text of survival, it must be read through the
discourse of destruction. The struggle to survive
also causes “a ‘psychic numbing’ that
incapacitates the individual's ability to feel and
to confront certain kinds of experiences.
However, the survivor, in that case the street
artist, feeling a “sense of debt and responsibility
to the dead” (Lifton, 236-240) as well as guilty
because remained alive despite witnessing
death, overcomes the crisis of numbing by
utilizing artistic activism as another form of
creativity means. The survivor feels obliged to
retell the story in a way that we see as more just,
to include alternative voices often found only
outside official narratives.
Political stencils on the walls of Athens
have proven themselves a very useful form of
artistic activism or artivism that challenges
hegemonic interests and encourages an
agonistic debate where the voices of democratic
citizens can be loudly heard. Public space is
where social power relations develop and is
always hegemonically structured; it is the terrain
where the political can be understood “as the
ever-present possibility of antagonism” against
the fixed structure of power relations (Mouffe
2008, 153). In particular, in agonistic public
spaces, as Chantal Mouffe put it, critical art
practices “will contribute to subverting common
sense and to creating new subjectivities” (Mouffe
2014, 72), and this is the reason why today the
cultural terrain plays such a strategic role in
politics.
Stencil has a strong relationship with the
city backdrop and its content changes as the
times do, I would like to further elaborate on this
topic. Its visual manifestation mainly depends on
the areas characteristics and special features
and whatever various activities take part there.
For example, pieces located around the
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commercial centre of Athens (Exarcheia and
Metaxourgeio) present an intensified sociopolitical critique, especially after the outbreak of
the financial crisis of 2008. In contrast, the ones
we come across in the historic centre (Psiri and
Monastiraki) seem to have greater emphasis on
style, and their messages deal more with the
areas spirit, such as modern ways of collective
entertainment (see also Karathanasis and
Theodosis 2008, 54-55). Stencils are mainly
placed on corporate buildings and political
targets, such as governmental buildings and
embassies. In other words, wherever a protest or
a mass demonstration will take place. Other
common surfaces for site-specific stencils are
stop signs, which are standardized and have a
strong pre-existing meaning that can be used to
help get a message across. Although there are
many repeated themes, such as crossed out
bombs, there is also an impressive diversity of
imagery. In my view, the works selected can be
classified into the particular category of outdoor
community murals, as in some cases is implied
by the initiative of the surfaces’ owners to
protect and preserve them. The works illustrate
aptly how over the last years Athens’ walls have
become “witness surfaces” (Chmielewska 2008,
24-29) of the political transformations generated
by the crisis; they create other forms of
consciousness – not simply lifting false
consciousness – but most importantly they do
not approach political discourse in moral terms.

In or out of the Eurozone? Financial
entrapment and the reproduction of
nationalism
PAUL, a renowned stencillist, raises political
consciousness and prompts viewers to choose
between conflicting narratives. In the same vein
we can interpret his latest stencil dedicated to
the subversive Greek musician and lyricist Jimmy
Panousis, executed on the wall of a shop in the
centre of Athens at Metaxourgeio (fig. 1) a few
days after Panousis’ sudden death (January
2018). The face of the musician, rendered in
profile, has been shaped following the frontier
contours of Greece and painted blue — an overt
allusion to the Greek flag, i.e. to populist
patriotism and nationalism. The caption below
reads: “WE’ LL NEVER FIND HER WITH EYROPE
(SIC), JIM”. The stencil is inspired by the verses of
Panousi's song, Oh Europe, released in the ’80s
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to express his dissatisfaction with the uncritical
mixture of European and national culture. 1

Figure 1: PAUL, WE’ LL NEVER FIND HER WITH EYROPE JIM,
stencil on wall, Athens 2018. Photo by Konstantina
Drakopoulou

In this particular moment with Greece being
dependent on the European governing elites, in
the midst of a borrowing and sovereign debt
crisis, the stencil, reminds succinctly the
prophetic character of the old song. All aspects
of normal life — from the financial-economic to
democratic processes — have been heavily
disrupted in view of harsh austerity memoranda
imposed on Greece in 2010 and 2012 by the
European Union (EU) and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). The successive bailout
loans have failed and by all accounts and
assessments the Greek debt-crisis has not been
resolved to date. Prevailing explanations of the
Greek crisis (and in more general terms of the
so-called “southern problem”) have ignored the
uneven relations among social classes, firms,
places and institutions especially since the
introduction of the Euro. They have thus left the

1

The song Oh Europe (Ah Evropi) was released by Columbia, Athens, in
May 1985 when Jimmy Panousis still collaborated with the band
Mousikes Taxiarchies. The stencil refers to the following strophe: “I
can’t, I can’t find it / with computers and buttons. / New Wave, Jazz,
Rοck, Sex, Drugs, Rοck’n’ Rοll / with tzatziki and souvlakia."
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socially produced uneven geography of Southern
Europe and the EU out of the picture
(Hadjimichalis 2011, 254-274). Media analysts put
the blame for corruption on national monopoly
champion companies of the North, on neoliberal
policies and on the leading media outlets. They
accuse them of representing the Greek crisis in a
way that breeds an institutional “intra-European
racism and even racial guilt syndromes on the
part of the Greeks” (Kaitatzi-Whitlock 2014, 35). In
terms of repercussions, the “crisis management”
has caused multiple polarisations within the
Greek political scene and in the society itself. In
particular, a part of the Greek population
persists in its commitment to both the Euro and
the idea of Europe since they believe that
democracy and EU membership are still closely
linked — they associate Europe with stability and
prosperity (Ruparel and Persson 2012, 17). Syriza
political leaders have been staunch remainers in
the Eurozone despite the summer referendum of
2015 which revealed that the majority of Greeks
were against the drastic new austerity measures
stipulated by the European ruling class (Wiesner
2017, 294) and unleashed a more profound and
severe challenge: the question of the European
Union itself and its terminal democracy deficits.
Of course, space limitation does not allow
examining in detail potential consequences with
regard to “Europeanism” which legitimizes
austerity policies today or its alternative
advocates an immediate Eurozone exit. Besides,
the Greek crisis can be seen as an overall crisis
of democracy and of the nation-state. As Sofia
Vasilopoulou and Daphne Halikiopoulou (2015)
have suggested, the crisis has resulted in
altering political dynamics, and offering
increased electoral opportunities to Golden
Dawn. Golden Dawn is an ultra right-wing
extremist and racist party that promotes the
“nationalist solution” through the employment
of a specific argumentation: the emphasis on the
everlasting ideological construct of Greekness,
the politics of violence against the nation’s
alleged enemies, the assurance for the
dispossessed of an escape from their burdens.
The condemnation expressed in the motto “FUCK
COLDEN DAWN” written vertically by the artist
showcases exactly the danger raised by that
political entity. The decision of the store owner
to mount a sheet of plexiglass onto the painted
surface so as to protect and display the piece is
of special importance. Contrary to the usual
demonization of illegal artistic interventions in
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public space as means of aggressive vandalism
and dissolution of the urban fabric, the unique
politically charged piece seems to be
understood and therefore positively received. I
believe that the piece constitutes an example of
outdoor community murals; it belongs to the
long history of stencil graffiti and murals
executed without permission in the specific
district, usually rendered in a photorealistic
manner. It is equally important, of course, to
clarify what community murals are, especially in
Greece, a country with limited mural art history.
The conservators’ perspective may prove to be
very useful, since they often have to face
conflicting interests and practices by the
governmental agents and other involved parties
related to illegal community murals. According
to Timothy Drescher, “[w]e use the word
community for this social field in which
community murals exist. It refers to the daily
audience of the mural as well as to its producers
and to the painting itself. […] This determination
requires a complex interaction with the people
who live or work with the mural on a daily basis.
If the mural’s meaning is not discussed and
debated in the community, then the mural is not
really public” (Drescher, 2003). The determinant
sociopolitical context surrounding the piece in
Metaxourgeio has been excessively discussed. It
demonstrates the ideological stance of the
majority of contemporary Greeks who “do not
find it” with Europe, and in particular with
imported life styles and technology elites on the
one hand and national popular culture on the
other. Why Western European cars, tzatziki and
souvlaki are here to buy while the country
totters on the verge of the abyss?

Figure 2: MAPET, FIFI FOLA STOUS FASISTES, stencil on wall,
Athens 2014. Photo by Konstantina Drakopoulou
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The piece Fifi fola stous fasistes (Φιφη φολα
στους φασιστες) (fig. 2) executed by the
stencillist MAPET in 2015 borrows the cover
illustration of the Alfavitari, the Alphabet Book,
first published in 1949 and used for over 30 years
in Greek primary schools. The text was by
Epaminondas Gerantonis, while the illustrations
engraved by Kostas Grammatopoulos (1916-2003)
in 1955 are regarded as a classic example of
Greek graphic design in the 1950s. (Christou,
1994) The children on the cover are embraced
and immersed in reading; they are dressed in a
characteristic school apron typical of the time in
blue and white — the colours of the Greek flag.
The simplified re-rendering by MAPET, in black
and white, includes below a text which, though
difficult to translate into English, is a
denunciation of racism, as this is expressed by
the Greek extreme-right Golden Dawn party. The
repeated consonant sound F, a usual mnemonic
for children to learn the letters of the alphabet,
is here a playful phonics that simultaneously
renders metonymically the regime of fascism
and its dictatorial vocabulary. The interesting
feature of this piece is that the coherence
between image and word breaks down: The
innocence of the children comes in sharp
contrast to a major political problem facing
Greece, namely the increasing number of sanspapiers immigrants currently held in detention
centres, now called “concentration camps”.
Image and word co-operate to heighten the
awareness of the passer-by, since the cultivation
of racist ideology and indifference to the
unbearable conditions suffered by the
“unnecessary ones”, “people without rights”,
allow no kind of naïvité and tolerance.
Writing/speech constitutes a central
practice to D!’ activity (fig. 3). Stencilled verbal
text usually mounted on metal gates has
emerged since 2008. Blocky, monochrome,
uppercase letters elaborated with arrows to
direct
energy
outwards
occupy
metal
backgrounds. The decorative effects lay inside
the lettering as each letter’s bowl is formatted
through zigzag lines unifying the work and
lending it at the same time aggressiveness.
Differences in shapes and the uneven
organization of the lettering on the material
support create spatial tension. Calculated
colour, texture and light correspondences allow
to capture the viewer’s gaze and impose the
work in the surrounding landscape. By exploiting
this prior knowledge of how images were
19

Dr. Konstantina Drakopoulou

produced, positioned, and consumed D! has
continued to experiment with different
techniques - paste-ups and digitally edited
pictures- in the series Their True ID (2011onward) consisting of illegal works in the streets,
and The “Crisis” Fabricators his first solo
exhibition (2017), both combining text and
images.

No inspiring options for Greece

Figure 3: D!, Four D!'s, stencil on metal, Athens, Thisio District,
2009. Photo by D!

By similarly employing the linguistic device
of consonance D! creates a visual-verbal hybrid
not unlike conceptual works. More specifically,
selected verbs that begin with the letter “D”, a
clear reference to the artist’s chosen
pseudonym, such as derail, decode, defy, dare,
demand, debunk etc, exploit phonological
analogy to serve a number of functions: as an
attention-seeking
device
that
enhances
emphasis, as a challenge to spectators to
evaluate critically disastrous political choices
and practices, as a comment on the insufficiency
or even corruption of political leaders, as
autobiographical fragments to express the
artist’s attitude to today’s reality. The artist
claims: “I do have a message - or perhaps a
series of messages - I’d like to pass to the world.
To do so, I have selected a number of rules that
combine in creating my work.
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Conceptually, that breaks down to verbs
that start with the letter “D”. The verbs I select,
are usually autobiographic. “Dare”, “Demand”,
“Defy”, “Devise”. They express my stance in
today’s reality. They give a hint about the
principles I follow in order to cope successfully
on a day to day basis in a highly corrupt state
with a legislation that not only cannot be
implemented, but often benefits the wrong
parties, be it billionaires, small crooks and
anything in between. The majority of my pieces
are
open
to
different
and
multiple
interpretations. One viewer may see nothing but
typography in an urban context, while another
may see signs of a political manifesto with a
social goal and of course, anything in between”.2
Of course, a general meaning of open work is not
contested since different individuals arrive at
different understanding of an artwork. But in my
view, Umberto Eco’s (1962) particular definition
of open work as an “artwork in motion” (opera in
movimento) - as a work that has temporal and
multiple meanings can prove very useful to fully
understand D!’ intention. D! prompts audiences’
involvement in the meaning production in a way
that fabricates the work. This shift from possible
interpretations anticipated by the artist himself
to the audience’s authorship of meaning - being
in a constant change - can successfully fulfill
Eco’s main criteria of open work.

Hope Wanted (fig. 4) was created by Bleeps
in March 2015, a few months after the left-wing
party Syriza won the elections for the first time
in the political history of Greece. The work
belongs to the Windows Series (2014 - onward),3
and it was made a few weeks after the
referendum of the 6th of July 2015. The series
consists of interventions in the windows of
abandoned, dilapidated neoclassic buildings in
the centre of Athens. Syriza’s main campaign
slogan “Hope is coming”, as well as the book of
short stories entitled Wanted: Hope (1954), by the
Greek author Antonis Samarakis (1919-2003),
were the artist’s sources of inspiration. The
structure of the image affirms that the message
is transmitted by the incorporation of an image
accompanied by text.
2
3

Extract from an interview with the artist, Athens, 14 March 2018.

For a thorough analysis see Konstantina Drakopoulou, BLEEPS: THE
WINDOWS SERIES 2014-2018 INTERVENTIONS IN NEOCLASSICAL BUILDINGS
IN ATHENS (forthcoming 2018, Futura Publications)
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Figure 4: Bleeps, Hope Wanted, mixed media on wall, Athens
2015. Photo by Konstantina Drakopoulou

From a semiotic approach, the difference
between uppercase and lowercase writing, as a
typographical
feature,
should
also
be
underlined. KATAZHTEITAI-WANTED is written
with capital letters without intonation, declaring
dynamism and vivid emotions, while the second
word of the message, elpis-hope, is written with
lower case to stress probably the necessity of
hope. The work is surrounded by surfaces with
extensive graffiti letterings in a variety of
colours. This dialogue among different visual
and textual elements and the fact that the
work’s caption is conceivably intersected with
other
texts
showcase
“a
remarkable
intertextuality that extends the sociopolitical
implications to contemporary life” (Stampoulidis
2016, 86-87). In the first paradigm, the rhetoric of
hope has proved false and Syriza disappointed
its electorate, as the Greek government reached
agreement with the creditors for the latest
bailout, conditional upon the implementation of
just the type of austerity measures that the party
had long campaigned against. In the stories by
Samarakis on the other hand, protagonist is a
former resistance fighter and now disenchanted
communist. The association is overt, but the
stencilled figures of the image conceal a more
complex interpretation. Morphologically and
thematically the picture allows us to draw
comparisons with the New Objectivity (Neue
Sachlichkeit), the artistic avant-garde in
Germany in the interwar years. Bleeps similarly
attacks political and social wrongs by using
subdued colours, smooth paint application, cool
objectivity, to the degree of dissecting his
subject with uninflected surfaces, and tense
clear lines; he places the figures in a tight space,
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and conveys them as frozen in time, thus
cultivating a sense of tranquility, which results in
a disquieting effect. Behind the young woman in
the foreground, who is dressed in black and
wearing dark glasses, we discern a middle-aged
man in traditionally bourgeois masculine attire.
The man has been rendered as a machine, with
the anonymity of the machinery registering
every detail with equal exactitude, which is
especially evident in his fingers gripping the
woman’s breast and arm. The male as predator
is not lurking, not waiting to attack his
unsuspecting but sexually available victim, as
would be the case with New Objectivity
practitioners. To the contrary, having secured
the woman’s will, the man guides her arm with
the knife to kill the dove, no longer a symbol of
purity and innocence but of naiveté and
ignorance. The unmatched pair serves here as an
allegory of how the newly acquired power of a
radical left-wing party can be subjugated, and
therefore educated to conform to the neoliberal
dictates of the EU. According to the activist Paul
D’ Amato (2015) “In an extremely short period of
time, Syriza has morphed from a party linked to
mass movements and committed to resisting
austerity to a party that is either on the verge of
a split, collapse or, what amounts to the same
thing, a left party in name only”. Indeed, in the
political scene there is no hope of a true reform
agenda, and the word-game of the title alluding
to criminals ‘wanted’ by the police shows clearly
that the scenario of a permanent crisis state,
with political uncertainty and economic
depression, does not seem that remote.

Playful activism: spatial disobedience and
disobedient places
The HIT graffiti crew was formed around
1997-1998, under a name that directly refers to
the practices of “bombing” in the urban space,
as the members of the crew preferred a distinct
reference to the action of bombing itself, rather
than a common letter- or number-based name.
Very characteristic is that since the early 2000s
their lettering design features strong contrasts in
basic colours, mostly black and white, and strict
geometrical shapes, with a distinctive extension
of the upper, horizontal part, i.e. in terms of
typography the arm of the last letter “T” over the
letters “H” and “I” which encloses the design in a
rectangular frame (fig. 5).
Besides the graffiti pieces, HIT began
bombing in a larger scale using stencils, a rather
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innovative practice in the Greek graffiti scene of
that time (Drakopoulou 2017, 230). HIT members
are mainly interested in how best to display and
incorporate their tag into the city, taking into
consideration its particular architectural and
urban character, and the relationship between
public built-up areas and private houses.
Borrowing from the aesthetics and the jargon of
advertising, HIT have seen graffiti moving
towards a logo-based tag (Drakopoulou,
Papathanasiou 2017). As practitioners of
détournement4 or culture jamming (Klein, 2000;
Tietchen 2001, 107-130), a term more familiar
among contemporary radicals, HIT members
intervene particularly in the three main axes
connecting the center of Athens with the
northern suburbs with their détourned stencilled
logos, executed with technical mastery and
mounted on new or time-worn billboards on
highways, in order to create a semiotic parody of
corporate capitalism.
In cases like the centre of Athens and most
of its suburbs, the cityscape appears extremely
homogeneous, not only in colours but also in
terms of architectural forms. This, of course, is
our distant picture of the cityscape, which
changes radically as we move closer to the
structural elements of the urban space. By
examining the distant look, that of the
pedestrians and the drivers in the streets and
highways walking or driving in the same street,
day after day, we recognize that our perception’s
initial holistic image is being repeated and
finally recorded to our memory, in order to
protect us from being flooded with the same
optical messages again and again. However,
habit seems to conceal the city. The components
that form the urban landscape disappear
because we have already seen them so many
times that they no longer draw our attention but
remain as recorded memories in our visual field.
At this point, I would like to recall Walter
Benjamin’s thought with regard to the
preponderance of the tactile or actively lived
appreciation of space over the optical or
contemplative side. And the tactile appreciation
occurs not consciously, but through habit
(Benjamin 1928 and Benjamin 1936).

4

For the concept of détournement see “Définitions: détournement,”
Constant, Asger Jorn, Helmut Sturm, Maurice Wyckaert. Available at
https://ubumexico.centro.org.mx/text/si/Internationale_situationnist
e_1.pdf. (accessed 20/03/ 2015).
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Figure 5: HIT, HIT, acrylic paint and rollers on wall, rooftop,
Athens 2004. Photo by ERON

However, the détourned stencilled logos by
HIT constitute a radical intervention in the
cityscape. By using vivid colours they create
strong visual contrasts in angular geometrical
shapes in rooftops and throw-ups on large
buildings, billboards, or on highways challenging
in a rather profound way the glance of passersby. In that way, graffiti writers manage to
confuse passers-by and make them feel
unsettled. The passers-by feel uncomfortable
because they expect the logos to be an
advertisement, and what they find is a subverted
advertising. Therefore it is hard to make sense of
what it is there. As a consequence the pieces
reawaken someone’s curiosity about the urban
environment and make him/her question certain
values such as corporate commercialism and the
manufacture of consent. This occurs because HIT
have themselves realized that speed and
reduced
concentration
are
elements
predetermined by habit and official aesthetics.
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These notions give structure to the passers-by
visual perception while they commute to their
workplace or go to their sleeping area. The
exploration of these components enables them
to transform surfaces of the cityscape into a new
language with its own signs and referents. And
they offer the passers-by something easy to
digest, but not consumable (JNOR 2010: 33).

simultaneously, the rigidity of everyday life. They
reveal the paradox of presentation and display
by which surface, space and the frontal view are
gestures of respect towards a generalized order,
a normalized life, and normative aesthetics.
Above all, it is essential to see their action as
exemplary in the struggle to reinstate the
streets, and in a broader sense land, time and
imagination to collective use as a commons.

Final remarks

Figure 6: HIT, HIT, stencil on road sign, Olympia Street (Attica)
2003. Photo by ERON

To illustrate the above, I have chosen to
analyze the stencilled piece HIT (fig. 6) executed
by the homonymous crew in the early 2000s on
the Toll Road signs placed on the bridge above
the toll booths of Olympia Street. The
standardized design of the road sign, namely the
white male silhouette on blue background with
the extended hand — an attribute of toll
collectors — seems to bear the stencilled tag.
The overt and playful symbolism may recall
actions of spatial disobedience, practices of
producing images of capitalism under threat
within the international movement of the 1990s
Reclaim the Streets (Blanco 2013). HIT have
conducted civil disobedience and taken direct
action to criticize the existing order that
prioritizes profit above people. They have also
exposed in Foucauldian terms how disciplinary
power is concentrated on “human bodies and
their operations” (Foucault 1980: 151) in the form
of surveillance and control in Western society. By
symbolically questioning the regularity of optical
paths on large avenues HIT undermine,
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To sum up, I believe that the selected
pieces attempt to appropriate part of the urban
landscape and project a free and ephemeral
form of political and artistic expression on it; to
gain access to a traumatic history; to speak out
against a crisis encompassing not the
experiences of the individual suffering, but the
suffering of the community as a whole; to
promote a new dialogue on political and social
issues. I believe that the stencils under
discussion can be classified into the particular
category of outdoor community murals, as
implied by the initiative to protect and preserve
the work WE’ LL NEVER FIND HER WITH EYROPE
JIM. Stencilled pieces contribute to the general
stance of the majority of contemporary Greeks
who are confronted by fear and hope, guilt and a
spirit of resistance. I argue that illegal artworks
can be characterized as public and communal
when they refer to the everyday audience, and
their meaning is hotly discussed and debated in
the community. Additionally, they should be
placed within the broader tradition of existing
politicized murals (graffiti and stensilled pieces)
in the centre of the city, which preserve
marginalized or devalued narratives specific to
these particular neighbourhoods. Moreover,
unlike the monuments that reify moments in
“official history”, stencils are transient: in their
movement through the urban landscape, in their
use as language (whether communicating to a
“public” or between subcultural associates/
antagonists), and in their disappearance, either
by being defined as vandalism and deliberately
erased, or through weather, wear and the
passage of time. Ultimately, the pieces will
become monuments of a dangerous and
turbulent period preserved only in our memory.
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Author's note
Part of this essay entitled “‘(K)nights not dead’: Politicized Stencil Graffiti in the Crisis-Scape of
Athens” was presented in a modified form at the International Conference, Public art: place, context,
participation, 23-24 October 2015 - Instituto de Ηistória da Αrte, Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e
Humanas, Lisbon, Fábrica Santo Thyrso, Santo Tirso, Portugal.
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Interdisciplinary Research Unmasked:
a new curatorial model for multi-audience engagement
Susan Liggett and Mike Corcoran*
Abstract
This paper proposes a new curatorial model, presenting research as practice and combining
publication with discussion and public exhibition, as a valuable tool in overcoming the communication
challenges of contemporary interdisciplinary research, when the following criteria are met:
1. That the information to be communicated is technical and discipline specific.
2. That communication is between technical and non-technical multi-discipline audiences.
3. That high-level analysis of interdisciplinary opportunities is required.
4. That public and stakeholder engagement with interdisciplinary research is required.
The proposed model is situated with respect to theoretical models of communication and assessed
with respect to its application at Carbon Meets Silicon, curated by Liggett and Corcoran at Oriel
Sycharth, Wales, UK as part of the International Technologies and Applications Conference 2017. Three of
the works presented through Carbon Meets Silicon are examined with respect to their alignment to the
model’s criteria, and performance against its intended outcomes.
The paper suggests applications of the new curatorial model, and further research required to
support its development.
Keywords: art/science, collaboration, communication, curating, interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary,
public-engagement, trans-disciplinary, research as practice.

The challenge of communication in
interdisciplinary research
Interdisciplinary research can be a slippery
concept to pin down.
As the United States National Science
Foundation observe, “the definition of a
‘discipline’ and discussions of the varieties of
interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary research have occupied much
scholarly debate. Although there is not always
agreement on these definitions, it is clear that
areas of research are dynamic -- continually
emerging, melding, and transforming. What is
considered interdisciplinary today might be
considered disciplinary tomorrow.” (National
Science Foundation, 2018).
They go on to
propose the following, from a United States
National Academic Report, as a pragmatic
working definition:
“Interdisciplinary research is a mode of
research by teams or individuals that integrates
information,
data,
techniques,
tools,
perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from
two or more disciplines or bodies of specialized

knowledge
to
advance
fundamental
understanding or to solve problems whose
solutions are beyond the scope of a single
discipline or area of research practice.” (National
Academies, 2004).
The development of new knowledge when
conducting research can be more productive
when working across disciplinary boundaries:
global challenges are better understood with a
diverse team of researchers working on
solutions together (Liggett and Corcoran, 2017).
Not only that, but it can be argued that when
existing disciplines become well established,
that brand-new disciplines emerge along the
boundaries of existing ones, rather than within
them (Kuhn 1962).
Communication is essential to all research,
interdisciplinary or otherwise. When we
communicate, we say something, to someone,
for some reason, by some process. More
specifically, we impart or exchange information,
with another individual, group or entity,
motivated by internal and external, conscious
and subconscious influencing factors, through
the use of mutually understood signs and
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semiotic rules. In their 1949 paper ‘A
Mathematical Theory of Communication’, Claude
Shannon and Warren Weaver proposed a model
of
communication,
from
which
many
contemporary models are derived, extrapolating
a general theory of communication from the
process through which radio technologies
function (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). The model
identifies
five
parts
from
which
all
communications are comprised, namely:
1. An information source: which produces
the message to be communicated.
2. A transmitter: which encodes the
message into appropriate signals for
transmission.
3. A channel: the medium through which
signals are transmitted. As signals
propagate through the channel, they
are vulnerable to ‘noise’, interference
which can block, interrupt or distort
signals.
4. A receiver: which decodes the signal to
reconstruct the original message.
5. A destination: the individual, group or
entity for whom the message is
intended.
Take this paper. We the authors are the
information source, having produced each of the
messages being communicated. The transmitters
for the communication include our faculties of
language, translating our messages into English
prose, and our word-processing software,
translating this prose into binary code,
compressed and suitable for electronic
dissemination. One channel of communication is
the world-wide-web, with the paper accessible
internationally (but at risk of interference from
sources of noise including coding errors,
software crashes and computer viruses) and the
other channel is through physical print,
produced and disseminated by our publisher
(and susceptible to sources of noise ranging
from mis-prints to spilt cups of tea!). E-readers,
laptops, pairs of glasses and crucially the
readers themselves all operate as receivers,
reconstructing our intended messages, and as
you read this and reflect on its assistance to
your own research and practice, you are the
intended destination of our message!
The model provides a simple and useful
tool for assessing any communication in terms
of its constituent parts, and Shannon and
Weaver proposed three levels of communication
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problems
which
could
be
specifically
investigated with respect to each.
1. Technical problems: relating to how
accurately messages can be
transmitted.
2. Semantic problems: relating to how
precisely meanings can be conveyed,
and
3. Effectiveness problems: relating to how
successful received messages are in
bringing about their desired effects.
In
interdisciplinary
collaboration,
communication presents a unique and
significant challenge, one which becomes
apparent when each of these problems in
considered in turn.
Technical problems arise in virtue of the
multiple and diverse information sources which
communication requires, and the many
transmitters and channels through which this
communication must pass. The information
sources are the researchers themselves, often
eclectic mixes or theorists and practitioners,
each providing highly technical, disciplinespecific insights. These insights are transmitted
through
many
iterations
of
papers,
demonstrations, performances, discussions and
otherwise, before the work of a researcher in
one discipline finally enters the consciousness
of a researcher in another (consider what it
would take for the latest research in dance to
reach the desk of a professor in physics). With
each iteration, comes an increasing probability
of ‘noise’: degradation, mistranslation, and
dilution of the message: ‘the Chinese Whispers’
effect.1 These researchers can also be
susceptible to inherent subject bias. As Ehud
Shapiro observes “Scientists who leave the safe
haven of their home discipline to explore the
uncharted territory that lies outside and
between established disciplines are often
punished rather than rewarded for following
their scientific curiosity.” (Shapiro, 2014).
Semantic problems arise in virtue of the
lack of universally understood language
amongst all stakeholders in any interdisciplinary
research
process.
The
definition
of
‘interdisciplinary collaboration’ offered by the
US National Library of Medicine even includes
1

Chinese Whispers is a popular children’s game where a message is
passed in the form of a whisper from one player to the next, until the
final player to receive the message announces it to the group and
compares it to the original. Typically, many errors will enter the
message throughout its transmission.
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reference to “differences in patterns of language
usage in different academic or medical
disciplines.” (US National Library of Medicine,
2018). Over and above the international make-up
of the typical research group, each discipline
develops its own highly technical vocabulary and
standard points of reference, with accurate
interpretation often contingent upon contextual
understanding of the wider subject, and
translation invariably coming with a loss of
precision. Funders, policy makers and members
of the general public are also often key
stakeholders in interdisciplinary research
projects, with each requiring yet further
translation, simplification and dilution of
precision.
Effectiveness problems arise, in part, due
the
many
competing
motivations
for
communication within interdisciplinary research,
with each communication often seeking to
achieve multiple objectives. We propose that
communication takes place between, but is not
limited to, the following audiences, with the
following broad motivations:
• Intra-research group: researchers from
various disciplines, comprising one
interdisciplinary research group, will
communicate with each other to
establish research aims and objectives,
define and measure outcomes,
compare, analyse and evaluate results
and to facilitate collaboration in the
delivery of given research tasks.
• Inter-research group: researchers and
research groups focussed on activity
within one discipline will communicate
with those focussed on activity in
another to identify common objectives,
synergies, scope and motivations for
forming interdisciplinary teams and
projects.
• Researcher-stakeholder: researchers
will communicate with senior
management within their respective
institutions, with funders, policy
makers and other stakeholders, to
ensure continued support in achieving
their research goals.
• Researcher-public: researchers will
communicate with the general public,
to garner popular support for their
work, to raise the profile of their teams
and institutions, and to influence
attitudes and behaviour.
Vol 5, No 1 (2018) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

In their guidance for project participants in
the Horizon 2020 research programme
(European Commission, 2014), the European
Commission suggest that over and above
achieving
the
core
research
objective
themselves, communication is essential to:
• Increase the success rate of proposals.
• Draw the attention of national
governments, regional authorities and
other public and private funding
sources.
• Attract the interest of potential
partners.
• Encourage talented students and
scientists to join partner institutes and
enterprises.
• Enhance reputation and visibility at
local, national and international level.
• Help the search for financial backers,
licensees or industrial implementers.
• Generate market demand for the
products or services developed.
To achieve such objectives can be complex,
nuanced and highly resource intensive.

The new curatorial model: Show-Talk-Do
Though the challenges of communication in
interdisciplinary research are considerable, they
are not insurmountable. The ‘Show-Talk-Do’
model presents a clear and simple way to
achieve multiple, simultaneous communication
objectives within interdisciplinary research
environments, in a way which optimises
resources, removes subconscious biases, and
provides a landscape of equality where research
can be introduced, analysed, and the scope for
collaboration assessed.
In its idealised form, the model comprises
three steps, as follows:
Step 1: SHOW IT
Firstly, an exhibition should present
research as practice.2
All exhibitors should be researchers
(including those from both intra and inter
research groups) operating within the scope of a
defined project. For example, this may be
researchers all connected by their roles in a
2

‘Research as Practice’ should not be confused which ‘Practice as
Research.’ Where Practice as Research incorporates practice into
methodology or research output, Research as Practice sees
methodologies and research outputs presented as artefacts,
irrespective of how they were created (Adams, S. 2014).
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multi-discipline, multi-agency funded project or
researches connected by their interest in a
common theme or contemporary issue. The
‘research as practice’ presented, should be the
organic products of ongoing research. This will
be specific to the researchers or research
groups, and may include (but is not limited to):
• Work in progress including artworks
and performances.
• Documentation of practical research
activities. 3
• Visualisation of ‘live’ research data. 4
• Interactive demonstration of a process
or procedure under development.
• Artefacts created through the research
process, though superfluous to the
research objectives in and of
themselves.
The exhibition should be curated as to
allow each work to be considered in isolation, as
well as all considered in combination (that is, a
curator should not deliberately arrange and
combine works so as to create new hybridpieces, with new and additional meaning
imposed upon them). Exhibit labels (if used)
should not refer to exhibitors’ subject specific
disciplines, their academic status or seniority,
and should provide no information about the
research presented.
The exhibition should be made open and
accessible to all the defined project’s
stakeholders, including researchers, funders,
policy makers, and the general public. Visitors
(including
the
exhibiting
researchers
themselves) should be encouraged to explore
the exhibition with an open mind and reflect
upon their spontaneous thoughts and feelings
regarding the individual works and the
combination.
Step 2: TALK ABOUT IT
Next, exhibiting researchers should discuss
with one another, the context in which their
exhibit (and by proxy, their research) is situated.
This discussion should be semi-structured (for
example, taking the form of a facilitator led
symposium), be located within the exhibition
itself, and obey the following ground rules:
3

This could come in any form, but include, for example, images and
video footage of lab or field work.
4
‘Live’ in the sense of still being in development or undergoing a
process of change, as opposed to 'static' data, which is finalised and no
longer subject to change.
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1. Keep it simple: Unless understood by
the whole group, to the same degree,
all and any highly technical and subject
specific language and reference points
should be avoided.
2. Talk around your research: Discussion
should not simply offer a narrative
account of a research methods and
findings, but address why the research
activity was necessary and desirable,
what has influenced the research
activity as it has unfolded (inclusive of
personal, institutional, political and
economic influences), where the
research is situated (with respect to
the wider knowledge base and
discipline), how the research activity
has impacted upon the research team
(over and above the direct research
findings themselves).
3. Talk around the room: Discussion
should be an interactive dialogue, with
audiences asking questions both to any
given speaker, and to one another with
respect to a given speakers comments.
4. Be fair: Each individual in the
discussion must be treated equally,
given equal time to talk, and be given
fair hearing by their audience.
5. Be positive: Discussion should be
positive, genial, and focussed on
sharing experience and developing
common understanding.
It is recommended that discussion is
recorded and stored for the future reference of
the group (and if desired, made available as an
open resource for wider project stakeholders
and the general public). Participants should be
encouraged to reflect upon the relationship of
their initial thoughts and feelings regarding
exhibits, to the context in which each has been
discussed.
Step 3: DO IT
Finally, research papers should be made
available to researchers (and wider project
stakeholders and the general public as
appropriate). Papers should relate directly to the
practice exhibited, and the context discussed
through steps one and two. Papers may include
technical, subject specific language, if it is
essential to accurately and precisely designate
elements of the research process, findings and

Studies in Visual Arts and Communication - an international journal

Interdisciplinary Research Unmasked: a new curatorial model for multi-audience engagement

applications, but it is recommended that all such
terms are clearly defined upon first usage.
Participants are encouraged to study indepth, the papers which resonate with them in
virtue of their thoughts and feelings regarding
the exhibits presented, and discussions
surrounding them, and to reflect upon the scope
for, and potential benefits of, collaboration
between themselves and the papers’ authors.

Figure 1. The Show-Talk-Do Model

When this simple process is followed, the
technical, semantic and effectiveness problems
encountered in interdisciplinary collaboration
can be appeased.
Technical problems are addressed by
removing the traditional silos of research and
research dissemination. All researchers are
brought together, on neutral ground as equals,
and initial responses to research are elicited
through subjective experience, devoid of
inherent bias. The process involves only three
transmitters (artefacts, spoken words and
written text) and three channels of transmission
(exhibition, discussion and paper) with clear
ground rules and close control of variables
reducing the chance of noise and interference.
Semantic problems are addressed by
refraining from the use of any technical and
discipline-specific vocabulary and reference
points until step three of the process. By this
point, initial feelings towards works have been
established through exhibition, and those
feelings put into context, and refined, through
discussion. This process allows for a broad
assessment of synergies (or tensions) between
research aims, objectives, methods or otherwise,
Vol 5, No 1 (2018) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

to be identified before any detailed
understanding of technical vocabulary and
reference points are required. Where a detailed
technical grounding in a discipline is necessary
for collaboration to take place, the time, energy
and resources required to achieve this can now
be deployed more strategically. The process also
allows for the nature of the collaboration (the
roles and responsibilities of individual research
partners and the relationship between them) to
be better defined.
Effectiveness problems are addressed by
providing three communication outputs, each
appropriate to multiple audiences, and each
open to interpretation in a variety of ways. For
researchers, the effectiveness of each step is
enhanced by that which came before it: an
understanding of research papers is supported
by discussion of their context, and discussion of
their context is supported through interaction
with the artefacts of research themselves. Each
step can also be tailored to the needs and
requirements of wider stakeholders, as well as
the general public. The exhibition can generate
positive publicity, provide general insights into
research processes, and engage audiences with
high-level research concepts, within a
controlled, accessible, welcoming and safe
environment. Statements drawn from discussion,
papers or otherwise can be produced to guide
and enhance the visitor experience. Discussion
can be witnessed by stakeholders and the public
(either in situ, via live streaming, or through the
discussions’ recording) building their own
contextual understanding, providing a ‘human
face’ to interdisciplinary research, and informing
and influencing their behaviour and decisions.
Papers can also be read in isolation by those
already in possession of the necessary
vocabulary, reference points and context
required for accurate and precise interpretation,
and if desired, the steps followed in reverse,
with the paper’s reader referring to the
discussion and exhibition thereafter to enhance
their reading and introducing them to additional
research areas outside of their direct subject
specialism.
Inevitably, with the move from an idealised
model to its practical application, comes a
degree of compromise and unpredictability.
However, testing of the model to date, suggests
that such a reality check does not mean that the
Show-Talk-Do model’s intended outcomes are
sacrificed.
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The testing of the curatorial model at
Carbon Meets Silicon II
Carbon Meets Silicon II (CMSII) was the
second in an exhibition and symposium series
held as part of the biennial International
conference on Internet Technologies and
Applications (ITA) at Oriel Sycharth Gallery,
Wrexham Glyndwr University, in September 2017.
The exhibition and symposium (which were
made open to all) used carbon and silicon as
metaphors for the changing face of art practice
in the digital age. CMSII brought together the
work of sixteen diverse audio-visual artists,
scientists and technologists across a range of
disciplines, who had all collaborated with
specialists outside of their immediate field of
enquiry. From an international open call,
artworks were selected, with accompanying
papers contributing to the proceedings of the
ITA 2017 conference.
The following three contributors to CMSII
have been selected as examples to demonstrate
how the Show-Talk-Do model can be applied in
practice.

Figure 2. CMSII (2017) Oriel Sycharth Gallery, Wrexham.

David Dobson
David Dobson is an artist and Professor of
Earth Materials at University College London
(UCL) and was the first Scientist in Residence at
UCL Slade School of Art from 2017/18.
Through the exhibition, Dobson presented
Pmm Table (2017) a sculptural work made from
blemished and stained teak and oak originating
from an old scientific laboratory. The table
adopted subtle and complex symmetries5,

visible to the observers irrespective of their
mathematical understanding, whilst maintaining
a simplistic overall appearance, and served as a
tangible example of how Dobson’s scientific
knowledge directly contributes to his artistic
making process.

Figure 3. Pmm Table (2017), David Dobson (courtesy of the
artist)

Through the symposium, Dobson explained
the
significance
of
the
mathematical
classification of a two-dimensional repetitive
pattern that is based on the symmetries that
occur frequently in decorative art, architecture
and nature. The discussion revealed that
although these mathematical symmetries served
as an initial stimulus, Dobson’s primary concern
is with ‘making as thinking philosophy’, the table
serving very much as a part the ‘thinking’
process (Dobson, 2017).
The
accompanying
paper
allowed
interested audiences to deepen their knowledge
of what ‘making as thinking philosophy’ means
to both science and art. Dobson argues that craft
skills are vital to experimental science, but often
overlooked by practitioners, thus resulting in a
fragmentation of science practice. Whilst
acknowledging that reproducibility is important
in science he suggests that allowing a degree of
random variability in some aspects of
experimental science can create the conditions
leading to new insight. He advocates a ‘let’s see
what happens if….’ attitude or ‘controlled chaos’

5

... allowing the classification of the table to the two-fold axis and two
mirror plane Pmm symmetry group from the 17-planar symmetry (or
wallpaper) group. The offset in the cross piece of the table destroys
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the four-fold symmetry operator, stopping the table from being a
member of the P4m subgroup. Dobson, D. 2017).
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that can be a useful tool in modern science
(Dobson, 2017).
Dobson’s motivation for participating in
CMSII was to contribute to the wider adoption of
the ‘making as thinking’ philosophy, and to the
use of art practice within science. His exhibit was
seen by a large public audience (engaging with
the
metaphor
of
mathematical
rules
encapsulated in a physical object), the
discussion featured over 50 researchers,
students and amateur scientists (inspired to
change their perceptions of the relationship
between art and science practice), and his paper
served as a clear instruction to those academic
practitioners in attendance who wished to take
this inspiration, to inform their own teaching and
practice.
localStyle
localStyle is a collaborative platform
founded by Marlena Novak (artist and Adjunct
Professor at the School of Art, Institute of
Chicago) and Jay Alan Yim (sound designer and
composer who teaches at Northwestern
University, Chicago). Together they create
intermedia artworks including video, sound,
interactive installations, live performances, and
audience participation.
Two short films Scale (2009-10) and Bird
(2012-2014), were exhibited.
Scale
documented
an
interactive
installation which “involves live electric fish from
the Amazon River. Twelve different species of
these fish comprise a ‘choir’ whose sonified
electrical fields provide the source tones for an
immersive experience” (Novak and Yim, 2017).
Bird documented a collaboration with artist and
engineer Jesus Duran, focusing on the sound of
the Eurasian Blackbird to create an immersive
interactive experience for the audience, who
were invited to enter a zone of “spatialized
blackbird singing, with the overhead sounds
moving unpredictably around the room” (Novak
and Yim, 2017).
Integral to both Scale and Bird was the
feelings they induced in their audiences. In
Scale, one of the goals of the project was to
“foster wider public awareness of the scientific
contributions of the electric fish and the fragility
of their environment in the Amazon River Basin,”
motivating action, and in Bird, one goal was to
recreate the “impression of having experienced
the indigenous artifacts of a non-human culture”
(Novak and Yim, 2017).
Vol 5, No 1 (2018) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

Figure 4. Installation Shots, Scale (2009-10), Marlena Novak
and Jay Alan Yim (courtesy of the artists)

Through
the
symposium,
involving
extensive discussion with multiple audience
members, the main thematic interests of the
artists, and their relationship to the presented
works, were explored, from social issues, to
climate change, and the definition of cultural
and political boundaries.
The accompanying paper paid natural
complement to each of these elements, outlining
the research process which both Scale, and Bird
followed from start to finish, and the learning
gained through collaboration, arguing that
“many of the most fruitful projects blur the lines
between art and science to yield a result that is
clearly infused with both yet also greater than
the sum of its parts, that strong collaborators
contribute ideas and insights outside of their
respective disciplinary strengths, and that this
boundary-crossing defines in the most
productive terms why this manner of working
can result in expanded approaches by the
collaborators when they return to further work
in their disciplines.” (Novak and Yim 2017:351).
For those who observed the exhibitions
films in isolation, a heightened awareness of,
and empathy with, the ecological plight of the
Amazon River Basin, the cultures of non-human
animals, and the potential of science-art
collaboration to realise creative and social
projects, was achieved. Through discussion, the
relationship of these outcomes to the intentions
and motivations of their artists became clear,
and through their paper, a rigorous examination
provided invaluable insight to those researchers
pursuing similar endeavours and involved in
similar collaborative processes.
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Manoli Moriaty
Manoli Moriaty is a composer, performer,
maker and academic researcher at the University
of Salford, UK. His work is interdisciplinary and
usually involves collaboration with dancers,
choreographers, actors or electronic musicians
and takes the form of live mixed media
performances, interactive installations or
electroacoustic compositions.
Moriaty exhibited DeviceD (2017), an
interactive performance with dancer Lucie Lee,
that monitored social media interactions,
translated them into commands using bespoke
bidirectional feedback technology in the form of
vibrating motors worn by Lee, who then
interpreted them as instructions for her
performance.

practice”, couples with case studies from his own
practice and the practice of others (Moriaty,
2017).
The exhibition of DeviceD provided Moriaty
with live data to feed into an ongoing research
project, and well as allowing all to engage in
‘symbiosis’, irrespective of whether the word and
notion were familiar to them. Discussion allowed
for reflection on this experience, its similarity to
other
research
collaborations
(and
to
researcher-stakeholder, and researcher-public
relationships) and for the general terminology of
symbiosis to be introduced. Finally, for those
satisfied that a framework inspired by biological
symbiosis could benefit them, Moriaty’s paper
provided a detailed account of how the
framework should be put to use.

Next Steps

Figure 5. DeviseD (2017), Manoli Moriaty (courtesy of the artist)

The symposium discussion allowed Moriaty
to describe how the organic collaborative
process in his work has become the focus of his
research in recent years. He articulated how he
has developed a framework for collaboration
informed by the biological phenomenon of
symbiosis 6, and associated notions of ‘interspecificity’, ‘closeness’, and ‘persistence’ that
have been identified in science. He explained
how his framework provides artists with a set of
actions that can be employed during all stages
of the collaborative practice, including
“authorship and hierarchy in creative control,
aesthetics, artistic development, and live
interaction” (Moriaty, 2017).
Through his paper, Moriaty expanded upon
his framework, providing “practitioners with a
set of actions and precepts that can be
employed during each stage of collaborative
a close and long-term biological interaction between two
different biological organisms.

Initial testing of the Show-Talk-Do model
points to certain scenarios in which it will be of
greatest benefit to interdisciplinary research
projects.
It is of greatest use when communication is
bolstered by an understanding of ‘how things
feel.’ The conveying of how things feel, or
‘experiential knowledge’ 7, is often the hardest to
translate
through
traditional
research
dissemination routes (formal papers written in
technically constrained language), but the most
important to motivate the desired actions in the
communication’s recipient. For example, for
Moriaty’s audiences, symbiosis becomes a more
tangible concept once one knows how it feels to
engage in a symbiotic process within a
controlled and structured environment.
It is of greatest use when communication
within the boundaries of the defined project
would traditionally include multi-channel
transmission. Typically, which will be the case
where the parties for communication are prima
facie, separated by the greatest distance. For
example, communicating the findings of fine art
research to an applied art researcher, will create
less ‘noise’ then communicating the findings of
astrophysics research to a linguist. For example,
Dobson’s research in Earth Materials has
implications for those in all areas of the arts and
sciences, and CMSII provided an environment in
which these audiences could be reached
directly, and simultaneously.

6
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As opposed to propositional or procedural knowledge.
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Finally, it is of greatest benefit where largescale engagement of public and non-technical
audiences is integral to success. A natural biproduct of the model’s application is the
production of an accessible exhibition,
permitting high levels of managed public
engagement, with tailored visitor experiences
supporting multiple agendas simultaneously. By
capturing activity through film, image, audio and
text, re-usable resources can also be created to
engage children, non-expert adults and all
stakeholders in any given project. For example,
localStyle’s Scale and Bird toured the world
extensively before their display at CMSII,
influencing
the
many
thousands
who
experienced them. Yet hundreds more saw them
and were moved by them during their time on
public display at Oriel Sycharth Gallery.
That is not to say that the Show-Talk-Do
model is ‘all things to all men’, and it is
important that its limitations are understood.
It cannot replace the ‘hard yards’ of
interdisciplinary research. It can communicate
broad conceptual principles and permits highlevel analysis of, and comparison between,
research activities, but does not provide the
detailed knowledge, skills and understanding to
subsequently make those collaborations
successful. Rather, it provides a means to
identify which collaborations are worth perusing,
and to allocate time and resources more
strategically.
It cannot single-handedly subvert a culture
of siloed working within academia. The
influential scientist and novelist C.P. Snow
acknowledged
the
tensions
surrounding
different understandings brought about by the
varied discourses resulting from the Scientific
Revolution. Collaborations between the arts and
sciences has a long history of interdependence,
but also tension and antipathy (Snow, 1959). As
Earnshaw comments, “It is also well-known that
interdisciplinary research tends to be less well
understood by reviewers from the established
disciplines because it is not regarded as
sufficiently pure or traditional, or it may cut
across the norms and conventions that have
been established within a particular discipline.”
(Earnshaw et al. 2015)
When interdisciplinary research is carried
out in universities or research laboratories it
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often involves working across organisational and
resource boundaries, with structures set in place
to support existing disciplines such as resources
or budgets that are not always flexible within a
university context. Nevertheless, it is heartening
to see that today traditional barriers between
existing disciplines are being broken down
allowing current knowledge to be increasingly
interdisciplinary.
The true value of the Show-Talk-Do model
to interdisciplinary research activities will only
become apparent with time.
More practical application of the model is
required, with varied messages, audiences and
purposes, so as to build a richer picture of ‘what
works and why?’:
• Does the model work better with some
combinations of disciplines compared
to others?
• Do the lengths of papers, discussions
and exhibitions effect the model’s
intended impacts?
• Can the model be applied in virtual
environments, or is live interaction
essential?
These other questions must be explored
before the model’s real value can be adequately
assessed. A longitudinal study, measuring the
impacts
of
varied,
clearly
defined
interdisciplinary research projects which adopt
the model, benchmarked against comparable
projects which do not, would be one means of
approaching the answers.
The time has come for such questions to be
asked.
Interdisciplinary research is not a fad, but a
new and essential way of doing things, to meet
the challenges we face over the coming decades
and beyond. As Fabiola Gianotti, particle
physicist and the Director General of CERN put it
at the World Economic Forum in 2018, “We need
to break the cultural silos. Too often people put
science and the humanities, or science and the
arts, in different silos. They are the highest
expression of the curiosity and creativity of
humanity.” (World Economic Forum, 2018).
We believe Show-Talk-Do can make a very
small, but not insignificant, contribution to
meeting this great challenge.
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Abstract
Intuition is commonly understood as knowledge acquired directly, immediately, self-referentially,
non-conceptually, without the intercession of the intellect, unmediated by academic or scientific
methodologies, or formal, disciplined, logical discourse. In this paper we examine how intuition works
within creative process, particularly artistic, by way of Henri Bergson’s initial theorisation of intuition in
Creative Evolution (L'Évolution créatrice, 1907, trans. 1944) and A Study in Metaphysics: The Creative
Mind (La Pensée et le mouvant, 1934, trans. 1970) and its subsequent elaboration by Gilles Deleuze in
Bergsonism (Le Bergsonisme, 1966, trans. 1991). We explicate how intuition as a method results from a
progressive reduction of the separation between the virtual and the actual as the convergent movement
of thought which brings together the ideal and the material as pure process within artistic practices. We
posit intuition in terms of appropriate problematising, differentiating and temporalising within the
creative procession into novelty and the advancement of invention. We consider the immediacy of
intuitive knowledge as the adequation of the positing of the problem and its fitting solution as well as
the pedagogical aspects of intuition which emerge immanently actualised through the reproduction and
transmittal of knowledge.
Keywords: intuition, art, problem, method, creation.

Introduction
In Bergsonism, Deleuze claims that intuition
as a method is one of the most fully developed
methods in philosophy (Deleuze, 1991, p. 13). Yet,
many still see intuition as an irrational,
mysterious
faculty.
Mario
Bunge,
the
Argentinian/Canadian philosopher of science,
goes so far as to write in his book Intuition et
raison (2001) that, in contrast to mathematical
and scientific intuition, philosophical intuition
winds up becoming a philosophy concocted by
perverts for the irrational. 1 There is obviously a
wide gap between the two camps and we seek to
reconcile and align various understandings of
intuition under Bergson’s ideation and Deleuze’s
expression of intuition as method.
The first meaning that comes to mind when
discussing intuition is the spontaneous
understanding of a situation or problem as a
hunch or gut feeling—an innate intelligence or
1

“L’intuitionnisme philosophique finit donc par devenir une
philosophie faite par des pervers pour des irrationnels” (Bunge, 2001,
32).
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instinct that unconsciously and directly
produces insights. From the standpoint of
common sense, intuition is seen as the
immediate apprehension of an object by the
mind without the intervention of reasoning and
where “an intuition” is the particular result of
such apprehension as an occurrence of mind.
Thus, intuition is commonly understood as
knowledge acquired directly, immediately, selfreferentially, non-conceptually, without the
intercession of the intellect, unmediated by
academic or scientific methodologies, or formal,
disciplined, logical discourse. If intuition as an
epistemic method that somehow directly
articulates sensory perception, then knowledge
thus acquired is deemed to have no lasting value
or academic validity—if anything, because the
immediacy of unmediated intuitions is a direct
derivation from subjective inner experience
impossible to discipline. Even if the spontaneous
insights of intuition bypass systematic methods
of knowledge production, intuition’s direct
access to the production of understanding
constitutes a method. There should be a
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coherence in the operational functioning of
intuition whether our considerations are
concerned with events at a molecular or molar
scale, or within modes of iterative artistic
production or in the research-creation activity of
artistic practice.
We wish to examine what intuition can
mean within creative processes, particularly
artistic, by way of Henri Bergson’s initial
theorisation of intuition in Creative Evolution
(L'Évolution créatrice, 1907, trans. 1944) and A
Study in Metaphysics: The Creative Mind (La
Pensée et le mouvant, 1934, trans. 1970) and
subsequently elaborated by Gilles Deleuze in
Bergsonism (Le Bergsonisme, 1966, trans. 1991).
Specifically, we trace how intuition as a method
results from a progressive reduction of the
separation between the virtual and the actual as
the convergent movement of thought which
brings together the ideal and the material in
artistic practices as pure process. We consider
the immediacy of intuitive knowledge as the
adequation of the positing of the problem and
its fitting solution as well as the pedagogical
aspects of intuition which emerge immanently
actualised through the reproduction and
transmittal of knowledge. As such, based on this
approach as articulated by Bergson and Deleuze,
we propose specifically to examine how intuition
arises within iterative artistic and studio
practices and follow through with a theoretical
consideration of the movement produced by and
within intuition.
This article is not a survey of philosophical
thought relative to intuition and does not
pretend to compare schools of thought on the
topic nor its applications in various domains.
Neither is it a step-by-step instruction manual
towards the instilling of a protocol for
integrating intuition as a method within artistic
practices. Some readers might discern a
common line of thought with the ideas of
Benedetto Croce on intuition in art but despite
the similar concerns expressed in Aesthetic as
Science of Expression and General Linguistic
(L'Estetica come scienza dell'espressione e
linguistica generale (1902, trans. 2005)) there are
important differences. Each aspect of intuition
that Croce raises is examined within Bergson´s
and Deleuze’s exposition yet in a decidedly
different light. The principal distinction
originates in the ontological underpinnings:
Bergson and Deleuze conceive thought as
processual, Croce does not. Whether it is the
nature of intuitive knowledge itself, its
40

independence in respect to the intellect and the
conceptual, or its understanding of perception
as knowledge of actual reality, they all point
towards an irreconcilable rift between the two
camps—the
French
philosophers
think
‘heterogeneously’ with and through the
encounter with nature, the Italian philosopher
thinks ‘homogeneously’ about the world. Where
Croce asserts “to have intuitions is to place in
space and in temporal sequence” (Croce, 2005, p.
4), Bergson (1965, p. 129) and Deleuze (1991, p. 35)
contend that intuition presupposes duration and
immanence: rather than reveal character,
intuition reveals movement and change,
perpetual becoming. Croce considers intuition to
be representation and, more critically,
expression. Deleuze rejects representation and
finds the expression of intuition in the imagistic
of the active contraction as productive of
difference.
Throughout the text, we render explicit the
properties traditionally attributed to the
formulation of the idea of intuition but
articulated in dynamic processual terms. As a
result the language sometimes takes on unusual
turns in order to try to convey the agency of
incessant change and movement necessary to
the philosophy of difference. Our position is not
grounded on the inferential determination of
knowledge from uncaused causes but on the
progressive conditioning of the event as a
convergent
processual
and
progressive
limitation which ineluctably yields the desired
result as immanent emergence. It is a mode of
thought that is not anchored on conceptual
definition and does not rely on symbols for
transmission, but is clearly productive of
knowledge all the same. We use the term
method not as as a special procedure for
attaining a result but as the reason a process
acquires in its advance. The procession of
advance is the method, where method—from the
Greek μεταχοδος (metahodos), meta- "after" and
-hodos "a traveling, way"—constitutes knowledge
as simultaneously spatially unfolded and
performatively revealed. The transition within
advance is the mode or modification which the
causal agency and logical impulsion of method
bring to bear. As such, the method does not exist
a priori to the process of creation, since it is
constituted in the process itself and is only
apprehended as a difference discerned a
posteriori.
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Intuitive Revelation within Iterative
Practices
Intuition has all to do with the production
of difference, the creative procession into
novelty and the happening-upon of invention
even
if
innovation
as
transformative
advancement of a solution to a problem is what
is decisive. The difference here between
innovation and invention as two modes of
creative movement is what amounts to an
uncaused causality that produces a chancy
discovery whether as part of a systematic
approach of innovation or as a fortuitous
stumbling upon as discovery. Invention and
innovation as such can arise in the oddest of
creative environments or within the least likely
of activities. Any practice which entails intensive
iteration and unremitting repetition of the same
gestures, deeds, movements or activities can be
deemed a tabula rasa from which creativity and
innovation can emerge. The iterative gesture as
sameness is the featureless ground from which
any deviation makes its appearance felt in the
instant. Once a deviation is seen, felt, heard,
tasted, smelled or affectively felt as difference,
there is ground for divergence. The wayward
deviation is an affective impulse which is
inadequate in terms of a perception yet
becomes recognised as either contributive or
detractive from the endeavour at hand. In
Spinozist terms, it increases or decreases the
capacity of everything and everyone involved to
affect or to be affected. Seen as creative
variation, as incipient innovative possibility, the
wayward gesture as producer of affect indicates
a possible direction for further research which,
when recognised as such, can be considered an
instance of intuitive individuation as inventive
direction.
A production potter who can throw 100
“identical” bowls in one day, prepares 100
“identical” balls of clay prior to sitting at the
wheel. Once she begins, she listens to the radio
while working, without having to pay attention to
the throwing-doing which is for her a
thoughtless routine that becomes automatic
gesture as she has already thrown bowls like this
thousands of times. But while throwing bowl
number 73, her forefinger snags ever so slightly
on a patch of clay that normally would be slick
with slip; her attention is pulled away from the
radio program to the forefinger; she again feels
the tug on her finger and, rather than wet it, her
years of work at the wheel unconsciously tell her
Vol 5, No 1 (2018) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

that she does not have to; caught between
negating her instinct and risking ruining the
piece, her reaction while pulling up on the clay is
to slightly alter the angle of the second knuckle
of the forefinger of her right hand to
compensate for the resistance; she notices that
the tiny gesture dramatically increases the
speed with which the clay allows itself to be
pulled and therefore how fast she can throw a
bowl—the intuition pays off. The commitment to
the “go with it” is the power of decision of a presubjective venture into the exercise of one’s
creative freedom: it is true majority in that rather
than fall back on the tried-and-true of the
proven, of the given solution provided by the
teacher which keeps her in nonage and
dependence, the craftswoman ventures forth
into the relative unknown of the recognition of
the problematic situation through its conversion
to the possibility of resolution as innovation. “It
is here that humanity makes its own history”
(Deleuze, 1991, p. 16) and comes into its own as a
major, full-fledged adult craftswoman. 2 In this
sense, creation is seen not only as the capacity
to solve a given problem, but rather as an
opportunity to problematise further from the
reality that affects us.
This type of intuition-based discovery is
second-nature
to
artisans,
artists
and
performers. It is found in any of the iterationbased practices which require the repetition of
the same technique or movements in tune with
instruments or tools, the rehearsal of gestures or
coordinated interactions with other bodies. The
main point here is that the discovery or
innovation is not the result of directed,
programmed, systematic, methodical, conscious
experimentation with technique or method—it is
a direct, non-conceptual, pre-scientific and prelinguistic determination: the invention, the
coming to discovery, is unmediated and
unthought, but the result is clear, repeatable,
and confirmable 3—it is a result of the goingwith-it of practical insight into creative process:
it is a solution to a problem we didn’t even know
was there since it comes to us from the future
and not formulated in the past. At this point, the
intellect can be brought back into the picture to
2

This adult/nonage discussion is carried further in Gilbert Simondon’s
(1969) Du mode d'existence des objets techniques. It is an argument
derived from Immanuel Kant’s 1784 renowned Aufklarung article, An
Answer to the Question: "What is Enlightenment?".
3
And in terms of the transmittal of this direct unmediated knowledge
as a pedagogic strategy, when the auspicious conditions for the
production of the intuition are reproduced.
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systematise the acquisition of the result and
design a round of experimentation as a
scientific, practice-based innovation.
Any method that relies on iterative
repetition of the same gestures as practice can
be seen as a source of creative invention that
confuses the lines of systematicity and
accidental discovery. Intuition leads forth where
method—literally, the way of doing things as the
course of action—has become a mindless habit
so that straying from the methodological path
immediately reveals the difference in kind as a
different manner to carry out a task or perform a
gesture which arises as possibility in repetition
as a panoply of indeterminate choices as to the
‘what can be done next’.4 The familiarity of the
iterative-process-become-habit
allows
the
detection of the wavering away from the known:
it permits us to deviate from established
precedent, from standard practice made perfect,
from the chronic appeal to memory as the
centeredness of the well-trod groove, from the
‘what has already been done’, to the unexplored
novelty of the ‘what could be done next’. Yet,
that familiarity breeds contempt for the
possibility of innovation to arise and fosters
disdain for the creative potential available in
repetition; for intuition to work, the
concentration of focus must lie in the
contemplative midst of continued attention to
the doing at hand while being receptive to the
conditioning of possibility as the immanence of
opportunity that iteration offers—it is an
attunement with the process that acknowledges
the differential drift to take flight rather than
follow the tendentious path of the same-ol’,
same-ol’ tangent of the been-there-done-that.
Once difference is discerned within the process
of the regularity of perfected habit, of the known
as a set memory circuit, intuition opens up the
what-it-is-not of the process as the actualisation
of potential as the becoming-possible of the
now as differential, as a something else.
Intuition occurs in the immanent incipiency
of a rift between ‘the could’ and the ‘might’, in
the differentiation of the ‘now’ and the ‘hasbeen’, in the interval of difference and
repetition. As the occupation of the negative, of
4

We are prone to use definite articles with words which do not usually
warrant one (the now, the has-been, the what it is not, etc) to
emphasise the differential as a discrete individualisation within the
individuation of process as an affirmation of actual difference.
Likewise, we use the term differential as a noun more frequently than
as an adjective to emphasise the creative otherness of that which
constitutes the difference produced in the advance whether it is a
product-productive or state-transformative process.
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that which the process is not, and the extension
of that what is, an occupation as a doing is not a
taking up of space through activity, but the
activity of bringing iteration to a crisis. In the
surfacing of a difference in the fixity of the
transcendental, of the permanent, the static, the
unchanging universal, of the blindly iterative, an
active time-making emerges which endows
activity
with
the
subjectivity
of
the
instantaneous made actual as a conscious
awareness of time’s creation. The follow-focus of
the mind on the work taps into a succession
which is “the direct vision of the mind by the
mind” and “bears above all upon internal
duration” (Bergson, 1970, p. 32). In this respect,
intuition in iterative processes is the beyondmemory of habit, of a non-reflexive automatism,
wherein the possible departs from the tried and
true as a result of the momentary distraction
permitted by sheer boredom, or the chanciness
of ludic variation, or the contempt of familiarity
which all lead to discernible differences as
offerings of choice as innovative possibility.
Here, a differencial differentiation implies itself
into the what something is from the what it is
not, through the what it can be otherwise, or the
what it could be—through the negative, through
the possible and through its potential.
Any type of deviation from the routine, any
error or mistake that accidentally takes place
can be seen as a chance inventive happening, as
a stumbling into creation, as a fortuitous
production of creative ideas which are no
different from ideas generated through more
“serious”
programmed
or
methodically
systematic approaches. The method of intuition
when worked through iterative processes is akin
to an attentive attunement to the event’s
immediation where focus is directly maintained
on the sensory aspects of the interactive doing
of the practice as opposed to the
rationalisations around the what the work ought
to or could be. Through the method of material
intuition intrinsic to the iterative gesture, the
artist can modulate the degree of turbulence
that can be entrained into the habitually
established as the regular, as the norm and the
normalising in a process. The well-worn flow of
production depleted of creativity and innovation
serves as background to the revelation of any
chance occurrence or anomalous variation in
what is habitually established as creative
possibility. It is this polished, smooth,
featureless iteration, where perceptive and
memory circuits become lifeless through the
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atrophied, unwavering repeated methodical
application of technics and techniques which
allows the possibility of creativity to emerge.
This ground-zero is not a nothingness, a vacuous
void or blankness—it is the raison méthodée, a
movement of thought become the doing
reconciled as the way of doing, eventually
rendered habitual by a mindless repetition of
the same technics, techniques and use of
materials. It is a ground-zero as background
upon which any movement evokes the
possibility of aesthetic (as sensorially creative
and ‘artistically’ productive) novelty and opens a
window to the practicability of experimentation.
Given a practice and putting one’s mind to it, to
research-create at this level is to allow the
minutest discernment of difference to inflect a
practice towards the possibility of creative
deviation into novelty.
If one defines intuition as immediate,
unmediated knowledge, that is not inferred
through ratiocination, that is direct and
seemingly uncaused, we can postulate two
dimensions to intuition which need to be
foregrounded: first, its temporal immediacy as
an instantaneous consciousness of what is at
play; second, the directness of the acquisition of
knowledge as an unmediated advancement of
creation in the present as a future, as pay-off to
a past postulation—the progress of creativity as
pure invention-in-experience untrammelled by
memory or a precedent intellection. In this way,
the temporal immediacy of the experience in the
moment becomes knowledge as direct
understanding or comprehension through doing
as a mode of thought: experience becomes a
non-discursive knowledge directly available
through doing as informing the unknown or the
welter of undifferentiated flux in the duration.
This knowledge is pre-scientific and prelinguistic, it is unmediated in that it is a direct
apprehension of difference as innovative swerve
and what one can call intuitive.

Intuition in Art Practice according to
Bergson’s and Deleuze’s formulation
Bergson mainly presents his ideas on
intuition in his books Creative Evolution
(L'Évolution créatrice, 1907, trans. 1944) and A
Study in Metaphysics: The Creative Mind (La
Pensée et le mouvant, 1934, trans. 1970). For him,
“intuition is the direct vision of the mind by the
mind” (Bergson, 1970, p. 32). “Intuition, then,
signifies first of all consciousness, but
Vol 5, No 1 (2018) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org

immediate consciousness, a vision which is
scarcely distinguishable from the object seen, a
knowledge which is in contact and even
coincidence” (Bergson, 1970, p. 32). But the
consciousness is not a consciousness as
awareness of the instant, but of identifying the
manifestation of the inflection in the automatic
deviation of the stimulus into a response as
consciousness—this is at the core of Bergson’s
and
Deleuze’s
anti-phenomenalism
as
participative heterogeneity: not a conscience of
something but an immanent becoming
experiential. And in the grasping of the
difference between ‘a this’ and ‘a that’, we
discern the functioning of the démarche 5 of
intuition which is guided by an unknowable
operative logic that inflects the reconcilliation of
the ideal and the material as the clinamen 6
towards a specific actual doing: “from this centre
of force, which is moreover inaccessible, there
springs the impulse which gives the impetus,
that is to say the intuition itself” (Bergson, 1970,
p. 120). This distinction between the démarche of
intuition and a systematic method is significant
because in the former, we have a doing as a
‘manière d’agir à sa façon’—one’s own way of
acting as subjectivity—versus a prescribed way
of doing as compliance to a predetermined
protocol in the latter. Further, démarche in its
secondary meaning, as ‘commencer à marcher’,
as a starting to walk, also ties in to the classical
depiction of the classical methods of the art of
memory as a walked path, as a making way
(Yates, 1966). So the insight of intuition is the
direct vision of the mind by the mind in the
perceptual cognition of its functioning as the
incipiency of memory which through repetition
becomes the memory of the way to doing
something: a method.
What is philosophical in this way of
becoming as a method? Deleuze is categorical in
stating that “intuition is neither a feeling, an
inspiration, nor a disorderly sympathy, but a
5

(http://www.cnrtl.fr/etymologie/démarche) We use the French term
démarche because we cannot find an equivalent English term that
conveys the double meaning required.
6
The clinamen is the Latin name Lucrecius gives to the swerve, to the
unpredictable drift of atoms. Deleuze defines it as “the original
determination of the direction of movement, the synthesis of
movement and its direction which relates one atom to another”
(Deleuze, 1994, p. 184). Prigogine and Stengers intimate that “Lucretius
may be said to have invented the clinamen in the same way that
archaeological remains are "invented": one "guesses" they are there
before one begins to dig” (Prigogine, I. and Stengers, I. (1984). Order out
of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature. New York: Bantam Books. p.
304)
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fully developed method […] constituting that
which Bergson calls “precision” in philosophy”
(Deleuze, 1991, p. 13). Thus, following the ideas of
Bergson and Deleuze, the philosophical method
of intuition consists in the advance of knowledge
as a creative evolution. It is a mode of thought
which is impulsed by what came before towards
a future which draws us towards it in terms of an
inescapable progression actualised in the
present—but not any present whatever, but in a
‘now’ that is inevitable yet often surprising. And
this inevitability is decisive, free of doubt,
certain, undeniable, completive yet open.
The method, in all its determinateness, is
indeterminate—the cause of the movement is
not determinable even if the outcome is
inevitable and definite. The multiplicity which
constitutes becoming is so complex and has so
many degrees of freedom, that to establish a
causality can be likened to a chancy probabilistic
determination. It is interesting to note that the
Greek πρόβληµα [problema]—literally, a thing
thrown or put forward—encompasses the
conceptual constellation of things that are cast,
thrown out or put forward and includes dice,
nets and fishing lines punctuated by lures. And
perhaps the purest of problems, as Brazilian
philosopher Peter Pal Pelbart posits, lies in
casting one’s net where there are no fish in
order for them to appear (Pelbart, 2015). How
does one channel the indeterminate into
methodological certitude or the indeterminable
into a methodical pursuit?
In Bergsonism (1991), Deleuze reformulates
the method of intuition as gleaned from
Bergson. In the chapter entitled ‘Intuition as
Method’, Deleuze lays out the method in terms
of “three distinct sorts of acts that in turn
determine the rules of the method” (Deleuze,
1991, p. 14). The way he does this is by a
progressive application of discursive carving
away or reduction of possibilities to determine
what is ultimately operative as a guiding
principle. Deleuze determines what is ultimately
productive in intuition by following the same
‘intuitive’ method which Bergson himself uses to
analyse what is essentially operative in the four
theses which emerge from Berkeley’s thought on
intuition: Deleuze, like Bergson before him, uses
the method he is prescribing to do what he is
prescribing as a self-referencing use of the
method. The three rules of the method
stipulated
by
Bergson
consist
of
problematisation,
differentiating,
and
temporalizing. This involves, one, a critique of
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false problems and the invention of genuine
ones; two, narrowing and convergence; and
three, thinking in terms of the multiplicity of
duration. As such, we are served a panoply of
possibilities in the encounter which must be
whittled down into a pointed end which
indicates and incites the unavoidable adequate
contraction. Intuition represents the movement
of the realisation of passage to the adequation
of the contraction as the completion of the
Bergsonian image. This is not a step-by-step
protocol towards the correct use of intuition as
method but an offering of strategies or possible
approaches towards the positing of a precise
and unambiguous problem through the almost
formulation of its exacting and fitting solution.
Deleuze quotes Bergson: “the stating and solving
of the problem are here very close to being
equivalent: the truly great problems are set forth
only when they are solved” (Deleuze, 1991, p. 16).
One needs to distinguish between the
process of intuition and its payoff. The intuition
is not the outcome—it is the movement of
thought that happens in a particular way. The
moment of intuition is in the motive conditions of
action as the making time of difference in the
time of its making, in the feeling of the transition
as inevitable outcome. 7 Thus, the moment of
intuition is the interval between the what comes
before and the what comes after, the scansion of
the movement’s direct realisation. And it is the
surprising certitude and celerity of passage
which produces the affective flash that leaves us
breathless or leads us to the pronouncement of
the interjection of discovery. Yes, the ‘Aha!’
moment—“the joy of the artist who has realized
his thought, the joy of the thinker who has made
a discovery or invention” (Bergson, 1920, p. 30).
In terms of the movement of thought, how
does one (re)produce the immediacy of intuitive
knowledge so that two minds can know one
thing? How can the power of unmediated
realisation be directly transferred to another or
to others without loss? Here we discern a image
or fold between the maker and the spectator or
consumer as characteristic of the encounter as
experiential of the artwork: on one side, we have
the artist working assiduously on a statement as
a formulation of a problem that finds its
expression as a realization of what is at play in
the work of art, and on the other, the
7

We use the term feeling as defined by Whitehead in Process and
Reality (1929, 1978) as “the basic generic operation of passing from the
objectivity of the data to the subjectivity of the actual entity in
question” (Whitehead, 1978, p. 40).
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experiencing of the work of art as the embodied
expression of the emergent singularity which is
to be gotten from experiencing the work. 8 It is
the embodied entity which emerges from the
midst of individuation as the materialisation of
form and the information of matter. And by
stating this, we do not intend to curtail the
expressive possibilities of a work of art, but to
invoke precision and exactness as necessary
qualities in the problematization of experience
which translates into adequacy of expression in
an artwork. The more succinctly the problem is
stated in the artwork, the clearer the solution
will be. This does not say that the posing of a
clear and succinct problem is simplistic, as every
problem is a multiplicity and its implications can
be multiple and profound. And this does not
mean that to attain the succinct expression of
the problem is necessarily an easy feat nor does
it mean an easily accessible solution! To arrive at
the problem and its concomitant solution can be
just as difficult for the artist as it can be for the
viewer—both artists and viewers, makers and
consumers, end up with the solutions they
deserve to the problem they are able to pose in
relation to the artwork. Further, the artist’s
solution to his own problem might represent an
answer to a viewer’s more insightful
problematisation. Intuition is productive, not in
a haphazard manner, but through an exacting
decisiveness: intuition is unhesitating, resolute
and determined in its taking action—it is a
threshold moment in the advance into novelty
that is not chancy in itself but absolutely
necessary in its outcome. A creator may not be
aware of the problem he was posing when he
had the intuition, but that discovery that takes
him by surprise, that brilliant insight that sums
up years of work, that moment of revelation that
informs the ‘Aha!’ or ‘Yes!’, is the obvious result
of an appropriate positing of the problem but
revealed ex post facto, of establishing the exact
configuration of compositional conditions that
inevitably yield a specific result after the fact of
its production. Intuition encompasses a variety
of possible outcomes as expression of the
inevitable conclusion derived from the way that
the problematisation of the artwork is posited.
The solution to the artwork’s problematization
8

The gotten is different in meaning from understanding or making
sense. It is not only a cathartic release of the tension that arises in the
reconcilliation of the ideal and the material. It is in the sense of
‘getting a joke’ where the getting goes beyond the understanding and
requires the element of surprise and release in the revelation.
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can be: a single, inevitable solution; a
multiplicity of solutions; a non-solution as a
paradox, enigma, or a confusing, improper
formulation; or an open-ended iterative
replication of its problematization. And
depending on the intended pragmatic purpose
of the artwork stated in terms of adequacy,
whether explicitly acknowledged or not, the
artwork in itself has a unique, singular, coherent
expression which encompasses being wide-open
to experience and to interpretation.
The method gets underway with the casting
of a speculative positing of a preliminary
position-question as a tentative problem
seeking solutions. But not just any kind of
problem, a proposition which expects a followthrough and finds it in terms of a true problem
as movement into novelty. The question seeks to
answer the simple question of ‘what now?’ as
resolution of the moment of crisis. To know how
to answer this question decisively, without
prevarication, without doubt, to know the ‘why’
in the ‘how’ of the present is the exercise of
subjective freedom as the expression of
intuition. The “power to decide, to constitute
problems themselves” (Deleuze, 1991, p. 15) is
what constitutes true majority and it is this
completive knowledge of the ‘why’ in the ‘how’
that Simondon (2001) postulates in the relation
between humans and the world. We maintain
that this is not a formulation of the problem by
attempting to contain it, by rendering it
determinable by categorically delimiting it from
the outside, but of working with it to render the
problem productive of a necessary, inevitable
truth within and without—the truth is in the
productivity of the operational coherence of the
problem as a restatement of its premises,
conditions, situation, implications, through to its
possible outcomes and a decisive adequate
solution. We find ourselves with the solution we
deserve to the problem we have been able to
pose, yet, if we do not like that solution we can
always continue to cast until we land a solution
we like better to a different aspect of the
problem.
Seeing truth as productive of operative
coherence is significant here because it
sidesteps the moral problem of ascertaining
veracity as opposed to ascertaining integrity as
concreteness within the unfolding of actuality. It
is a repositioning of the problem from the
normative moral logic of a problem’s being true
or false to the ethical knowledge of how things
45

Felix Rebolledo Palazuelos, Tania Galli Fonseca, Andreia Machado Oliveira

actually function coherently—of how the solution
is territorialised functionally. And through its
functioning we can discern whether what is
being produced i.e. what is being considered as
new, is distinctly innovative and inventive or
simply a difference of intensity: are we wetting
our foot in a ‘different stream’ or simply treading
water in the same place; is the moment a
circular (re)petition of the same or is it
composing through a different multiplicity
altogether and diverging from the tangent of the
status quo? In carrying out this differentiation,
we come to see whether in fact what we are
advancing is a problem or a non-problem: are
we composing innovation? Or are we occupied
with busy-work? We cannot confuse the line of
flight and the tangent—it is a question of coming
to terms with the tension within the
determination of what is at play, i.e. the
resolution between intensities or intention into
the how it will be done. If the tendency is acted
upon, one is no longer within the parameters of
the former operative potentials but activating a
series of potentials opened up by digressing as a
line of flight of the perpetual unfolding of the
event into difference. And the difference is not
constituted by the tangent which is often
mistaken as the digression, but an advance into
novelty.
The rediscovering of “the true differences in
kind or articulations of the real” is Deleuze’s
second rule of intuition as method and this is
the foundation to its being considered “a
method of division” (Deleuze, 1991, p. 21-2). If
experience offers us “nothing but composites”
(mixtes), we must unbraid the multiplicity of the
whole into its articulations and tease out the
meshing of qualitative and qualified tendencies.
If we see the event as a concretised assemblage,
division is here understood as a divergent
parting out, as the analytical abstraction of
eventual process. Thus, we can come to discern
that which is in truth operative, that is
productive of difference in kind according to the
way in which the moment combines “duration
and extensity as they are defined as movements,
directions of movements (hence durationcontraction and matter-expansion [détente])”
(Deleuze, 1991, p. 23).
The invisible progress of time as processual
advancement will be recognised as affective
tonality as a direct presentation of the
qualitative change of time as temporality as
opposed to measured time. The ‘answer’ of
intuition becomes ‘time will tell’ and time
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becomes the transformational transition as the
expression of subjectivity along a new line as
experience. This constitutes the third rule of
intuition as method: “State problems and solve
them in terms of time rather than of space”
(Deleuze, 1991, p. 31).
Bergson and Deleuze both take recourse in
the calculus of difference and in the
consideration of the a priori and the a posteriori
within Kant’s philosophy of categories to
demonstrate how the three rules of the method
are not to be reconciled as a priori or a
posteriori
determinations
as
things
in
themselves but instead as differential
progression of otherness as eventual becoming.
Within the passage of time, the present follows
the past and precedes the future. Each moment
is conditioned by what has transpired and
preconditions what will be: the present exists in
a perpetual state of tension as a bergsonian coexistence of past-present-future where past and
future always inhere in the present yet the three
are individually separate and distinct. Yet, the
continuity of the three tenses means that if
these
three
temporal
distinctions
are
continuous, then they must be the same “thing”
for there are no disjointed parts in continuity.
This paradoxal problem is reconciled in
actuality, yet thought cannot integrate both
aspects of time as continuous internal change of
transition and the passage of one discrete
moment to the next. Hence, the need as Deleuze
points out in Difference and Repetition
(Différence et Repetition, 1968, trans. 1994) for
two kinds of difference: difference in kind and
difference in itself. The continuous production of
difference is the production of difference in
itself as pure difference or what Deleuze calls
differentiation; the discontinuous production of
difference is the production of difference in kind
from one moment to the next which Deleuze
distinguishes as differenciation; both are
required to express difference as the advance
within process which is productive of time.
The moment of intuition in its infinitesimal
smallness is the conjunction of circumstances
which affords an opportunity of becoming as
event. It is the auspicious moment in which the
multiplicity conditions are ripe, charged,
pregnant, oversaturated with the possibility of
emergence, which, when given the chance, the
odds are that it will produce movement. It is a
turning-point, the cusp, the point of passage of
the threshold, an inflection—but technically not
a point of inflection—which deviates the relation
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so that it diverges from the established path into
the novelty of innovation; it is the veering away
from the tangent—it is the point of take-off of
the transversal line of flight. It is the
differenciation in the differentiation.
This deviation is a moment of truth in that it
tests to the smallest detail the commitment of
the advance into novelty. Intuition is thus a very
small move compared to the overwhelming
functional operativity of memory, it occurs at the
level of the differential, at the limit condition
where an infinitely small disruption produces an
infinitely small provocation towards a
differential difference. “It is indisputable that the
basis of real, and so to speak instantaneous
intuition, on which our perception of the
external world is developed, is a small issue
compared with all that memory adds to it”
(Bergson, 1991, p. 66). From the afferent nerves
into the centre of indetermination, through to
the efferent nerves, affective modification wends
its way through the neural pathways of a
divergent modality of memory and subsequently
as a convergent modality which jointly constitute
the (re)call, the (re)collection and (re)membering
of memory’s participation within experience. “It
is the recollections of memory that link the
instants to each other and intercalate the past in
the present. Finally, it is memory again in
another form, in the form of a contraction of
matter that makes the quality appear” (Deleuze,
1991, p. 25 translation modified). 9 In that gap
between the ‘that’ which comes before, and the
‘what’ which comes after, there is a shift in the
operation of memory which determines the
outcome of the deviation. The first memory
produces a progressive branching which
becomes more ingrained whenever that
experiential circuit is (re)called to inform the
paths of choice. It also becomes less flexible
every time it is (re)petitioned to offer its
guidance in making the right choice and in taking
the right direction towards a successful
completion. The ramification is a gradual,
progressive complexification where (re)petition
promotes a finer and more intricately detailed
penetration as resolutive analysis—an ever-finer
horizontic fringing. The role of the second
9

“Ensuite, ce sont les souvenirs de la mémoire, qui relient les instants
les uns aux autres et intercalent le passé dans le présent. Enfin, c'est
encore la mémoire sous une autre forme, sous forme d'une
contraction de la matière qui fait surgir la qualité” (Le Bergsonisme,
1966, p. 16). The English text translates intercaler as interpolate and
thus introduces a spurious or fictive element to the expansion where
there ought not be one.
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memory is to produce the convergence amidst
the divergence; it is the drawing together of the
disparate paths, the contraction into a
concurrence which (re)members divergent
pathways to a specific outcome as a choice of
action. This second movement of memory is a
simplification where the complexified past as a
multiplicity is bundled together, (re)collected,
into a singular, coherent expression. The switchover from one memory to the next is a threshold
moment which both expresses a passage
through and the overcoming of the resistance to
passage into difference, of the leap of faith
across the gap to pursue the path laid out before
it as operative resolution. What is required of the
problem is to invoke a convergence, to induce
the contraction, of taking what is implied and
not plainly expressed, bringing it to a head and
expressing it unequivocally, decisively, leaving
nothing open to suggestion. It is a rendering of
the ambiguous precise by the removal of the
representational
and
expliciting
the
transformation directly without intermediary.
The realization of the ‘Aha!’ moment is the
corollary of the realization of the ‘Oh, No!’
moment. The ‘Oh, No!’ moment is the moment
when one realizes that the result is not the
positive, affirmative advance into novelty one
was looking for, but the negative, detractive
digression into failure one was likely trying to
avoid. But if one looks closely, the ‘Aha!’ moment
and the ‘Oh, No!’ moment share the same
movement. They simply show different aspects
of ego involvement in the work. However, of the
two, the ‘Oh, No!’ moment is usually the one that
leads to a retrospective examination of the
precursory conditions, to a reconfiguration of
the compositional elements, to a different
repositing of the questions, in order to
reformulate the problem. The ‘Aha! and the ‘Oh,
No!’ moments share the unexpected, being more
or less close to the hazards of creation.
For an artist to attain this clarity of
expression and achieve the free-flowing,
untrammelled directness and immediacy of
movement towards the repetition of the
intuition of the ‘Aha! moment’, the 99%
perspiration of creative effort is required to
hone and polish the statement so that it
unfalteringly produces the surprising and
inevitable response in the viewer. This art-work
entails the manifold repeated repositioning,
realignment, reconfiguration of the conditions
and circumstances, of compositional elements
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for them to continually produce different and
partial solutions that will eventually take us to
the totalising experience of the intuitive
synthesis. It is this crafting of the artisitc
conception into an artwork that demands effort:
“It experiences our force, keeps the imprint of it,
calls for its intensification” (Bergson, 1920, p. 29).
The fact that there is procession, advance,
movement that generates difference is indicative
of method—its drive is to advance conditions
which complexify the production of solutions.
Complexification is not a rendering of the
problem more complicated but of unraveling the
knotty reciprocal implication of ideas and matter
through the progressive refinement of the
statement of the problem by the advancement
of partial solutions.
Often, it is the retrospective examination of
the conditioning of the problematic which allows
the (re)formulation of the circumstances for the
coming to being of a solution, or the movement
of intuition, in order to allow the direct
transmission of the artist’s statement vehicled
by the artwork. The analysis of the conditions
and circumstances as a problematization of
artistic research constitutes the grounds for
being able to replicate that experience, to
recompose the event in order for it to be
productive of its repetition. In terms of an
intuitive dynamic, the experiential in a work of
art is a lived act, which is the irreversible
conversion of process into specific advancement
as difference in kind produced by, with and
through the work of art, both in terms of practice
(technē) and as objective artwork. The aesthetic
interaction with an artwork is not a question of
guiding the viewer to a preconceived conclusion
but of creating problematizing conditions as an
ecology of relations with the artwork, of
producing the compositional circumstances
between artwork and viewer which will be
productive of the appropriate problematization
in the viewer and lead to the adequate
response—appropriate in that it will yield the
fitting response to the question or problem the
artist is posing. In this respect, to assure the
transmission of a specific movement of thought,
the propitious conditions need to be in place
that will precisely and exactly reproduce the
circumstances for experientially arriving at the
appropriate conclusion as a direct, unmediated
and immediate intuition. The artwork thus lays
out the territory as conditioning milieu so the
viewer can trace their way along the same path
of intuition. Intuition as method leads the way to
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reach the same destination. Whether or not they
do make it to the same determinate realisation
depends on the precision and exactness in
which the original experience posited by the
work of art is recognizable in its repetition in the
experiencing of the artwork. What the artist
struggles to get across as intuition, that which is
to be gotten from the artwork, is a primitive
realisation from which a world can be built. It is
not content, message, or missive. It is a seed
crystal of time which unites “an actual image and
a virtual image to the point where they can no
longer be distinguished” (Deleuze, 1989, p. 335).

Conclusion
Intuition, as distinctly operative, is
durational. It is imbued with movement and
change—it is the method of Bergsonism. But, as
method, it is the way that experience is
integrated into the advance of being as
differential becoming. Intuition is what brings
about the deflection, the divergence, the
deviation, the digression which constitutes the
marked difference as the durational in
temporality, as differentiated moments, as
difference in kind and not a difference in degree.
Individuation, as processual advance, is an
unceasing subjective production of the ‘now’ as
coextensive of past, present, future and actual
which is always different, deviant, and always
other. At every moment in the continuity of
becoming of a processual advance, the
availability and offering of potential is different:
the ‘now’ of the present is not a placeholder in
time but the passing as process to the what’s
coming ‘next’ as the choice become actual
between potential available to potential realised
or potential relinquished. And that hidden,
indeterminate quality guiding the attentiveness
within the passing of potential from activation,
actualisation and relinquishment of potential is
the activity of intuition.
Intuition is indicative that what is taking
place is within the realm of duration as ‘now’, as
the creation of time: to last is to continue the
production of time. The continuity as
perduration emerges in time’s creation as
lasting, unexhausted, vital duration. Duration
pays off as the dividends of division as
differenciation, as the built-in gift of the giving
of difference. Intuition is implicit in ‘the now’ as
the immediacy of transition as time-making and
where ‘the not-now’ is extensive and spatial.
Transcendence looks to arrest time to establish
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‘the now’ as locative, as ‘a here’, as
representational. ‘The now’, as the modality of
time’s creation, as the moment of change, of
transformative transition, as the present of the
giving of difference, as the moment of inflection
in becoming, is always a creative more-than, a
surplus value, because it is different in kind from
whatever came before as an add-on to

processual advance. As Deleuze affirms, intuition
presupposes duration, but without intuition as
the decisiveness subtending the change-over—
the making of temporality would only be a
psychological experience. It is through intuition
that creative innovation as difference in kind as
change can become known as the advance of
time.
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The narration of the nationhood in Brazilian Cinema da Retomada:
The imagined community and territoriality in Foreign Land (Terra
Estrangeira, 1995) and How angels are born
(Como nascem os anjos, 1996)
Eduardo Dias Fonseca*
Abstract
This paper aims to discuss the processes of the nationhood narration present in two films of a very
significant period in Brazilian cinema history called Cinema da Retomada. What kind of nation is
narrated in the Brazilian Cinema during the 1990s? This Brazilian cinema period is characterized by a
shift in the way the nation is portrayed. The relationship between the political and economic scenery
and some of the films produced in the 1990s might be the key to the public, critics, and scholars’ interest
for the films produced and released in the period. Our proposal seeks to outline the way that the nation
is narrated based on Homi Bhabha (1990). Understanding that the various ways of portraying the nation
might be a possible key for building the imagined community (Benedict Anderson, 2006), the images and
sounds produced in the 1990s are a singular way for us to analyze the nationhood. The becoming-world
in the Brazilian cinema is once more present here, but in a completely different way from the Cinema
Novo, for example. Through the analysis of the films ‘Foreign Land’ (Terra Estrangeira, 1995), directed by
Walter Salles and Daniela Thomas, and ‘How angels are born’ (Como nascem os anjos, 1996), directed by
Murillo Salles, we would like to highlight the filmic procedures that suggest a very particular reading of
the nationhood in this period of the Brazilian cinema. In the debate around the local and the global, our
goal is to find characteristics of the national presence in the face of the globalization.
Keywords: Brazilian cinema, Cinema da Retomada, narration, nationhood, globalization.

In this paper, we analyze two films from the
Cinema da Retomada 1 in Brazil, under the
perspective of the cinema as apparatus and how
personhood is connected to the construction of
nationhood narration. We understand the
cinema as part of a set of apparatus network
that is related to the contemporaneity and
altogether sustains a certain kind of narration.
When we refer to apparatus, we think along with
what Agamben (2009) establishes as three points
of reflection on the apparatus. We assume that
(apparatus):
a. It is a heterogeneous set that includes
virtually anything, linguistic and
nonlinguistic, under the same heading:
discourses, institutions, buildings, laws,
1

Cinema da Retomada in the Brazilian cinema means the film
production rebirth during the 1990s when, for a number of reasons, but
mostly because of the closure of the Embrafilme (a Brazilian state
company responsible for producing and distributing the Brazilian
cinema) by the President Fernando Collor de Mello in 1990. After
publishing the new audiovisual Law in 1993, film production was
reestablished. The first movies were released in 1995.
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Police measures, philosophical
propositions, and so on. The apparatus
itself is the network that is established
between these elements.
b. The apparatus always has a concrete
strategic function and is always located
in a power relation.
c. As such, it appears at the intersection
of power relations and relations of
knowledge. (Agamben 2009: 2-3).
Cinema, along with a series of other
apparatus, is articulated in the discursive
dimension to enhance the narratives about the
national, especially if we take into account the
advanced processes of globalization. During the
1990s, we see the growing advance of economic
globalization and neoliberal precepts in Brazil,
thus the cinema reflects in many ways these
processes, making it an important apparatus for
us to visualize the nationhood narration.
Appadurai, in his book Modernity at large
(1996), states two important pillars to think of
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globalization, namely mass electronic media and
migratory movements (diaspora). These pillars
are anchored in a process that the author calls
the "work of the imagination" that organizes the
whole articulation of elements in the narration.
Through a constant new electronic media use,
we would be increasing our "knowledge" about
other places not only as a real experience but
also as an experience that would be based on
imagination. According to the author, the media
apparatus "always carries this sense of distance
between the spectator and the event, yet these
media harbor the transformation of day-to-day
discourse" (Appadurai 1996, 3). It is as if the
distances (in terms of territories) has been
shortened. Therefore, the sense of closeness and
appropriation of events not so close to the
territoriality and culture of the involved subjects
have been taken as natural. It is interesting to
think that also within the territory itself the
apparatus seems to be (re)organizing forms of
narration within the "work of imagination".
The "work of imagination" mediated by
electronic media creates spaces so that subjects
can imagine the world, leading Appadurai to
state that:
Because of the sheer multiplicity of the
forms in which they appear (cinema,
television, computers, and telephones) and
because of the rapid way in which they
move through daily life routines, electronic
media provide resources for self-imagining
as an everyday social project (Appadurai,
1996: 4).
Appadurai (1996) meets Benedict Anderson
(2006) when he defines the nation, specifically
with the work of imagination. For Anderson, a
nation is "[...] an imagined political community –
and imagined as both inherently limited and
sovereign.” (Anderson, 2006: 6). It is imagined
because its members are never present at the
same time and space remaining to imagine how
it would be all of the members. In order not to
have this imagined characteristic, all members of
the community should meet, get to know each
other and relate in a concrete way (Anderson,
2006).
Anderson (2006) proposes the physical
encounter, the presence of the bodies, as a
preponderant factor for this encounter. At this
point, we assume that the idea of encounter can
be extended and thought from the electronic
media potential to promote dialogic processes
between subjects. We can consider the cinema
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as part of the electronic media mentioned by
Appadurai (1996) and as a powerful means for
the encounter, although without the idea of
corporeality that Anderson (2006) implies. Thus,
what challenges us is the film apparatus as
potency for the encounter in the construction of
the nationhood narration.
After this brief introduction on how we
think cinema as a part of an apparatus and how
it relates to the mass media helping to construct
an imagined nation, we should briefly discuss
some aspects of the narration of nationhood
based on Homi Bhabha's work.
To encounter the nation as it is written
displays a temporality of culture and social
consciousness more in tune with the partial,
over determined process by which textual
meaning is produced through the
articulation of difference in language; more
in keeping with the problem of closure
which plays enigmatically in the discourse
of the sign. Such an approach contests the
traditional authority of those national
objects of knowledge – Tradition, People,
the Reason of State, High Culture, for
instance – whose pedagogical value often
relies on their representation as holistic
concepts located within an evolutionary
narrative of historical continuity (Bhabha,
1990: 2-3).
Focusing on the above by Bhabha (1990), we
can find the textual meaning related to the film
construction (film as text) and the "writing" of
the film production environment for cinema. We
emphasize that the "writing" of Cinema da
Retomada goes through processes of public
policy-making (Ikeda, 2015) and it is directly
related to the temporality of culture and to the
social consciousness that Bhabha refers to. In
this sense, we can open not only to ambivalence
in the film as a text but also to the processes of
"writing" production issues and their relation to
the state. However, the focus should be more on
the film construction, although we can find
tangential
thoughts to
the
production
environment not exhaustively approached in this
paper.
The national identity is a common ground
by both writing structures mentioned above and
it suggests an alignment between the
cinematographic field and the resemantized
state in different periods. We can directly
associate with Bhabha (1990): "ideology (like
language) is conceptualized in terms of the
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articulation of elements” (Bhabha, 1990: 3). The
elements articulated in Cinema da Retomada are
a) the passage from allegory to irony in the films;
b) the diaspora; c) the variety film spaces such
as urban, rural, sertão 2, favela 3, territories
abroad and so on; d) The transparent narrative
as put by Ismail Xavier (2005), as a source of
communicability; e) The public space as more
aggressive
and
more violent;
f) The
“mainstream” as a form of distribution and
exhibition of the films, aligned both with the
global economic strategy and global cultural
processes. These elements are present in the
Cinema da Retomada and we identify as an
ideology symptom of the 1990s in Brazil.
According to Bhabha (1990), we can have an
ambivalent strategy when narrating the nation:
the performance and the pedagogy. When we
think about the creative process within the
cinema, the performance gathers some elements
that make this art up, integrated into the scene,
narration, framing choices, camera trajectory,
diegetic and extra-diegetic composition, inside
and outside the pro-film field. All of these
elements reveal the power of performance as a
possibility for the nationhood analysis in the
films. The performance does not cease to speak
for the pedagogical nature that the moving
images can provide. In pedagogy, we find the
connection of factors thought through the legal
system and state public policies that take the
cinema with strong appeal of speech act and
discursive framework for the pedagogy of the
national. The state factor present in Ikeda (2015)
stresses the great potentiality of action in the
imaginary for the construction of a narrative that
tries to account for the nation cohesion
proposed by the national narration pedagogy.
Imagining this community is the connecting
point we find in Bhabha (1990) and Anderson
(2006). The way of meeting performance and
pedagogy with imagination is our interest, as
well as the forms in which this type of cinema
mediates the related elements articulated in
Cinema da Retomada and the personhood. Films
like Foreign Land (Terra Estrangeira, Brazil, 1995)
and How angels are born (Como nascem os
anjos, Brazil, 1996) propose mediation forms of
the nationhood narrative and the personhood
that are significant to visualize the political,
economic and social crossing of Brazil as an
2

Sertão is an arid region in Brazil, known for the poverty, lack of state
presence and difficulties in terms of living.
3
The way shanty towns are named in Brazil.
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imagined community. Through some elements
identified in the narrative, our goal is to outline
some themes and characteristics in the diegesis
that will strongly relate to a certain type of
nationhood narration present in the Brazilian
cinema of the 1990s.

Foreign Land (Terra Estrangeira, Brazil, 1995,
directed by Walter Salles and Daniella
Thomas): an example of how territory and
diaspora are presented in the Cinema da
Retomada
‘Foreign Land’ (1995), directed by Walter
Salles and Daniela Thomas, deals directly with
the political and economic processes of Brazil as
an imagined community in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. It considers the economic plan
(Collor Plan) implemented by the former
President Fernando Collor de Mello (March 15th,
1990 to December 29th, 1992) as a trigger for a
narrative process that will take into account the
questioning of territorial aspects.
In territoriality terms, the path proposed by
Walter Salles and Daniela Thomas can be seen
as the inverse to the one traveled by the director
Carla Camurati in ‘Carlota Joaquina, the princess
of Brazil’ (Carlota Joaquina, a princesa do Brazil,
1995), a film constantly seen as the inauguration
of Cinema da Retomada. The film departs from
Brazil to Portugal with the deterritorialization as
a mainspring, questioning the economic,
political and social aspects of the imagined
community in the search of a metaphorical
opposite "point of origin" or "vanishing point"
(lines of Paco, character played by the actor
Fernando Alves Pinto).
The search is fulfilled in the articulation of
the desire of two characters. The first character
is a mother brought to life by Laura Cardoso. She
is a Spanish immigrant whose project is to return
to the land of origin. She saves money her whole
life to return to San Sebastián, Spain. She is the
mother of Paco (second character), a young
college student who dreams of pursuing a
theatrical career. In this first relational system of
characters, the emotional dependence between
the two is evident, present in the use of small
and enclosed interior spaces - apartment where
they live in minhocão 4, in São Paulo - and in the

4

A set of overpasses built over an avenue in the city of São Paulo to
improve the traffic. The apartments are at the same level as the
overpasses.
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direct dialogues between mother and son about
their going to Spain.
The directors use date identifiers on the
screen to set the first temporality present in the
film. It would be a way of introducing the story
using the idea of "meanwhile", which refers to
questions of time and space (typical of parallel
editing). In some shots later, after the first
identification of the space and relationship of
the characters, the film jumps into another
spatiality that is Lisbon, in Portugal. In addition
to Lisbon being identified by the writing on
screen, there are other aspects that are striking
in the presentation of this new space: the sea
and the city in the background, a ship that
enters the bay and the film score using a fado 5.
It would be possible to pronounce mentally the
famous phrase used by the navigators alluding
to the Portuguese conquistadors "land in sight"!
After this sequence, the directors use a
panoramic shot view from the upper city in
Lisbon. We are introduced to a new spatiality
and a new system of characters: Alex and Miguel,
two Brazilian immigrants in Portugal. She is a
waitress and he is a musician. Miguel is
presented as a trumpeter in a bar that he calls
cabaret of the colonies. The different cultural
aspects in the bar puts in evidence the
inadequacy of the character. Miguel plays Jazz, a
different music from the type of music expected
by the regulars, the Brazilian lambada and
African popular music. The feeling of not
belonging there follows him even in an
environment where they (Alex and Miguel)
“could” belong and share affections for the same
imagined community. He is interested in Jazz;
the other regulars are interested in songs from
their home countries.
This beginning suggests what Gaudreault
and Jost (2009) stated in terms of spatial
relationships. With the help of the initial writings
on screen, the viewer is placed in the time and
space of the movie as "pluripunctual", if we take
the two sequences as a whole.
With pluripunctuality arises a certain form
of spatial diversity that places the viewer in
the problem of the relation between two
spaces (and, possibly, two times) shown by
two shots in sequence (Gaudreaut and Jost
2009: 117).6

This pluripunctuality of the initial
sequences
in
the
movie
points
to
deterritorialization and reterritorialization as
central axes of the film. The process of territorial
identification,
which
derives
from
the
pluripunctual
relationship,
suggests
the
reflection of a "here" and "there" that will be a
constant in the film.
The presentation of the characters’
relational system in the foreign space is very
direct. Miguel declares himself a smuggler and
Alex feels more like a foreigner than ever,
recognizing her accent as an aggression to the
ears of the Portuguese and declares her
constant fear of being alone; in the background,
the landscape of the city of Lisbon, white and
calm. Alex says that the idea of returning to
Brazil sends shivers up and down her spine. The
scene is interrupted abruptly and we return to
the first spatiality of the film, the minhocão in
São Paulo and the apartment of Paco and his
mother. She puts aside money in a drawer, he
reads. The question of immigration projects for
Paco's mother homeland is back again. In this
initial narrative game, the presentation of the
characters and their conflicts and the comings
and goings to Brazil by the film narration gives
us the grounds that the territory is a very
important issue to be observed, either in its
deterritorializing aspects or in the conformation
of Brazil as an imagined community.
García Canclini (2008) states about
television and the sense of public space that it
confers, like this:
As the information about inflation, what the
governor does and even about the previous
day's accidents in our own city come to us
through the media, it becomes the
dominant constituent of the "public sense”
of the city, which simulates integrating a
disaggregated urban imaginary (García
Canclini, 2008: 289).7
The television is the mediation for the
public sense of the city, and it is relevant when
we think of ‘Foreign Land’, especially in the
scene that Paco's mother watches the news on
the Collor Plan 8 and, consequently, her dreams
about returning to her homeland are shattered.
The fact is directly linked to the death of the
7

5
6

A traditional Portuguese type of music.
Translated by the author of this paper
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A plan set in January 16th. 1990 that kept the Brazilian population
savings frozen in the banks, only a small amount of money could be
withdrawn.
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character that will cause a turning point in the
narrative. The film does not create another
public space that puts into evidence this
political decision that affected the Brazilians,
and this episode is a central pillar in the
narrative of the film. The only public space for
such an important shift in the nation is the
television media. At this point, we can relate to
what Appadurai (1996) calls the influence of
electronic media in the context of globalization
and its diasporic relations. It helps to create the
imagined context of other territories (although
in the case of ‘Foreign Land’ the electronic media
works as a mediator of the public space in
sharing the economic policies that affect an
entire nation).
If we analyze the general structure of the
film up to the moment when Alex and Paco
meet, we have a kind of two parallel lines with
different
territorialities
and
the
same
temporality, both theming the nation from their
respective territorialities. It would be the use of
editing that privileges two territorial spatialities
to converge in the deterritorializing diaspora
process.
Paco´s mother brings to the scene the
affective issues of a lost territoriality felt by the
immigrant. She metaphorically says that the city
of San Sebastián is inside of her, she cannot
forget the smell of the city. To end the agony,
reterritorialization (for her) is the only way out.
At this point, we see the two characters, mother
and future lover (Alex), with their desire turned
to other territories than Brazil.
The narrative addresses the theme of the
economic despair and political crisis in Brazil in
a globalized way, relating to the diaspora,
deterritorialization,
and
reterritorialization;
these are the “footprints” of the process of
globalization of cultures (Renato Ortiz, 2005;
Octavio Ianni, 2001) in ‘Foreign Land’. One can
also take into account how the film circulated
and was legitimized by the festivals in different
parts of the world. The opening of the film brings
a list of awards that it has garnered throughout
its trajectory in festivals, one aspect from the
viewpoint of circulation and exhibition that
refers to the globalization “footprint”. There is
an intersection with the statement of Lúcia
Nagib (2006b) when she mentions the type of
globalized scripts that would be in line with the
transnational aspects, legitimized by prizes and
festivals around the globe. ‘Foreign Land’ is a
clear example of that.
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The use of electronic media as a public
space in the narrative is also evidenced by the
use of sound space while Paco prepares his
mother's funeral. A radio continues to broadcast
the news on the economic plan elaborated by
the government of the ex-president Fernando
Collor. It would be a double existence of pain.
The pain of his mother´s loss and the social pain
caused by the constant crises of the late 1980s
and early 1990s: the combination of the public
and the private by the thread of hopelessness
and disruption.
The junction of lost youths from the same
territoriality who find themselves in situations of
lack of future perspectives is emblematic. Paco
and Alex are symbols of a middle-class youth
challenged by a weakened state and who seek in
the diaspora the hope for a promising future.
The process that will lead Paco to find Alex
in Portugal is through the pain of loss and a
casual chat in a bar with a possible "sponsor" of
his trip. The "sponsor's" speech matches exactly
the pursuits of origins and a hope for a future.
He challenges Paco and offers him a chance to
get to the country of his mother by smuggling. In
the sequences within the pluripunctuality, Alex
and her boyfriend Miguel are also being
challenged; he is trying to sell stolen precious
stones and Alex is selling her passport to two
Spaniards. The passport sale operates an
important metaphor in the construction of the
discourse. Alex wants to sell it for three
thousand dollars and the Spaniards say that the
Brazilian passport does not worth much in the
black market, three hundred dollars is what they
pay; one way of putting the idea that the country
is so deep in trouble that even in the passport
black market the imagined nation would have no
value.
An interesting operation to highlight in
‘Foreign Land’ is that the borders weaken and
distinct nationalities find themselves in a
symbolic territoriality in the construction of the
imagined community of Brazil. In this
harmonious coexistence within the crime, we see
different nationalities (French, Portuguese,
Spanish, Angolans, and Brazilians) coming
together, proposing a relationship between
ethnicity and globalization as part of the desire
for a change and as part of the life expectancy
process within a chaotic situation. It is through
the world experience that the subjects come
together to mobilize aspects of the expectation
of survival.
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Another reality highlighted by the film is
that the more the characters seek to return to
the affective territoriality, the more they feel
foreigners. A reading could be that a constant
reshape is needed in a new globalized reality.
The subjects would be all the time in
deterritorializing processes and what is left
would be the affective memory; a process of
constant affective reinvention that exists beyond
the boundaries of national narratives.
The encounters and mismatches of Paco´s
trip to Portugal are developed in a tone of “an
adventure of search”. Search for the person who
was going to receive the order he takes, search
for a solution to deliver the order and the search
for territoriality that comes to him by cultural
heritage. In this search, the mismatches are the
most notable, leading the character to state that
Portugal is not a place of encounters and, rather,
a place to get lost, a place of mismatches, a
prophetic oracle within diegesis that foretells
facts of the argument. On the other hand, it is a
problematization of the diasporas leading to an
explicit construction within the diegesis.
A disconcerting factor in the process of
seeking "their" territoriality is the space where
the different otherness is found: a territory that
still does not identify itself as Europe. Going to
Europe, being in the center, is not yet in this
place that is presented and constructed by
‘Foreign Land’. The territory where the film
unfolds is still fickle, multiple and searchable.
This aspect can be directly related to the
diasporic questions of a constant search of a
territoriality for a better life expectancy, within
the transitory and fragile character of the
individuals present in this process.
‘Foreign Land’ refers to the escape of those
who are lost and displaced. They are Brazilians
who are in the process of hopelessness in search
of a better life; a strong parallel with the
political, economic and social problems that the
imagined community went through in the 1980s
and early 1990s.

How angels are born (Como nascem os
anjos, Brazil, 1996, directed by Murilo
Salles): social discrepancies and the
territories within the globalized Brazilian
community
The erratic saga of the characters
Branquinha, Japa and Maguila in ‘How angels are
born’ (Como nascem os anjos, 1996), directed by
Murilo Salles, begins in a very emblematic way.
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There is a German television crew on the hill of
Santa Marta, a favela 9 located in Rio de Janeiro,
and Branquinha insists that she is a good
character to be interviewed; she is a married
pre-adolescent girl and wants to be a very
important person in the favela. Her dreams are
far from what it would be formal jobs. She wants
to be part of the drug dealers’ gang.
The first image of the filmic text is the
character Branquinha in the foreground with the
favela in the background negotiating her
participation in a movie for fifty dollars. Her
disappointment in knowing that her image will
be displayed in other territories and not in her
territory is visible. The territoriality debate
opens; it unfolds for the construction of the
favela inhabitants in a deterritorialized way.
Branquinha negotiates with the German crew
using the common discourse about the favelas in
the media: a cast of people not adapted to the
social norms. She is a married pre-adolescent
girl and tries to be exotic enough to convince the
producer that she is an interesting person to be
interviewed.
The presentation of the characters follows
with Maguila, an adult with infantile traits and
with an apparent mental retardation. His
universe is the drug trafficking, but he is not one
of the leaders. He says he can fix a gun that is
not working well and nobody believes in him. He
fixes it and he shoots one of the drug dealers.
After the murder, he escapes from this
environment because the drug dealers want to
kill him. Fixed and open shots taking advantage
from a framing that emphasizes the space is the
strategy used by the director to present a house
of a favela; few camera movements and closeups are the resources used to present Maguila
and his universe.
In a further scene, Branquinha is shown
giving an interview to the German television –
she has no dreams, only the desire to be
respected by the inhabitants of the favela,
especially by the drug traffickers. The first act
continues with the introduction of Japa, a
mulatto boy who dreams of being a basketball
player and idolizes American players. This
character has more traits related to the
globalization: he wants to be part of the
American basketball universe. A contrast
between the characters' desires: one focused on
their territory with all the social implications and
9

The way shanty towns are named in Brazil.
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the other character part of the processes of
globalization. Through a direct way in the
presentation of the characters, we observe the
strategies of transparency regarding the
narrative proposed by Murilo Salles. He presents
the favela, the drug traffic, the foreign television
that wants to film the members of the
community, altogether acting very clearly in their
roles in the saga.
The following set of actions seems to
happen as the only possible way. 1) The shooting
of the drug dealer; 2) the escape at the rush hour
of the favela; 3) the car hijacking; 4) the stop to
urinate in a rich neighborhood; 5) an American
lawyer opening the gate of his mansion; 6) the
characters in the house asking to urinate; 7)
Maguila being shoot by the American lawyer's
driver. The chain of actions builds the narrative
in the new territory (the mansion), each of them
showing how fragile the three characters are. It
would be a life script already written by the
social condition. The only thing they can do now
is to follow what is already "inscribed" in the
course reserved for them. The favelados 10
portrayed in ‘How angels are born’ are used to
the violence and the drug dealers. The film
suggests that the media discourse is where the
possible dreams are. The hopes for a better
future is on the television for both Branquinha
and Japa.
The camera is inscribed in different
strategies in the two main territories of the film:
the favela and the mansion. In the mansion, the
camera becomes a kind of device that reveals
territorial and social differences, it moves
through the new space in a contemplative way,
the opposite when in the favela space - which is
already admitted as natural with shortcuts and
fixed camera position. The territory of the
mansion is a space to be known, it is the other
territory – the otherness; it is a kind of nation
built and imagined. In this sense, the time to be
traveled in this space by the camera is larger,
with fewer cuts, giving the aspect of
contemplation of the new territory.
In the “foreign territory” of the mansion, the
recognition and the wonder are latent by the
words of the main characters: "the gringa11 is
gorgeous"; "What a strange house"; "The
language they speak is bizarre; tell her to speak
10
11

People who live in the shanty town.

Gringa can be a derogatory word in Brazil and other regions of Latin
America. It means foreigner.
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the language of the people ". The house cleaner
is the translator for both worlds / territory. She
is the one who explains to Branquinha and Japa
the functioning of the things in the mansion.
Japa is mesmerized by the explanation in the
kitchen and amazed by the wonders of the
American appliances. He says “wow, everything
works so well”! This line is an ironic and direct
message to the middle class 12.
Branquinha plays with the daughter of the
American lawyer as if she was her Barbie doll.
She asks her to undress, analyzing and
contemplating her breasts. Branquinha puts on
her dress and plays with her clothes so she looks
very pretty in front of the television cameras.
The relationship goes through an identification
attempt; Branquinha tries to please the lawyer's
daughter, tries to approach her through
unrequited affectionate gestures.
An emblematic shot of Japa is when walking
alone the territory of the mansion he finds out
an international pair of sneakers. He puts a
rap/funk song in a CD player and sees from the
window Rocinha, another famous favela in Rio.
He sees the favela as a place of affection, almost
as a goal to be achieved. From afar, in another
social space that is not his, the view of Rocinha
brings him back to a known territory.
A fact that is important to state is the
presence of the government in the movie. All the
characters question the Police (a representation
of the Brazilian government), both the members
of the mansion territory and the favela territory.
The Police are discredited and not skilled at
solving the dilemma.
A short account of García Canclini (2008)
leads to the idea that the public space is given
and updated through the media devices,
especially television. The device informs about
social problems within the imagined community,
more specifically about the state failures as a
provider of well-being. It is possible to find
examples of the public discourse within the
media apparatus such as the strike of the
doctors of the public hospitals, the chaos in the
traffic in the city, the high-interest rate of the
Brazilian economy and the urban violence.
Television has more effect in the public sphere
than the Police itself - representing the security
power managed by the state. Television crews
easily discover the frequency of the radio used
12

During the 1990s. Brazilians used to say that imported products were
better than those made in their own country.
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by the Police and within minutes, they are ready
to broadcast.
In the strangeness caused by the erratic
entrance of the favelados in the mansion,
idealizations of the distinct social spaces are
revealed. In ‘How angels are born’ strangeness is
even more problematic, it involves foreigners in
the struggle of poor versus rich within the
imagined community.
The German television at the beginning of
the film is the commonplace of what the media
portrays the favela. Which is different from
processes used by Eduardo Coutinho, in the
documentary Babilônia 2000 (Coutinho, 2000),
for example. There is a clear elaboration by one
of the people filmed saying that she needs to be
dressed and prepared to record the interview.
Coutinho and his team say no, that she is fine for
the interview; so the interviewee says she
understood the purpose, that they want a
favelado community image. This gesture in the
interview with Coutinho is a revealing one since
it points to the pre-disposition of construction
by the media device to follow the existing and
current discourses for the poor communities of
the favelas (Lins and Mesquita, 2008). In Murilo
Salles' film, the German TV crew at the beginning
of the film fits the already naturalized stream of
representation of the excluded. The search for
the image of the favelado is the affirmation of
what has already been said and seen on the
subject by the media. Branquinha fits into this
system; her goal is to negotiate with foreigners
to have her image strengthened on her territory.
The movie embarks on the naturalization of the
representation of the excluded, showing exactly
how every player should act: the media; the
Brazilian state; the favelados and the foreigners.
The relationship between the foreigners
who inhabit the mansion reveals the disbelief in
relation to the Brazilian public institutions,
mainly the Police. The lawyer's daughter is an
important piece to this construction because she
continually reveals that the Police are not
competent enough to solve the problem they are
experiencing. Moreover, the request for the
presence of a nongovernmental organization
and the US embassy to ensure that the favelados
will not be violated in terms of human rights is
another fact that reveals the non-ability of
Brazilian government to deal with social matters
illustrated in the film.
Nevertheless, why are the inhabitants of the
mansion foreigners instead of a Brazilian upper
class? In addition, why did the director choose a
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foreign television crew at the beginning of the
film? Are these elements sufficient for
elucidating the globalization in the construction
of a nationhood narration? The answer to the
last question is no. All of these elements are
indicative and symptomatic of a film production
that assumes the aesthetics and narrative
manner of hegemonic cinematography without
questioning; only showing and constructing a
representation of the social in a film space.
Ivana Bentes (2007) states that:
Territories of frontiers and social fractures,
mythical
territories,
loaded
with
symbologies and signs, the sertão and
favela have always been the "other" of
modern and positivist Brazil: place of
misery, mysticism, disinherited, non-places
and "folklore", where tradition and
invention are drawn from adversity (Bentes,
2007: 242). 13
This postcard of the favela enters in an
economically globalized world and its relations
with the foreign territory presented in the film of
Salles are indicative for the contrast of the
"other" modern and globalized Brazil. As matter
of fact, it would be not only a question of a
becoming-Brazil but also of a becoming-world,
according to the statements of Giuseppe Cocco
(2009). In this sense, we could associate this
issue with what Cocco calls "one of the
tendential faces of the new configuration of
power" (Cocco, 2009: 117), when he states that:
[...] it is in the "Brasilianization" that
biopower also becomes death power, a
regulation of the population that confines
sectors of the poor and young population in
the fields of the favelas and shanty towns,
in the condition of Homo Sacer: lives
unworthy to be lived but not self-sacrificing
(Cocco 2009, 117).14
The solution given by Salles is clear: poor
kills poor. The poor lives are unworthy to be
lived; death is the only way out, not in terms of
sacrifice but in terms of the only possible way to
end the matter. Foreigners are not killed and the
erratic saga closes in the death of the poor. Japa
kills the house cleaner and later, in the
denouement of the film, Japa and Branquinha
kill themselves.
13
14

Translated by the author of this paper.
Translated by the author of this paper.
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Conclusions
The analyzed films present the performance
(Bhabha, 1990) based on a very strong
thematization of the territory and its social,
economic and political issues. It is a model of
nationhood narration that is inscribed in the
visualization of the social issues linked to a style
of filmic narration that does not include
aesthetic ruptures with the classic narration in
cinema. From the given examples, we can dare to
infer that the cycle of the Cinema da Retomada
is performatively imbricated in two strategies.
One is what would be the dialogue with previous
moments in Brazilian cinema, whether related to
the theme on the movies or the spaces
addressed in the pro-filmic field and the other
that would be the development of the most
global thought of cultural production within the
Brazilian imagined community. This particular
cycle pays homage to previous moments of the
Brazilian cinema, taking them as national
cultural heritage. Within the same performance
strategy, it also assumes the world cinema as an
influence, using strategies of narration within
the expectations of reception in international
festivals as well as wanting to be part of the
global arena. It is in this relational aspect that
the processes of creation based on the global
versus local axis are identified and provide a
new moment for the pedagogy of the national.
On the other hand, there is a strategy of the
interpenetration of cultures due to the social,
economic and political panorama of the 1990s.
Not only the referred interpenetration is
responsible for opening up to a transnational
aesthetic and narrative, but also the
naturalization of the becoming-world causes the
Cinema da Retomada to appropriate procedures,

whether thematic, narrative or aesthetic, in
order to continue the search for the world in a
context of economic globalization.
The analysis of the above-mentioned films
points to the existence of issues that we can
identify as part of the process of globalization. If
taken altogether, the procedures tend to
highlight themes related to the social issues,
especially the violence and the economic
inequality in the country; a theme that was
present in previous moments of the Brazilian
cinema and still is. The inclusion of the imagined
community Brazil in the system of economic
globalization can be highlighted by the
questions elaborated by the films of Salles and
Thomas. ‘Foreign Land’ explores the context of
economic crises to question the hopes of a
generation that experiences constant changes in
the economy. The diaspora is the justification for
a better future. ‘How angels are born’ explores
the biopower in the becoming-Brazil. We can
state that the strategy in the films is to point out
elements that would doubt the real participation
of Brazil in the globalization.
The territory is present in the discursive
construction of the two films with different
artistic positions. In ‘Foreign Land’, is through
deterritorialization that the discourse arises and
having the diaspora as background. In ‘How
angels are born’, territories are settled within
the imagined community to show the social
conflicts. The favela and the mansion create the
spatial context for the development of social
questions. Thus, it would be a way of
constructing a nationhood narration that takes
the ambiguity of the inside and outside of this
imagined community as a procedure for the
relevance of encounters and mismatches.
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