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In my End is my Beginning
Dialectical Images in Times of Crisis

edited by Asia Benedetti, Angelica Bertoli, Andrea Golfetto, Maria Novella Tavano

Abstract

The volume comprises a selection of papers presented at the 6th Postgraduate Interna-
tional Conference organized by the Department of Philosophy and Cultural Heritage of
Ca’ Foscari University of Venice (Venice, 9-11 October 2024): In my End is my Beginning.
Dialectical Images in Times of Crisis.

Both in the past and the present, humanity has been witnessing the collapse of its own
identity, sociopolitical system and cultural order, as well as their restoration. In this
imbalance, Ernesto De Martino acknowledges the roots of crisis, elaborating how the
end of the world represents the culmination of the issue of existence, caught between
therisk of downfall and the quest for redemption. At that moment, an apocalypse hap-
pens to reveal when a specific order needs to be replaced by new symbolic formations
that correspond to the changed Zeitgeist. The vitality of an apocalyptic thinking, which
continually transforms and produces new images of the crisis, leads us to consider a
dimension in which the clash between the past and the future creates a generative
power. In this liminal space between different meanings of ‘crisis’ and their translation
into images, it is fundamental to consider what Walter Benjamin conceptualized as a
dialectical image, a fragment wherein “what has been comes together in a flash with
the now to form a constellation” (Arcades Project, 1999, 462).

The 6th Postgraduate International Conference was aimed at investigating the liminal
space between different meanings of ‘crisis’ and ‘apocalypse’, discovering how, through
multiple processes of translation into images, these notions reveal new, unexpected
beginnings. This volume therefore investigates the image as a representation of this
dialectical moment.

Keywords Apocalypse. Crisis. Dialectical Image. End. Beginning.
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Introductory Remarks

On October 9th, 2024, T had the privilege of inaugurating the 6th Post-
graduate International Conference, an initiative fostered by the Ph.D.
program in History of Arts at Ca’ Foscari University of Venice. As
new coordinator of the doctoral program, I shared this honor with
Prof. Giovanni Fara, Director of the Department of Philosophy and
Cultural Heritage, here representing the administrative headquar-
ters of the Ph.D. program which co-finances this initiative.

For the sixth consecutive year, this time in the magnificent set-
ting of Aula Mario Baratto - the lecture hall overlooking the Grand
Canal from Ca’ Foscari -, a willing group of our Ph.D. students or-
ganized a three-day conference on the history of arts. This year’s or-
ganizing committee, consisting of Asia Benedetti, Angelica Bertoli,
Andrea Golfetto, and Maria Novella Tavano, curated autonomously
and with remarkable commitment a scientifically rigorous and suc-
cessful event.

The conference stood out for its high academic standards, thanks
to the excellent program organization, the depth and breadth of the
selected presentations, and the extensive chronological span of the
topics addressed - ranging from the Middle Ages to the present day.
Furthermore, the diversity of interpretative approaches and the va-
riety of national and international academic affiliations of the par-
ticipating Ph.D. students demonstrate the interest in creating an op-
portunity for an interdisciplinary dialogue of wide scholarly reach.




Introductory Remarks

The thematic choice, as reflected in the title drawn from T.S. Eli-
ot’s evocative verse “In my End is my Beginning” (1940), along with
the subtitle, “Dialectical Images in Times of Crisis”, also proves par-
ticularly relevant. Effectively, it conveys an overarching message of
optimism, which revolves around the concepts of death and rebirth,
end and new beginning. Even the term ‘crisis’ itself contains a pos-
itive connotation, as it preludes a turning point: not coincidental-
ly, the Greek noun it derives from (kpioig) means ‘choice’, ‘discern-
ment’, ‘judgment’.

To keep up with the conference tradition, the organizing commit-
tee has overseen the publication of the conference proceedings in a
dedicated volume of “Quaderni di Venezia Arti”, published by Edizio-
ni Ca’ Foscari. The open-access feature of the series ensures the im-
mediate and global circulation of the volume, as was the case with
the proceedings from the previous five editions. Therefore, [ wish to
all the authors a favorable dissemination of their scientific findings,
and to all those interested in the topics discussed an engaging and
stimulating read.

Congratulations to the organizers for successfully achieving this
significant and impactful goal, and to all the participating Ph.D. stu-
dents, who contributed with original and insightful papers to this
initiative.

Prof. Simone Piazza

Coordinator of the Ph.D. Program in History of Arts,
Department of Philosophy and Cultural Heritage,
Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, Italy
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Abstract Identifying the questione della lingua as a moment of rupture for the cultural
scenario of sixteenth-century Italy, the paper addresses Aretino’s reaction to the anach-
ronistic ideas of Pietro Bembo, which urge the author to promote a language derived
from the experience of nature, in contrast with tradition. In such context, the Tuscan
writer finds in Titian’s style his pictorial counterpart. An analysis of the principles that
characterize the naturalistic poetics adopted by both painter and poet leads to a mutual
comparison of Aretino’s Humanita di Christo and Titian’s depiction of Magdalen, where
words and brushstrokes tend towards each other.
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Andrea Golfetto
Painting in Vernacular. Languages at the Crossroads in Sixteenth-Century Venice

Sdlo hay originalidad verdadera cuando se esta dentro
de una tradicion. Todo lo que no es tradicion es plagio.
(Eugenio d’'Ors, La Veu de Catalunya,

31 October 1911)

1 Ephemera

In the collections of graphic works of the Albertina Museum in Vienna
lies a nearly unexplored document, a voice in the wilderness: a broad-
sheet (a single sheet printed on one side only) measuring 29.9 x 22
cm, commonly referred to as an in quarto, dating back to the sec-
ond quarter of the sixteenth century.* The sheet features a woodcut
in the upper half, followed by three distinct poetic compositions be-
low, organized in separate columns [fig. 1]. Each section is given equal
space, with no visual hierarchy imposed: image and text coexist, en-
gage in dialogue, yet do not translate one another; they are not ek-
phrastic in nature.

The woodcut depicts a shepherd seated, leaning against a felled
tree trunk, as he recites verses addressed to a winged mermaid
floating among the clouds, surrounded by a crown of stars. Executed
using the chiaroscuro technique with two blocks, it serves as the
frontispiece for the Stanze in lode di Madonna Angela Serena by
Pietro Aretino, a collection of verses celebrating the poetess Angela
Tornimbena, published in Venice in 1537 by Francesco Marcolini.?
Although the identity of the engraver remains uncertain, likely drawn
from Aretino’s circle or found possibly in the publisher himself, the
invention of the design is now confidently attributed to Titian.* The
painter is believed to have produced the final drawing, faithfully re-
flecting the fifth stanza of Aretino’s poem.*

1 This refers to the document cataloged under the inventory number DG2002/544.
For the catalogue entry, see Bartsch 1811, 144.

2 Aretino dedicates his verses to an oxymoronic ‘angelic mermaid’, imbuing her with
areligious devotion that overcomes the seductive nature typically associated with the
mermaid (cf. Luchs 2010). In doing so, he plays on the wordplay created by the poet-
ess’s name, Angela Serena. For the genesis of the work and its publication history, see
Waddington 2018, 10-12.

3 Although well-known and thoroughly analyzed, the frontispiece has only partial-
ly been connected to the woodcut production derived from the drawings of Titian and
to the broader context of the illustrated Venetian book: Muraro, Rosand 1976, 118: 43;
Takahatake 2018, 191-3: 78; Bisceglia, Ceriana, Procaccioli 2019, 150-1: 3.18. For the
only survey of the broadsheet here discussed, see Urbini 2020.

4 “Il Thoscano Pastor [...] sopra un tronco assiso | Gli occhi al ciel volti, e la sua Dea
il pensiero | Cosi a dir move in suon piano, et altero” (The Tuscan Shepherd [...] upon a
trunk reclined | His eyes to heaven raised, his thoughts on his fair Goddess | Thus he
begins to speak in voice both soft, and proud; Aquilecchia, Romano 1992, 226; Author’s
transl.).

Quaderni diVenezia Arti8 | 8
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IL BEVAZZANO AL MPIETRO ARETINO 1L BEVAZZANO AL

ARETINO, ALLA SIRENA, ARETING.

F or del wigo orto de lingrawo vofro Q_wefla del ciel STREWA ba ne'bei chrini A retin riio ; mentreala cafla, € bella
Opre uegiiomo ufiir ricche de Larte, [ vagsi, be i copei fam biondi al Soles Sirena ordite de la gloria il manto
Chiare d1 i lumii e da le gratie frate  Ne gli occhi ba 1l foco, del gual arder fole  Et celebrate guel cbe fnlei; b qua

Da paregeiarui & quei del fommo hioffro« Il prro Zelo a i fpirei diuini Non diede altrui mai lagita di flella |
H or de le mufe col piu wivo fuckiofiro H a ne le guancie i uiui color fini 5 D ¢ le airtic del dir fatta una fehiera
De la <cfla Siren it Chblaccendono le rofe et le uioles Conforme al bel defir ; che warde s tan
Le marauiglie havete ;& pofie in partes  Ha Uargelico fwon ne le parole ; Infieme col fubicita alzate il canto,
Doue ir rion fecki uefle il mortal noftro.  Che parton fra le perle ¢ fra i rubinis Che giunge al formo ciel di fpera in fpe
D al gran romor di quefie lode eftreme , H 2 wel pio lampegciar del Santo o, I ndi moftrate quanti freqi & fiumi
Di cantando a uoi farfi bogei uicino Et nel fifar del Ju:nh quel diletto s Hapbi la lingua pin :!ré:me 5 & pura
Si :«r'drgmi! .:':ﬁr, manca la fpemes Che fi proua laffufo in Paradifo » Donde le pimnte al wolodl cor Simpiun
G ia qual ﬁyje nel dir Pietro Aretivo L e tempre ha del defio el csfto peeas Q‘rumi ha fior la postict pirtura
Quindi feorgeri il mondoy e fapri infieme  Di Natura i miracoli nel uifo: Fate uedere; & quanto dombre & [y
Quanto appreffar fi po lbuomio ai diuino s Et cio, cbe di gentil, ne Pintelleston Vitingegno arricchir pio lv Natura 3

Figure1 PietroAretinoand the Mermaid, with text. Ca. 1540. Print with chiaroscuro woodcut
intwo blocks, 29.9 x 22 cm. Vienna, Albertina Museum

In this instance, however, the image is detached from its original
book context and printed separately to be paired with three inde-
pendent sonnets. In their arrangement, the first and third compo-
sitions are signed by Agostino Beaziano, a poet from Treviso, and
are dedicated to honoring the author of the central sonnet, who is
none other than Aretino himself. Although the origin of Beaziano’s

Quaderni diVenezia Arti8 | 9
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Andrea Golfetto
Painting in Vernacular. Languages at the Crossroads in Sixteenth-Century Venice

compositions remains undocumented, the Tuscan’s sonnet can be
traced to the final pages of the Stanze, where it is likewise dedicat-
ed to his ‘Sirena’.®

As of today, the sheet has primarily been examined for its engrav-
ing, rather than for its ephemeral nature, perhaps considered too
fleeting to be fully explored. Nonetheless, it seems reasonable to sit-
uate it within the publishing tradition that Salzberg (2014, 19-20) de-
fined as “cheap print” - a category of ephemeral material character-
istic of sixteenth-century Venice, which allowed news and texts to
circulate more quickly and widely than ever before. Closely tied to
quotidian events and shared experiences, cheap print was often read
aloud or performed in some way (98-9), but it also played a key role
in the widespread distribution of printed images. As a rapid and re-
sponsive medium, it could be used to quickly disseminate informa-
tion to the public, spread ideas, and advertise new book releases. In
other words, it was highly accessible, serving as a crucial threshold
into the world of print for everyone, while also holding the potential
to be a powerful tool for mass communication.®

As Murano and Rosand (1976, 195) suggest, the Vienna sheet
should be treated as a “broadside”. However, the piece does not
align with any known category of popular print production in six-
teenth-century Venice.” Given the ephemeral nature of such publica-
tions, the surviving examples are too scarce to fully contextualize
their distribution and fruition. This might explain why Achim Gnann
(2013, 272-3), when discussing the document in the Viennese muse-
um, made no mention of this cultural legacy, nor did those who fol-
lowed or preceded him.

While one might consider pursuing certain research paths, the spe-
cific interest raised here by the Albertina sheet relates primarily to

5 Itispossible to partially reconstruct Aretino’s attempt to obtain, through his collab-
orator Lodovico Dolce, a sonnet from Pietro Bembo in praise of the Stanze (Procaccioli
2015, 47-2). We also know that Aretino received several sonnets for the same occasion
from Benedetto Varchi, Francesco Maria Molza, and Giulio Camillo, which were al-
though never published (Procaccioli 2003, 293: 304). Eventually, the only sonnet paired
with the one from Aretino would be that of Veronica Gambara, Countess of Correggio
(Aquilecchia, Romano 1992, 246).

6 Grendler (1993, 476-8) has proposed that some of these characteristics also indi-
cated that a work was popular in a broader cultural context, meaning it was easily ac-
cessible to a wide audience, including those with a low level of education, or “intended
for a non-critical audience which read for pleasure”.

7 lam primarily referring to the classifications outlined in the title of Corongiu (1999),
further elaborated in Rozzo 2008, 29. Regarding broadsheets, the most frequent cas-
es involve the publication of notices, almanacs, and pronostici (many of which were au-
thored by Aretino himself), as well as woodcuts with brief commentaries related to si-
gnificant events.

QuadernidiVenezia Arti8 | 10
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its visual layout.® Considering its context of origin, the distribution
of image and text on the page not only establishes a synchronic rela-
tionship between the two media but also identifies this synchronici-
ty as a means for widespread cultural diffusion. As Gombrich (1967,
136-41) noted, later echoed by Bredekamp (2015, 39) in his theoriza-
tion of the Image Act, although ephemeral literature is intended for a
transient use, the display of images along with words prompts an in-
tuitive pause, making the reader linger on the textual surface long-
er than expected. Indeed, the visual medium allows to engage more
thoughtfully with the object, fostering an awareness that every im-
age extends beyond its mere representation. Since Titian’s invention of
the shepherd does not visually describe the accompanying sonnet by
Aretino, it instead suggests to the observer an echo beyond itself, ref-
erencing the book it aims to promote. The text, in turn, complements
the role of the image, hinting the reader at the content of the publica-
tion by means of the evocative power of poetry. Through this compel-
ling dialectic, the woodcut and the sonnet establish a relationship of
domesticity, where observer and reader become deeply intertwined.

The Vienna broadside is an exemplary symptom of a tradition that
was increasingly examined throughout the sixteenth century, especial-
ly in Venice. This exploration extended beyond the fields of publishing
and visual arts to encompass the broader notion of ‘language’ as a mode
of expression: that is the unity of purpose between words and images.

2 Language Against Tradition

In this scenario, the role played by both Aretino and Titian stands
emblematic.®

In a letter of December 18, 1537, dedicating the sixty stanze of
his poem to empress Isabella of Portugal, the Tuscan poet effective-
ly points out a chiasmatic proportion:

8 Asforcirculation, documents produced for personal or private interests were not typ-
ically subject to the regulations of the commercial publishing market, except for what
regards the publisher’s mandatory license, which in 1543 was extended by the Council
of Ten to include “Quelle veramente che vendeno de tal libri et opere pronostici, hysto-
rie, canzone, lettere, et altre simel cose sul Ponte de Rialto et in altri loci de questa ci-
ta” (Those who sell such booksand works, prognostications, stories, songs, letters, and
other similar things on the bridge of the Rialto, and in other places of this city; ASV, CX,
Parte comuni, f. 32, fasc. 234). However, regarding more ‘literary’ texts, it is likely that
in most cases, the entire print run was handled by the patron and intended as material to
distribute among friends and acquaintances (Rozzo 2008, 24). In the case of the Viennese
example, it could be a broadsheet commissioned by Aretino and Marcolini themselves,
who likely requested Beaziano’s laudatory sonnets for the publication of the Stanze.

9 On the topic of the mutual friendship between the two, and their relation to each
other’s work, see especially Waddington 2019

QuadernidiVenezia Arti8 | 11
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Tiziano, nobile Isabella (amato dal mondo per la vita che dona lo
stil suo a I'imagini de le genti; e odiato da la natura perché egli fa
vergognare i sensi vivi con gli spiriti artificiosi), inflammato dal
desiderio di mostrare per virtu de le sue mani Cesare istesso a
Cesare proprio, fece si[...] che Carlo consenti che rassemplasse la
fatale effigie sua. [...] Onde io, bramoso che il nome vostro diven-
ti simulacro de le carte mie, mosso dal giudicio del saggio pitto-
re, tento, [...] tal che gli inchiostri, e le penne da me apparecchia-
te per fare statua del candido nome de la vostra inclita Maestade,
si assicurino a cominciare di intagliarla.

Titian, noble Isabella (beloved by the world for the life that his
style breathes into his painted depictions; and despised by na-
ture, for he makes living senses blush before his crafted spirits),
inflamed with the desire to show, by the power of his hands, Cae-
sar to Caesar himself, moved such that [...] Charles consented that
he might render his own fateful effigy. [...] Thus I, eager for your
name to become the emblem of my writings, driven by the judg-
ment of the wise painter, attempt [...] so that the inks and pens,
prepared by me to sculpt the pure name of your renowned Majes-
ty, assure their beginning in engraving it. (Procaccioli 1997, 423-4:
307; Author’s transl.)

Justlike Titian portrays the figure of Charles Vin painting, Aretino aims
to ensure that by sending the empress a sample of his own poetic work,
he may begin to sculpt her virtues in verses. While this is mainly a rhe-
torical move designed to forge a strong connection with the emperor,*°
it is crucial to observe how the poet constructs this parallel. Referring
to Titian, who appears to have encouraged sending the Stanze, Aretino
reflects on the painter’s language: nature, in fact, resists him out of
jealousy, given how he manages to render figures vibrant and alive
through mere brushstrokes. In the painter’s effort, the poet identifies
his own intentions and draws a comparison between Titian’s objective
and his own, seeking to follow his footsteps in the attempt to vividly
represent human nature - only this time, through words.

Throughout Aretino’s epistolary, the poet frequently engages with
Titian’s artistic language, clearly identifying the pictorial counter-
part to his own poetic ambition. By drawing this connection, he es-
tablishes a fundamental parallel between painting and literature,
both of which are dedicated to the vivid representation of nature.

Similarly, though less often, Titian also refers to his own artistic
creations in literary terms: in a letter to his patron, Philip of Spain,

10 Regarding the strategy Aretino developed toward a more secure relationship with
the imperial court, see Checa 2019.
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probably of September 10, 1554, Titian referred to a series of paint-
ings with mythological subject that he was painting for the young
Habsburg prince and future king (Puppi 2012, 213: 177). Here the
artist sounds confident in his decisions on what to portray: he is not
seeking approval, but rather informing his patron with the choices he
has made regarding the pictorial narration.** When addressing the
paintings, Titian calls them poesie. In his use of such term, instead
of istorie, or quadri or pitture, can be traced a sense of creative au-
thority. Although the most immediate answer to what the term poesia
meant is that the subject of these works relied on poetry, another an-
swer may arise. In calling his pictures poesie, Titian may be claiming
that his paintings share certain qualities and effects with the poems
they are based on, that they make stylistically visible the poetic na-
ture of the particular text, or of poetry in general (Puttfarken 2005,
10). This comparison with poetry implies that, rather than looking
for scholarly knowledge or the painter’s erudition expressing itself
through intellectually charged themes, one should instead focus on
the inherent poetic nature of the art of painting. Therefore, if Titian
set for the painter the same rank as that of a poet, both relying on
different media to pursue the same purpose with the same language,
Aretino did so conversely.

This will not be the occasion for an in-depth analysis of the onto-
logical relationship between the arts and literature.** Rather, the aim
is to identify the practical outcome of a theoretical approach deeply
rooted in sixteenth-century Italy, as exemplified by the relationship
between Titian and Aretino. What makes this comparison particular-
ly significant is that the interplay between the poet’s language and
the painter’s style takes shape during a pivotal historical moment,
when the various Italian regions were undergoing a crucial transi-
tion in defining their cultural identity.

The so-called questione della lingua - a broad debate over the nor-
mative standards of the Italian language - engaged court humanists
and intellectuals for centuries, spanning from the time of Dante to

11 This is not the only instance in which such term is used by Titian in reference to
painting: poesie seems to appear for the first time in a letter to Philip of March 23,
1553 (Puppi 2012, 200-1: 165).

12 The theory of the equation between poetry and painting is also grounded in the
supremacy of the sense of sight: both poets and painters think through images, with
one expressing them through poetry and the other through painting. Thus, the idea
that painting, sculpture, and poetry share a common origin - namely, the thought ex-
pressed through imagery - is a concept that unites a whole humanistic tradition, from
Simonides of Ceos (who is credited with the first comparison between poetry and paint-
ing) to Aristotle, from Horace’s ut pictura poésis to Giordano Bruno’s Sigillus sigillorum.
For further insights, see especially Yates 1984, 234-7.
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the unification of Italy.*® In its initial phase, the discussion primarily
focused on legitimizing the vernacular in contrast to Latin. But it is
during the second phase, which occurred in the early Cinquecento,
that the discussion on which regional dialect should form the ba-
sis of a unified Italian language took place. Although this phase was
marked by intense disputes and personal conflicts, most participants
reached a consensus on one key issue: the Italian language should be
rooted in the finest literary models (Ruffini 2011, 137).

The most representative voice of early modern thought on lan-
guage and literature is found along the Prose della volgar lingua
(1525) by the venetian Pietro Bembo, the most influential treatise on
the matter. In its early stages, this debate centered on Bembo'’s pro-
posal that poetry and prose should be written in a Tuscan language
modeled on Petrarch and Boccaccio.*® Bembo’s critical stance on the
use of literary Tuscan prevented Venetians from proposing their own
dialect as a valid alternative for literary production. Being a folk lan-
guage, the Venetian dialect lacked the prestige to be considered a
national language due to its absence in a distinguished literary tra-
dition. Thus, it could not contribute to shaping the language Bembo
sought to establish (Hochmann 2004, 35). However, Bembo’s posi-
tion, considered by many to be conservative, faced one of its main
opponents in Venice itself, and nonetheless, in a Tuscan poet: Pietro
Aretino precisely.

Although Aretino’s relationship with Bembo has been often in-
spected, his role as an ‘antipedantic’ has received little recognition
in the broader study of the history of the Italian language, aside
from specialized research on the poet himself.** Opposed both to the
courtly ideas (Golfetto 2023, 88-9) and to the approach promoted by

13 The discussion covers a long timespan, but regarding the sixteenth century see at
least: Vitale 1960, 22-63; Migliorini 1994, 309-28; Trovato 1994.

14 Its main alternative was courtly or common language, that is the adoption of the
finest dialects spoken in the courts across the Italian peninsula. Advocates of this al-
liance, popular in Urbino, Mantova, and Rome, challenged the primacy of Tuscan but
agreed with Bembo on the need for a literary foundation for the language. Only a sub-
stantial minority stood against this ideal and it was championed by a group of Florentine
intellectuals: their perspective shifted the terms of the debate by asserting that lan-
guage evolves naturally, independent of its literary formulations: they argued that a lit-
erary masterpiece was not inherently the best model to address from the perspective
of the language. Using Vincenzio Borghini’s metaphor, they likened the relationship be-
tween literature and language to that of fruit and a tree: literature is a product of lan-
guage, not the source of its growth (“Una lingua parlata senza scrittori non si puo defini-
re lingua”; A spoken language without writers cannot be called a language; Author’s
transl.), in stark contrast to Bembo’s statement (Migliorini 1994, 210). On the ideas
of the Florentine writers (namely Pierfrancesco Giambullari, Carlo Lenzoni, Cosimo
Bartoli, and Vincenzio Borghini, also editors of Vasari’s Lives), see Ruffini 2011, 137-60.

15 Onthe relationship between Bembo and Aretino, see Weinapple 1995; Procaccioli
2002. On Aretino’s own literary direction, Borsellino 1995; Cottino-Jones 1995.
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Bembo and his supporters, Aretino articulates on these matters in a
programmatic letter of June 25, 1537 written to Lodovico Dolce, in
which he discusses his naturalistic poetics.*®

The tone of the letter is driven by a sharp critique of the slavish lit-
erary use of outdated terminology, which writers feel entitled to em-
ploy solely because it revives the language of great poets.*” This rigid
reliance on the forms and stylistic features of a bygone tradition on-
ly serves to make poetic texts seem archaic, distancing them from the
contemporary reality in which they are situated. According to Aretino,
few poets still use language that truly reflects their own time and eve-
ryday life. He urges poets not to imitate the obsolete works of ancient
poets in an attempt to elevate their own; instead, they should draw in-
spiration from nature, capturing its vitality in words without clinging to
any reference other than their own experience and judgment. In this let-
ter, Aretino declares himself scriba Naturae (Marini 2016, 128 fn. 22),
affirming his belief in the supremacy of nature (that which is alive) over
tradition (that which belongs to the past). In doing so, the Tuscan writ-
er breaks away from Bembo’s pedantic historicism and paves the way
for a vital renewal of literature, one rooted in the present.

With a seamless transition, Aretino shifts to discussing painting.
Just as he had criticized literary imitation, he now condemns pas-
sive imitation of nature, praising Michelangelo and his drawings for
transcending mere reproduction.*® In this way, Aretino bridges lit-
erature and the visual arts, establishing a meaningful parallel be-
tween the two disciplines:

Si che imparate cio ch’io favello da quel savio dipintore, il quale
nel mostrare a colui che il dimando chi egli imitava [...] volse in-
ferire che dal vivo e dal vero toglieva gli essempi; come gli tolgo
io parlando e scrivendo.

16 Procaccioli 1997, 229-32: 155. Initially addressed to Niccolo Franco in the first
edition of the first volume of the Lettere, but featuring Dolce as the recepient in subse-
quent printings.

17 “Andate pur per le vie che al vostro studio mostra la natura, se volete che gli scritti
vostri faccino stupire le carte dove son notati[...]. E per dirvelo, il Petrarca e il Boccaccio
sono imitati da chi esprime i concetti suoi con la dolcezza e con la leggiadria con cui
dolcemente e leggiadramente essi andarono esprimendo i loro, e non da chi gli sac-
cheggia non pur de i ‘quinci’, de i ‘quindi’, e de i ‘soventi’, e de gli ‘snelli’, ma de i versi
interi [...]. O turba errante, io ti dico e ridico che la poesia e un ghiribizzo de la natu-
ra ne le sue allegrezze, il qual si sta nel furor proprio, e mancandone il cantar Poetico
diventa un cimbalo senza sonagli, e un campanil senza campane [...]. La natura istes-
sa, de la cui semplicita son secretario, mi detta cio che io compongo [...]. Si che atten-
dete a esser scultor di sensi, e non miniator di vocaboli” (Procaccioli 1997, 231: 155).

18 “Che onor si fanno i colori vaghi che si consumano in dipingere frascariuole senza
disegno? La lor gloria sta ne i tratti con che gli distende Michelagnolo, il quale ha mes-
so in tanto travaglio la natura e l'arte, che non sanno se gli sono maestre o discepole”
(Procaccioli 1997, 230-1: 155).

QuadernidiVeneziaArti8 | 15
In my End is my Beginning, 7-26



Andrea Golfetto
Painting in Vernacular. Languages at the Crossroads in Sixteenth-Century Venice

Learn, then, from what I say, just as from that wise painter who,
when asked whom he imitated, wished to imply that he drew ex-
amples from life and from truth; just as I do in my speaking and
writing. (Procaccioli 1997, 231-2: 155; Author’s transl.)

With this statement, the poet formulates a powerful analogy, not
merely between painting and literature, but more specifically be-
tween painting and language: both seek to grasp the vivid energy
of nature (enargeia; Rosen 2000, 186-97) to translate it into brush-
strokes and words respectively.

While Aretino’s praise of Michelangelo throughout his epistolary
aligns with the sixteenth-century artistic literature that celebrated
the artist as the one who surpassed the ancients, he finds the true
parallel to his own naturalistic poetics in Titian’s painting language.*®

Enthusiastic appreciation for Titian’s brushwork is hardly novel:
since his own contemporaries, the master’s canvases were brilliant-
ly invested with value and meaning, though Aretino was the first to
publicly address them (Rosand 1982, 16). Since his arrival in Venice
in March 1527, the poet frequently invoked the distinctive abilities of
the painter from Cadore in rendering the vividness of flesh through
colour, enhancing his reputation. Publishing Titian’s name in many
of his dialogues and comedies soon reflected the intention of portray-
ing him as a synonym for the art of painting beyond nature. Indeed,
at the heart Titian’s work lies a profound engagement with nature
and an immanent vision of beauty. However, over time, there can be
traced a mounting transcendence of traditional figurative abilities:
the artist’s body of work increasingly centers the representation of
nature not simply as a passive subject, but as an active, life-giving
force (natura naturans; Gregori 1978, 303-6), a dynamic principle that
operates from within and animates his compositions.

But it is in Aretino’s epistolary - itself the first ever libro di lette-
re in vernacular and the main workshop for the poet’s poetics - that
one traces the painter’s transformation of nature into art becoming
both the inspiration and foundation for the author’s literary work.
In this way, Titian’s techniques and style were not just subjects to
be described in ekphrastic sonnets, but integral elements that in-
fused and informed the structure and substance of Aretino’s writ-
ings (Rosand 2010, 184-5).

Nevertheless, such sphere of influence must have operated the
other way round as well. Titian’s formal education may have been

19 Studies on the stylistic permeability between literary and pictorial texts are not
new in scholarly literature, though they are relatively uncommon. Notable considera-
tions can be found in Longhi [1940] 1956, 160; as well as more comprehensive discus-
sions in Nova 1994; Riccomini 2008.
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limited: joining a painter’s workshop at a young age likely meant
he missed out on a traditional grammar school education and never
learned to read Latin (Puttfarken 2005, 71). However, this lack of for-
mal learning did not diminish his prominence as a painter of poesie.

Being contemporaries in Venice, Titian and Aretino maintained
a long and close relationship, sharing common cultural and artistic
experiences, many of which developed around the Venetian circle
that Aretino himself likely pulled around him - a subject still under
further exploration. Such intellectual circle, around which gravitat-
ed Paduan academicians, fellow artists, poligrafi and noble men, em-
braced Titian, and his limited formal education was never seen as a
barrier to engaging with the foremost thinkers in Venice.?® Instead,
Titian’s deep understanding of art and narrative allowed him to con-
tribute to the intellectual currents around him, even without the
scholarly credentials of some of his peers.

3 Art as Habitus

In the 1530s, when Aretino polemically rejected Bembo’s lead, it was
his voice that felt discordant with the prevailing opinion. He reasoned
that Trecento Tuscan was a dead language, to be read to understand
its contextual significance, but not to be taken up anymore. Thus,
Bembo’s idiom hovered at one remove from life, but Aretino wanted
his to be derived from nature directly. Also, an ability to perform with-
out models indicated independence and artistic stature. This was as
true for leaders of style in painting, such as Michelangelo and Titian,
as it was for poets. And it meant that inborn talent, not just training,
was crucial to creativity. Whereas arte was the skill or competence
that was learnt by rule and imitation, ingegno was the innate talent
that could not be learnt (Baxandall 1971, 15) and this notion became
an inalienable part of Aretino’s theory on the arts. For the Tuscan
author the coupled arte and ingegno became a necessity for both po-
ets and painters, once again compared with the same creative and
controlling principle, which becomes manifest in the finished work.
The most effective function of Aretino’s letters on the arts was
to provide a theoretical discussion of what style should be: litera-
ture and painting were not to be understood through their repre-
sentation of the subject, but rather through form and aspect. The in-
terpretation of nature in Aretino lies in the process of creation (the

20 There are several instances in which Aretino discusses academic meetings and in-
formal gatherings among the members, but the most relevant in this occasion appears
to be the infamous letter addressed to Gianiacopo Leonardi on 6 December 1537, called
Sogno del Parnaso (Procaccioli 1997, 383-90: 280). On Titian’s portraits of some mem-
bers, see Puttfarken 2005, 71.
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how), just as David Rosand argues (1981, 85) about Titian’s pictori-
al structure, whose meaning is not to be found in the iconographi-
cal depictions (the what), but in the affective and mimetic function
of the painter’s brushstrokes.

As far as it concerned both the artist and the poet, especially in
Venice during the Cinquecento, style is their main preoccupation,
matter his servant. Learning to examine a work of art for what it tru-
ly is means focusing on its execution, its maniera, autonomous from
its resemblance, expression, or moral purpose. To appreciate its ap-
pearance is to see the work as it requires to be seen: in this sense,
style turns from being a mere technical skill to a demonstration of
the act of creation itself. This objective is the approach through which
art historian Robert Klein delves into sixteenth-century art history.

Klein finds in the manner of making art both a disposition of the be-
ing and a conduct theorized in practice, a habitus in the Aristotelian
sense (Koering 2024, 64). And to posit such a conceptual construct,
the art historian uses Benedetto Varchi (1503-1565) as the start-
ing point of his inquiry, an academic figure whose relationship with
Aretino was very close.*

The principle of finding in nature, our own and that which sur-
rounds us, the guideline for artistic production, places Aretino and
Titian among those artifices vitae that Klein identifies in a number of
stylized lives during the Renaissance.*” Again, his ideas intertwine
visual art and poetry, as well as intending style as the product not
of acquired and reproducible art, but of a germinative phenomenon,
mixing inborn qualities and experience.

Considering the points discussed thus far, the perspective ex-
plored in Klein’s studies appears to be the most suitable for con-
ducting an insightful comparison between one of Aretino’s works
and a painting by Titian, both sharing the same iconographic sub-
ject: Mary Magdalene.

Published in March 1535, the four books of the Humanita di Christo
were partially preceded by a single part called Passione di Gesu in
1534, then profoundly revised and included as the third chapter of the
life of Christ on earth. When first published, this religious text stood
out as a significant departure from the satirical writing for which
Aretino was best known. However, it is important to note that his sa-
cred works - which would continue through 1551-52, with new vol-
umes and reprints - did not constitute a separate phase in his career,

21 “Larte e un abito fattivo, con vera ragione, di quelle cose che non sono necessar-
ie, il principio delle quali non & nelle cose che si fanno, ma in colui che le fa” (Barocchi
1960, 9; “Art is a factive habitus, accompanied by true reason, by those things that are
not necessary, and the principle of which is not to be found in the things that are made,
but in the one who makes them”, Koering 2024, 64).

22 On this topic, see Klein 1979, 201; 2017, 229.
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nor a separate field within his body of work. Rather, Aretino’s corpus
as a whole is crucial for a comprehensive understanding of his long
literary and socio-cultural trajectory, which encompassed both sa-
cred and profane themes (Boillet 2007, 25-42).

Frequently examined for its content as evidence for the author’s
alignment with Nicodemism,** what is important in this context is the
value of simplicity emphasized by Aretino’s narrative style, as he him-
self asserts throughout the Humanita (308). While declaring a straight-
forward use of paraphrase, as Agostino Ricchi suggests in his letter to
the poet included in the Salmi (1534), Aretino clarifies that the work
will serve as evidence for the author’s doctrine, stemming from an
unconventional study of religious sources, tied to his poetics of inven-
tion in opposition to tradition, and of nature in contrast to art (601).

The episode of Mary Magdalene’s conversion exemplifies the cre-
ative use of language to express the Saint’s profound devotion, mak-
ing it one of the literary peaks of Aretino’s work as a religious writ-
er. Although none of the evangelists directly narrate this episode,
Aretino develops the whole story of Lazarus’s sister and her intimate
relationship with Christ. Having in mind the traditional portrayal of
Magdalene as a repentant courtesan, the author unfolds a sensuous
narrative, whose elaboration spans a few pages in the Humanita di
Christo, reflecting his unique interpretation of the figure.

Upon entering the temple, her eyes meet those of Christ, and she
feels struck by that first encounter. Christ commences transforming
her earthly beauty into spiritual grace, her erotic desire into divine
love. Speaking in a poetic language of transcendence, he uplifts the
astonished Magdalene, praising her new spiritual light, and recogniz-
ing the nobility of her eternal soul. In this moment, however, the blush
that once colored Mary’s cheeks shifts to shame, and Aretino starts
depicting the downfall of the woman. Now in her room, Magdalene
locks herself in, she undresses and tosses her jewels, and the poet
follows her tormented penitence, her self-denunciation of the vanities
that made her sinful, and eventually her self-flagellation conveyed
through a visceral, carnal description of the scene:

Percotendosi le carni con quella crudelta che se le percuote la
stoltizia de la disperazione, ecco spruzzare fuora il sangue ca-
dendo per la delicatezza del nettissimo corpo. [...] Mentre le pio-
veva pel dorso I'umore che nutrica gli spiriti de la vita dentro le
vene, Maddalena [...] parlava con Dio confessandogli le colpe sue
senza aprir bocca.

23 For insights on the Nicodemite tendencies within the book, see Waddington 2006;
2009.
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Striking her flesh with the cruelty that the folly of despair inflicts,
behold, blood spurts forth, falling from her delicate, pure body.
[...] While the essence that nourishes the spirits of life within her
veins rained down upon her back, Magdalene [...] spoke with God,
confessing her sins without uttering a word. (Boillet 2017, 349-50;
Author’s transl.)

The following horror of her maids upon discovering the terrible spec-
tacle of the bloodshed, and the comforting intervention of Martha,
carry the reader to the final transformation of Magdalene, finally
consumed by wholesome love:

Maddalena [...] astratta con 'animo ne la imagine di Cristo che
ella aveva ne la mente, era gia ripiena de lo splendore del fuoco
d’Iddio, e a poco a poco divenuta ingorda de la dolcezza de le sue
fiamme, quasi ebbra fuor di se stessa, sentiva consumare da lo ar-
dore divino quanto le era piaciuto del mondo. [...] E di queste pro-
prie fiamme ardano tutti gli angeli e tutte le anime che fruiscano
la gloria de lo amore eterno; percio, essendone non pur calda ma
bollente la femina di ch’io parlo, si discosto tanto dal mortale, che
non se le poteva piu dir donna.

Magdalene [...] absorbed in the image of Christ that dwelled in her
mind, was already filled with the brilliance of God’s fire. Gradu-
ally, she became intoxicated by the sweetness of His flames, feel-
ing consumed by the divine ardor for all that she had cherished
in the world. [...] And from these very flames, all angels and souls
basking in the glory of eternal love shall burn; thus, the woman
I speak of was not just warm but boiling with fervor, so much so
that she distanced herself from the mortal realm, perceiving her-
self no longer simply a woman. (Boillet 2017, 352; Author’s transl.)

Aretino’s use of language recollects the episode while having the re-
ader picture the scene and feel the ongoing change of feelings, so-
mething the author allows through vivid images and evocative de-
scriptions. In doing so, apart from the more poetic discourse Christ
adopts, the tone never loses its vernacular feature of simplicity, which
directly conveys the vitality of the description. As Yates (1984, 238)
reminds, the concept of visual narration recalls Aristotle, who be-
lieved that to think one must inevitably depart from natural, senso-
ry images: coupled with his accurate use of language, the descrip-
tion of Mary Magdalene’s conversion epitomizes Aretino’s pictorial
imagination. To the same extent, Titian’s devotional portrayal of the
Saint does not break away with such process.

The Mary Magdalene of Palazzo Pitti [fig. 2], Florence shows the
Saint to the waist completely naked, only covered by her thick mantle
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Figure2 Tiziano, The Penitent Magdalene. Ca. 1531-35. Oil on wood, 85.8 x69.5 cm.
Firenze, Palazzo Pitti, Galleria Palatina, inv. 1912, nr. 67

of reddish hair, which emphasizes the silhouette of the figure but do
not conceal her bare breasts, framed by the position of the hands
alike those of a Venus pudica.

Shrouded in cogitation, Magdalene, clinging to her hair, looks up
to the dark sky, with her eyes watering and her lips slightly parted.
An ointment jar, her iconographical attribute, sits right beside her,
and a rocky backdrop sets the scene behind. The figure, pushed for-
ward and almost filling the whole space of the panel, is invested by
divine light, which highlights her polished skin and contrasts with
the gloomy surrounding where she is spending her penance.
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While most critics agree on stylistic grounds that the Pitti paint-
ing dates between 1531 and 1535, its original commission remains
uncertain, although it is known that the work eventually became
part of the Della Rovere family collection in Urbino. The earliest re-
corded mention of a Magdalene by Titian appears on March 5, 1531,
when Federico Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, requested such iconogra-
phy from the artist, intending it as a gift for the Marquis of Vasto.
Just six days later, Gonzaga informed Vittoria Colonna, the Marquis’s
cousin by marriage, that the painting was meant for her.?*

This painting and its following reiterations are usually tackled
with discussions about their iconographical meaning, which often
overlook their stylistic persuasiveness.*

With her cheeks, ears and fingers flushing, Titian’s response to the
traditional iconography of Magdalene introduces a new sensuality that
departs from earlier depictions of the Saint, animated and eroticized by
the movement of hair over motionless flesh. The viewer is brought into
direct confrontation with the monumental female figure, whose vitality
is powerfully conveyed, not just by the intimate proximity but even more
so through the dynamic energy of Titian’s brushstrokes. This painterly
technique amplifies her presence, emphasizing her lifelike immediacy.

These associative correspondences of the brushstrokes, hair and
blush acquire a more specific, metaphorical resonance, in relation
to a poetic context, rather than purely visual one (Rosand 1981, 88).
Titian’s technique communicates a deeper significance, one that tran-
scends the subject matter being depicted. This meaning is embed-
ded in the visible marks of the painter’s gesture, which let us partic-
ipate in the process of becoming of the image.

As in Aretino, in this case too, Magdalene is first and foremost a
woman facing the experience of the divine. Whether in prose or oil
painting, the authors’ intention is to convey her humanity as it is con-
sumed by the fire of God. The meaning carried by Titian’s brush and
Aretino’s narration takes us beyond the sacred theme and its allego-
rical meaning to make us grasp the tangibleness of the subjects they
portray. They speak the same language.

24 “Vorrei che mi faceste una Santa Maddalena lacrimosa piu che si puo [...] e che vi
metteste ogni studio si in farlo bello” (Puppi 2012, 56: 19; I would like you to paint a
Magdalene as tearful as possible...and for you to depict her as beautiful as you can make
it; Author’s transl.). In a letter dated 14 April 531, Titian responded to Federico Gonzaga,
stating that he had completed the work (Puppi 2012, 58: 20). For a detailed reconstruc-
tion of the commission, see Bodart 1998. On the contrary, Augusto Gentili (2012, 163
fn. 94) emphasizes how counterintuitive it would be to refer to the Pitti Magdalen as
the painting commissioned by Federico Gonzaga for Vittoria Colonna, since it in no way
depicts the figure as ‘lacrimosa’ as requested. The scholar then supposes (155) a direct
commission from Guidobaldo Della Rovere to Titian as a good omen for the birth of his
daughter Virginia, which took place in 1544.

25 See especially: Aikema 1994; D’Elia 2005.
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4 Perpetua

At a time when the foundations of a national language are being es-
tablished, Aretino stands out against the anachronism that defines
them, criticizing its impersonal nature and encouraging writers to
engage with the world around them through a language that is vi-
brant, contemporary, and authentic. Similarly, Titian distances him-
self from Giorgione’s now outdated tonal painting and from the clas-
sical pictorial traditions, envisioning the image as something alive
and breathing.

To recognize in the fight against slavish adherence to tradition
and plagiarism the intersection between painter and poet, the point
where their mutual naturalistic poetics are reinforced, means em-
bracing T.S. Eliot’s notion that “No poet, no artist of any art, has his
complete meaning alone” (1919, 55). If the inspiration for the arts is
deeply rooted in the cultural legacy history hand us down, then in-
dividual talent is the only path worth following. By doing so, one can
draw from tradition with the intent of renewing it, offering a glimpse
of the contemporary world, while also leaving an enduring imprint
on history.

In this sense, the Viennese broadsheet emblematically reveals this
intent: on the one hand it clearly shows the dialectic between im-
age and word between Titian and Aretino, but on the other, since its
function was inevitably intended for broadcast, it allowed for a wid-
er public to witness the unity of purpose between poetry and wood-
cut, while also becoming itself a historical record. Eventually, what
once represented a moment of rupture has, over time, transformed
into a tradition in its own right.
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Abstract Pierre Bonnard’s Le Boxeur (1931) is usually considered as an intimist allegory
of the painter’s fight against his medium. Challenging this perspective, in this article | will
explore the representational strategies and scopic regimes that the painting mobilizes,
as well as the connections it establishes with Bonnard’s public works, his (other) self-
portraits, and some of Vuillard’s. As | will attempt to demonstrate, drawing on texts by
Fried, Stoichita, Merleau-Ponty and Lacan, this painting serves a site of ‘figuralincandes-
cence’ where the schizoid and irreconcilable forces that drive the artist’s entire artistic
enterprise come into the open, colliding upon the artist’s body.

Keywords Bonnard. Self-portrait. Le Boxeur. Embodied reflexivity. Décoration.

Summary 1 Introduction. -2 The Question of ‘Genre’. - 3 Structures of Beholding: A
Few Proposals. - 4 The Pellicle of Being. - 5 The Picture as Tension Field. - 6 Conclusions.

1 Introduction

The second supplement to the Catalogue Raisonné of Pierre Bonnard’s
painted work, recently published by Henry and Jean Dauberville, of-
fers among other things a collection of captivating photographs [fig. 1].
These images were taken in 1933, during the important retrospective
Oeuvres récentes de Bonnard at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune, which
ran from June 15 to 23 of that year (Dauberville, Dauberville 2021, 23).

In addition to illuminating a previously obscure aspect of critical
historiography - specifically, the manner in which Bonnard’s works
were presented in exhibitions prior to 1950 - these photographs hold
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further significance: they offer visual confirmation of a previously un-
verified* claim made by several sources (Pagé, Munck, Michaud 2006,
42; Serrano 2021, 53, among others) - namely, that on this occasion,
the painter exhibited a self-portrait for the first and only time in his
life (aside from a few reproductions that appeared in art magazines be-
tween 1942 and 1947,% none of Bonnard’s other self-portraits were ever
exhibited during his lifetime; only two were sold,* while all the others
remained hidden in his studio, only to be discovered after his death).*

The work in question is Le Boxeur of 1931 [fig. 2]. Appearing in many
retrospectives and considered by leading critics like Yve-Alain Bois and
Jean Clair as one of the most powerful and enigmatic self-portraits of
the twentieth century, this painting is usually seen as an allegory of the
painter’s fight against his medium, where the intimist drift constituted
by the self-portrait genre as a whole in Bonnard’s practise reaches its
acme. The catalogue entry of an important exhibition in 2006, for exam-
ple, stated: “the fists and head are cast against the light, enveloped in
a bloody shadow. The gaze - without glasses - appears absorbed in its
struggle against painting” (Pagé, Munck, Michaud 2006, 42). The same
idea is echoed by Cahn (2001, 27), Serrano (2001, 27) and the authors of
the important exhibition Pierre Bonnard. Peindre I’Arcadie, in which the

1 As the director of the Bonnard Museum observes in her essay for the exhibition
Face a face. L'autoportrait de Cézanne a Bonnard (2021), although Barnheim-Jeune ac-
quired the painting in January 1932, “il est curieux qu’aucun des comptes rendus - nom-
breux - que nous avons pu consulter ne font état de ce tableau engage” (Serrano 2021,
60). While the work is indeed listed among those displayed with the title Le Boxeurin the
1933 exhibition, the absence of any references to it in critical texts or related documents
raised legitimate doubts about its actual presence in the exhibition. Nevertheless, the
publication of the 1933 exhibition setup photographs effectively dispels any lingering
uncertainties regarding this matter.

2 Building on Serrano’s insightful account in the aforementioned catalogue es-
say, Le Boxeur was reproduced in the 1943 issue of Le Point dedicated to Bonnard.
L'Autoportrait a la glace du cabinet de toilette, previously part of the J. Gould collection
and now housed in the Centre Pompidou, was featured in 1944 in Seize peintures de
P. Bonnard, prepared by André Lhote for Editions du Chéne (repr. no. XIII). Bonnard’s
last self-portrait was included in Joachim Beer’s book, written in 1944 but published
later (Pierre Bonnard, éditions frangaises d’art, Marseille, 1947, plate XXIV, 149). This
work also appeared in the catalogue Le Noir est une couleur, published by Derriére le
miroir in December 1946, and was subsequently featured in the Triton Foundation’s
catalogue, reproduced in Arts de France in 1946. Meanwhile, the earliest, unfinished,
self-portrait from the 1920s was reproduced in the magazine Formes et couleurs while
still and later in Le Point in 1943 (Serrano 2021, 54 fn. 3).

3 One of these works is Le Boxeur, which we are discussing, while the other is the
selfportrait from 1938, acquired directly from the painter by Georges Wildenstein
(Serrano 2021, 54 fn. 3).

4 In one the photographs Brassai took in 1946 in the painter’s studio and house in Le
Cannet, just a few months before his death, we can see one of his last self-portraits lean-
ing on a bench, in the background: Portait du peintre a la robe de chambre rouge (1942);
cf. Brassai, La Palette de Bonnard, ca. 1946, gelatin silver print, 29.5 x 22.5 cm, private
collection, reproduced in Serrano 2021, 12).
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Figure1l Photograph of theinstallation view for Oeuvres récentes de Bonnard
(Galerie Barnheim-Jeune, Paris, June 15-23,1933)

catalogue record of the work, edited by Nicholas-Henri Zmelty, presents
the painting as “a place where the painter’s own existential struggle is ex-
posed, a struggle that [...] confronts man with his torments and the paint-
er with the torments of his art” (Cahn, Cogeval 2015, 24; Author’s transl.).

Turning then to a recently published and significant monograph,
art historian Lucy Whelan interprets Le Boxeur as a ‘Jansenist’ im-
age reflecting Bonnard’s “chronic painterly indecision” (Whelan 2021,
134). Based on the observations that the painter seems “here engaged
in a boxing fight that stands for the fight of painting itself”, and that
the face “evokes the muddy tone that accidentally results from mixing
too many hues”, the author concludes that the work serves both as an
allegorical manifestation of Bonnard’s desire for self-discipline in his
work and an outlet for his struggle to achieve it (Whelan 2021, 133-8).

Despite the evocative nature of their descriptions, critics have yet
to fully address some of the fundamental questions raised by this
work. First of all, why did the sober and discreet Bonnard choose to
exhibit this particular painting, rather than one of the way more con-
ventional pieces he had created in the previous years? What debts
and connections does it establish with the French and European tra-
dition of self-portraiture and contemporary works by related artist
like Matisse and Vuillard? But above all: how does Le Boxeur relate
to Bonnard’s other self-portraits and his public production, namely
the large and colorful machines that brought him fame?

While not aiming to exhaust these topics, my contribution seeks
to initiate a critical examination of the historical and theoretical sig-
nificance of Le Boxeur.

This undertaking involves, first and foremost, shedding light on
two false or, at the very least, highly questionable assumptions that
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Figure2 Pierre Bonnard, Le Boxeur. 1931. Oil on canvas, 54 x 74.3 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France.
© Musée d’Orsay, Dist. RMN-Grand-Palais / Patrice Schmidt

the few existing critical accounts on Bonnard’s self-portraits have
taken for granted:
1. Self-portraiture for Bonnard is mostly a private exercise, sec-
ondary and disconnected from his ‘public’ production.®
2. Le Boxeur is a self-portrait like any other the painter creat-
ed during his lifetime.

5 Bonnard’s self-portraits are entirely absent from Georges Roque’s 2006 influential
book, La Stratégie de Bonnard. Similarly, only brief and general remarks are devoted
to the subject by Stéphane Guégan and Isabelle Cahn, authors of the most up-to-date
works on the painter’s mature phase. Although intriguing insights can be drawn from
the aforementioned monographs by Lucy Whelan (2021, 133-8) and Timothy Hyman
(1998, 170-9), as well as from the quoted catalogue accompanying the exhibition Face
a face. L'autoportrait de Cézanne a Bonnard (2021), self-portraiture remains an under-
developed topic in studies dedicated to Bonnard. Their limited number - only 14 in to-
tal - and their haunting character, difficult to reconcile with the narrative of Bonnard
as a mere peintre de la joie (a view still prevalent and echoed even in more recent exhi-
bitions), likely contributed to the scant critical attention they received in the decades
following the 1980s (this period, paradoxically, witnessed a growing critical reappraisal
of the painter’s work, yet the self-portraits remained on the periphery of these discus-
sions). What remains lacking is a thorough inquiry into the exact relationship, whether
thematic, iconographic, or stylistic, that these self-portraits establish with Bonnard'’s
public works. This research will not be pursued here, due to space constraints and the
need to focus on a single work that, in itself, poses equally intricate questions and chal-
lenges. Nevertheless, the analysis of Le Boxeur, with its liminal and oblique position in
relation to the other self-portraits, may provide unprecedented insights for a re-evalu-
ation of this genre within the broader framework of Bonnard’s oeuvre.
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In the following analysis, I will aim to demonstrate why these two
assumptions must be reformulated. To this end, concerning the first
point, the focus will shift from psycho-biographical and conceptual
projections to the “structures of beholding” (Fried 1992; Marin 2001)
and the scopic regimes the work activates. In other words, the paint-
ing will be approached as an iconic act rather than an allegorical en-
tity - emphasizing what we directly see and experience in front of it,
rather than what we know or may imagine about it. The second point,
by contrast - the straightforward and uncritical identification of Le
Boxeur as a self-portrait - merits immediate attention.

2 The Question of ‘Genre’

Since at least the 1980s, all catalogue entries for the numerous exhi-
bitions featuring Le Boxeur have regarded the work as a self-portrait,
alongside others in the genre (cf. i.e. Régnier 1984, 163; Pagé, Munck,
Michaud 2006, 42; Cahn, Cogeval 2015; Serrano 2021, 75). This classifi-
cation may be supported by the fact that, despite its depersonalized qual-
ity, the figure’s features bear a distant resemblance to those of Bonnard
as depicted in contemporary photographs. Moreover, the sidebar on the
right suggests the painted surface as a mirror, a detail that - combined
with the perceived aura of self-reproach and discouragement - may have
reinforced the impression that Le Boxeur portrays no one other than
the painter himself. While it is undeniable that this work ‘closely’ aligns
with the self-portrait genre, it is equally important to emphasize the fac-
tors that complicate a straightforward identification of the work as such.

Firstly, and banally, the title does not explicitly identify it as such,
something that instead happens in all of Bonnard’s other self-por-
traits - 14 in total.® Although there is no definitive proof that Bonnard
himself assigned the title, as with most of his works, we know he was
aware of - and likely approved of - the name, since a 1942 letter from
his bank manager, a reproduction of which is available for consul-
tation in the Archives of Bonnard’s museum in Cannes, informs him
of a transfer of funds from the sale of the piece Le Boxeur, precisely,
which had been held in deposit at Bernheim-Jeune (Bonnard 1942).
Even if we assume that Bernheim-Jeune selected the title for the 1933
exhibition without consulting the artist (a scenario which seems high-
ly improbable), we nevertheless know that Bonnard was fully aware
of the title by which the work was being referred to.

6 Thisincludes even allegorical and depersonalized works like Autoportrait avec Barbe
(1920), which, despite its abstract qualities and depiction of the painter as a satyr in a
riot of warm colors, clearly indicates its nature as a self-portrait (the striking coloris-
tic resemblance between this work and Le Boxeur may have reinforced the inclination
to view the latter as a mere auto-representation).
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Secondly, the image lacks the defining features of the tradition-
al genre: the artist neither contemplates himself nor attempts to
explore his identity as a painter (there are no tools of the craft of
painting like brushes and palettes, like in some of his previous or
other traditional and contemporary works from Chardin, Manet,
Picasso and Vuillard).”

Above all, however, it is the very mechanics of the image that
compel us to re-evaluate its classification. Considered the interplay
between the title, the figure’s features, and the modes of depiction, I
would argue that more than to the plain self-portrait, this painting
bears a closer resemblance to one of its ‘ancestors’: what Stoichita
calls the “disguised self-portrait”, where the autobiographical na-
ture of the work is implicitly suggested, rather than unequivocally
affirmed (Stoichita [1997] 2015, 233). Originated in the Middle Ages
and flourished during the Renaissance, this proto-genre reached its
peak in the early sixteenth century with daring masterpieces (or de-
tails of masterpieces) such as Caravaggio’s David with the Head of
Goliath (1606-10) in the Borghese Gallery e and Michelangelo’s Saint
Bartholomew in the Sistine Chapel’s Last Judgment (1537-41) - it is
notable that in the latter’s sagging, monstrous skin, James Hall have
intuitively recognized a connection to Le Boxeur.?

This is, of course, not the only instance where a twentieth-centu-
ry artist depicts himself in disguise or assumes the guise of anoth-
er figure, whether historical or typological. However, what distin-
guishes Le Boxeur from works like Ensor’s Autoportrait au chapeau
fleuri (1883-88) or Beckmann'’s Selbstportrdt als Clown (1921) is that
in these cases the artist employs disguise as a transformative com-
mentary on their own identity. The disguise here enhances the art-
ist’s process of self-analysis and self-definition, as their titles make
clear - something that, for the reasons mentioned earlier, is not ex-
actly the case with Le Boxeur.

Like the deformed figures of the aforementioned old masters,
whose concealed identities were soon revealed,’ this work seems
to operate on a subtle yet decisive ambiguity - a palpable tension

7 Consider Chardin’s Autoportrait au Chevalet (1775-79), Manet’s Autoportrait avec
Palette (1878) - two works we will revisit later -, Picasso’s 1908 painting bearing the
same title, and Vuillard’s Autoportrait avec Waroquy (1889).

8 “In The Boxer (1931), he is a flat-faced homunculus throwing his emaciated arms
around in a tantrum; Michelangelo’s self-portrait as the flayed skin of St Bartholomew
was first identified as a self-portrait by the psychoanalytically inclined Italian physi-
cian Francesco La Cava in a booklet published in 1925. For La Cava, Michelangelo was
anear-suicidal tragic hero who veered between ‘Dantesque anger’ and ‘infantile timid-
ity’. It is a good description of Bonnard in these self-portrait” (Hall 2014, 228).

9 For Caravaggio’s work see Bellori [1672] 1976, 255 quoted in Stoichita [1997] 2015,
233; for Michelangelo’s see Hall 2014, 228.
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between the artist’s need for ‘first-person’ involvement in the im-
age and a contrasting desire to distance his historical persona from
it as much as possible.

Added to this ambiguity is a kind of dismissing of the icono-
graphic tradition from which it derives: Le Boxeur differs radically
from the works of other painters and photographers who have ex-
plored theme of boxing around the same time or earlier - consid-
er, to make only some examples, John Hamilton Mortimer’s Portrait
of Jack Broughton (1767), Géricault’s Boxeurs (1818), or August
Sander’s photographs such as Der Boxer Heinz Heese (1929). To my
knowledge, Le Boxeur is truly unique in early contemporary visu-
al culture for its portrayal of a wounded and vulnerable masculin-
ity through an activity deeply associated with ‘macho’ imagery. To
conclude this point, rather than fitting neatly within a single genre,
Le Boxeur inhabits an interstice between three: the portrait of the
artist by himself, the typological iconography of the fighting boxer
and the ‘moral’ allegory. While the work draws upon elements from
each of these categories, it ultimately resists classification within
any one of them.

3 Structures of Beholding: A Few Proposals

The figure’s eye sockets are barely discernible, appearing more like
recesses carved out of a red-brown pictorial welter flecked with or-
ange and purple. In a face marked by minimal detail, the eyes be-
come a site of near-complete indeterminacy (both directional and
emotional). Together with the strong bodily agency, this character-
istic brings Le Boxeur closer to the self-portraits of a prominent fig-
ure within the recent French realist tradition: Gustave Courbet. In
his book on the master of Ornans, Michael Fried observed:

Until now I have presented Courbet’s self-portraits of the 1840s
[...] as the work of a painter who, far from desiring simply to re-
produce his outward appearance, to analyze his character or
personality, or to record the external signs of various transient
inner states, found himself compelled to seek to express by all
the means at his disposal his conviction of his own embodied-
ness. [...] The devaluation of the sitter’s gaze, in fact the frequen-
cy with which Courbet portrayed himself with eyes closed or all
but closed, are, I have suggested, expressions of that emphasis
on the body as experienced from within rather than as observed
from without. (1992, 78)

A little further on, Fried also highlights Courbet’s ability to draw
attention to the proximity of the sitter to the surface of the painting
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and, by extension, to the beholder - sometimes to the point of break-
ing what Fried terms the “ontological impermeability of the picto-
rial surface” (59). *°

Turning back to Le Boxeur, it is striking to observe that it exhib-
its, to a remarkable degree - perhaps even more so than Courbet’s
self-portraits, or at least more explicitly - the qualities that prompted
Fried to regard Courbet’s entire artistic endeavor as “an enterprise
that has for its primary aim the accomplishment of a quasi-physical
merger between painter, beholder, and painting” (218): what the cri-
titc calls the “emphasis on the body as experienced from within rather
than observed from without” (78) here borders on the limits of bestial
catatonia. By charging at himself - yet without ever meeting his own
gaze - the figure remains ensnared in a solipsistic loop that precedes
self-recognition, immersed in a kind of introjective bodily ecstasy.

Reinforcing the sense of a human figure deeply attuned to its own
inner sensations are the preparatory drawings Bonnard made in the
months leading up to the creation of the work: I refer to two sketch-
es in the painter’s diary, dated 27 and 30 November 1931, along with
a 1930 drawing preserved at the Musée Marmottan in Paris [fig. 3].
When observing these drawings, the anecdotal identification of the
figure as a boxer is even weaker than in the finished work. They
seem more like the result of ‘proprioception tests’ - attempts by the
painter to capture sensations in motion, exploring the extensibility
of limbs and the flexibility of the body. In this sense, these drawings
also evoke a piece by Cézanne, Nu de jeune baigneur (1876), which
Bonnard owned and from which he created a lithograph.

In addition to reconsidering Courbet’s influence on Bonnard, which
has likely been underestimated,** these observations may allow us to
extend Roque, Hyman, and Whelan’s insights into the role of the body
in both the creative process and the reception of the post-Impression-
ist painter’s artistic enterprise as a whole.** It is indeed surprising to
realize how, although reinterpreted and internalized through his
own sensibility, almost all the ‘quasi-corporeal merger’ techniques

10 By this expression Fried means the ability of Courbet and others to deny the the
painting’s “standing as an imaginary boundary between the world of the painting and
that of the beholder” (1992, 59).

11 Encouraging further inquiry into Courbet’s influence on Bonnard is the observa-
tion that Bonnard’s La Source (1916) can be interpreted as an intertextual inversion of
Courbet’s painting of the same name. This refers specifically to the 1868 version, which
was exhibited in Georges Petit’s gallery on 9 July 1919, and later became part of the
Louvre’s collection (cf. des Cars, de Font-Réaulx, Tinterow, Hilaire 2007, 386) - therefore
Bonnard was likely aware of it. In Bonnard’s composition, all elements of Courbet’s work
are subverted: the natural setting is transformed into a domestic interior; the nude fig-
ure, previously seen from behind, is now oriented toward the spectator; and the jet of wa-
ter that flowed from behind the model now cascades from the model toward the viewer.

12 See Roque 2006, 93-112; Hyman 1998, 158-70; Whelan 2021, 35-61.
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Figure3 Pierre Bonnard, Homme Nu (autoportrait, étude pour le boxeur). Ca. 1930. Pencil on paper,
24.3x 15 cm. Private collection. © Collection de Bueil & Ract-Madoux, Paris
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identified by Fried in Courbet’s work are also present in Bonnard’s
mature oeuvre, encompassing interior scenes, landscapes, and nudes:
as in Courbet’s Les Cribleuses de Blé (1853) and Les Casseurs de
pierres (1849), respectively, Bonnard’s oeuvre also feature figures de-
picted from behind that serve as “surrogates” of the painter at work
in front of the canvas (Fried 1992, 152) - see La Glace du cabinet de
toilette (1908) and La Terrasse a Grasse (1912) -** as well as objects

13 About the woman with her back turned in Les Cribleuses de blé (but similar remarks
are also made about L'’Apres-dinée a Ornans and La Source), Fried writes: “thus for ex-
ample it’s possible to see the central, kneeling female figure as a surrogate for the paint-
er-beholder by virtue of her posture (analogous to though not identical with his posture
when seated in a chair before the picture), her orientation (facing into the picture and so
roughly matching his), and the character ofthe effort she is putting forth (concentrated,
physical, requiring the use of both hands). The seated, drowsy sifter plucking bits of chaff
from a dish can also be considered such a surrogate; in fact I would go further and pro-
pose, by analogy with the Stonebreakers, that her relative passivity, subordinate status,
and place in the composition make her a figure for the painter-beholder’s left hand hold-
ing his palette in distinction to the kneeling sifter understood now as representing spe-
cifically the painter-beholder’s right hand wielding a brush or knife” (Fried 1992, 152).
Looking at a painting such as Bonnard’s La Glace du cabinet de toilette (1908), it seems
evident that the female figure seen from behind functions as what Stoichita would call a
‘filter-character’ - a figure who simultaneously guides our view within the image (specif-
ically here, the reflection) while at the same time obstructing part of it, much like what
occurs in some of Caillebotte’s works, such as 1875 Intérieur (Stoichita [1997] 2015, 52).
Yet, beyond this function, it also seems clear to me that this figure serves as a surrogate
for the painter at the canvas, in the sense that Michael Fried describes. The nude fig-
ure mirrors the painter’s own position as seen in photographs, standing with a chiffon in
hand (even the circular shapes of the basins and other toiletry utensils in the foreground
recall the spots of colour on the palette). In this sense, the painter is both inside and
outside the painting, just as the model is both inside and outside the mirror. If one may
speak here of a painter-beholder, our identification with this figure unfolds in a manner
more perverse and elusive, I believe, than in most of Courbet’s works, where such iden-
tification, though difficult to spot consciously, remains direct, instinctive, and unmedi-
ated. In La Glace du cabinet de toilette, full empathic or bodily identification is thwarted
by two key elements: first, by Bonnard’s use of the mirror, or rather by the transposition-
al incoherence (or visual paradox) it creates. If we truly occupied the model’s position
in front of the mirror, we would see ourselves from the front, not from behind. Second,
the spatial construction and point of view are misaligned with the model’s gaze within
the painting, which is elevated and shifted to the right - completely incompatible with
the perspective from which we, as spectral observers, are invited to witness the scene.
Similarly, our point of view conflicts with that of the face of the figure seated on the so-
fa. This is not only because our perspective is elevated and positioned closer to the mir-
ror, but also because, were we to occupy her place, it would be impossible not to see the
naked person directly in front of us - not in the mirror, but in the ‘real’ world. Another
intriguing case is that of La Terrasse a Grasse (1912) where the figure in the lower right
corner functions as both an implicit self-representation of the painter and a surrogate
for the artist standing before the canvas. However, rather than ‘doubling’ the painter in
front of his free-standing canvases attached to the wall, as in famous contemporary pho-
tographs showing Bonnard at work, the figure seems instead to evoke the contemplative
moment preceding the actual act of painting - the moment when the artist, seated, ‘re-
flects and dreams’, as he himself confided to his nephew, Charles Terrasse, within the ec-
static silence of the atelier. It is the moment when he attains a state of complete passivi-
ty, allowing space for memory to surface and unfold. This process of recollection, its lay-
ering and gradual unfurling, is mirrored in the overlapping planes of vegetation within
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or gestures that subtely reference the tools and craft of painting - the
oil early study Intimité (1890) and the famous La table devant la fe-
nétre (1934-5), where the back of the chair visually interlocks with
the wooden slab of the window to form the outline of an easel, ambig-
uously denouncing the external view as a painting-within-a-painting.**
But above all Bonnard is a master at undermining the “ontological
impermeability of the picture surface”, as one can easily realise by
looking at two works like Le Grand Nu Bleu (1924) and Dans la salle
de bains (1940). By disavowing ‘separatist’ interpretations, what we
have just examined reveals the porous relationship in both style and
intent between Le Boxeur and the other renowned works Bonnard
created for sale and public display [figs 4a-b].

4 The Pellicle of Being

Given the strongly haptic dimension of the pictorial workmanship and
the encaustic fusion between figure and background, we might assert
that in Le Boxeur to the proprioceptive aura transitioning from the
preparatory drawings to the finished work “respond” something like
a proprioception of paint itself. In other words, the work exhibits a
deliberate focus on what Louis Marin has termed the reflexive opaci-
ty of medium, that power - always present but varying in discernibil-
ity - by which the medium ‘presents’ itself while re-presenting some-
thing (cf. Marin 1992, 60). From this perspective, some details take

the composition. Here too, Stoichita’s reflections on the ‘system-of-filters’ offer a valua-
ble lens for understanding the shift from the realist paradigm still present in Caillebotte
and Courbet: in Intérieur, the female figure acts as the first layer of a ‘system-of-filters’
that obstructs our ability to see what she sees. In La Terrasse a Grasse, instead, the paint-
er literally ‘steps aside’ to allow the viewer to confront nature’s deflagration, unnatural-
ly rendered as a monstrous and dense accumulation of self-evident pictorial substance.

14 These examples represent only a fraction of the countless instances in which
Bonnard subtly thematizes his own artistic means and processes. It is precisely this
obsessive recurrence of such ‘clues’ that justifies a more detailed examination of the
hypothesis that views Bonnard as an ‘incestuous’ painter par excellence, if we under-
stand this term as James Elkins defines it in What Painting Is (“In painting, incest be-
comes a theme whenever the paint refers to itself. Increasingly, that moment seems to
occur in every painting: self-reflexivity is endemic in modernism, and it is not possi-
ble to imagine an interesting work that does not in some measure speak about itself”,
2000, 145). Consider, for instance, the poised nib resting on the white sheet in the re-
nowned La Fenétre (1925), where the abrupt cascade of spatial construction in lived
perspective appears to arrest and ‘converge’. Placed almost ‘within reach’ of the view-
er, through these surrogates of brush and canvas Bonnard seems to invite the viewer
to ‘inscribe’ him/herselfinto the painting, thereby engaging with the curious visual re-
bus represented by its elements. Similarly, Bonnard’s repeated suggestion of the blank
canvas is evoked through the depiction of the tablecloth, most vividly in the late paint-
ing Fruits sur une nappe rouge (1943). To further consolidate these observations, we en-
counter the direct - yet always concealed or camouflaged - representation of the paint-
er’s palette, most clearly discernible resting on the chair in La Fenétre ouverte (1921).
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on an unprecedented value: first of all, the small square in the top
left corner - a sort of reproduction in abime of the painting before
us, poised between pure color and potential meaning. This ‘tache’
bears something of the “burst”, of the “sovereign accident” (2005,
251-2) that Didi-Huberman attributes to the red thread in Vermeer’s
Lacemaker (1665), though where Vermeer'’s fil rouge embodies a deli-
cate “rebellion of the hand over the eye”, borrowing Deleuze’s words
(2023, 104; Author’s transl.), here we encounter a kind of analytic-
recursive persistence - a trace of the effort exerted by free pictorial
matter in its journey of ‘becoming-picture’ (see how the protruding
matter threatens to spill beyond the barely discernible borders of the
square). In this respect, this Stain/Form, which ‘shouts’ its own ambi-
guity, becomes almost a literal transposition of Bonnard’s reflections
in his private notebook: “L'art abstrait est un compartiment de 'art”
/ “L'abstrait est son propre départ” (Bonnard 2019, 56).%°

A second detail that attracts our attention is the painter’s hand.
Jutting forward with an almost antinaturalistic prominence, the fig-
ure’s left hand recalls Manet’s hand at work Autoportrait avec palette
(1878). Drawing from Stoichita’s analysis of this painting in his essay
“Vaporisation et/ou centralisation” from L'Effet Sherlock Holmes, one
similarly senses here a “chaos of pictorial matter” where the boxer’s
hand dissolves into a formless mass of paint, making it impossible
to discern individual fingers or anything resembling flesh. However,
in contrast to Manet’s self-portrait, where, as Stoichita writes, “hav-
ing reached the end of his own hand at work, the painter preferred to
succumb to the task of representing himself” (Stoichita 2015, 64-6;
Author’s. transl), here Bonnard appears to focus less on the inherent
difficulty and paradoxical nature of self-representation and more on
the contracted, tense quality of the hand - its immersion in colour and
solvent during the act of creation. In this respect, it is important to note
that the left hand was indeed the one stained with paint during the cre-
ation of the work, as Bonnard - being right-handed - typically worked
with both brush and rag simultaneously. As he recorded in his dia-
ry: “Le pinceau d'une main, le chiffon de l'autre” (Bonnard 2019, 57).*¢

What has just been observed invites us to reconsider the point
made in the first paragraph: although Le Boxeur lacks explicit ref-
erences to the act of painting (brushes, palette etc.), everything in
it implicitly refers to the painting ‘process’ - the tactile contact of
the painter with his substance, the emphasis on the constitutive

15 These two notes are part of the undated reflections that Bonnard selected in the au-
tumn of 1946 for the special issue of the magazine Verve (Couleur de Bonnard, 5(17-18)),
which was published just a few weeks after his death in 1947.

16 This note is also one of those selected by the painter for the special issue of the
magazine Verve.
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Figure4a-b Pierre Bonnard, Le Grand Nu Bleu. 1924. Oil on canvas, 101 x 73 cm. Private collection (left);
Pierre Bonnard, Dans la salle de bain. Ca. 1940. Oil on canvas, 90.1 x 60.3 cm. Private collection (right)

properties of the medium and, given what we have just seen, the
gesturality of painting itself. The Boxer’s right hand ventures to-
ward - or perhaps returns from - its journey to the canvas, coincid-
ing with both the surface of the painting and the mirror. In contrast,
the left hand remains closed in on itself, completely saturated with
paint, ‘as if’ gripping a palette or rag.

Before proceeding further, two additional points deserve attention:
the singular mode of depiction of his left hand at work had already
been explored by Bonnard a year earlier in his self-portrait Portrait
de l'artiste par lui-méme. This self-portrait, as is well known, was cre-
ated by Bonnard after he had seen Chardin’s Autoportrait au Chevalet
(1775-79) the exhibition J.B.S. Chardin at the Galerie du Théatre Pigalle
in October 1929 (Pagé, Munck, Michaud 2006, 40). In Chardin’s paint-
ing, the artist firmly grips his working tool - a red pastel - which he
prominently displays, almost offering it to the viewer. Bonnard’s swirl-
ing mass of lines and aqueous matter in Portrait de 'artiste par lui-
méme - the work was executed in gouache and pencil on paper - can
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thus be interpreted as a negative counterpoint to Chardin’s proud
gesture, a notion supported by the fact that many other elements in
Chardin’s work are likewise inverted or subtly reinterpreted in reverse
in Bonnard’s (from the light sources to the orientation of the figure,
via the clothing and the chassis of the painting seen from behind; the
latter, in particular, visible only for a small portion on the right in the
foreground in Chardin, slips to the left in Bonnard, passes behind the
painter and is enlarged out of all proportion, merging with the raw
support itself).”” Affirming the enduring significance of this expedi-
ent - painting the hand as an active force on the verge of surpassing
the retinal dimension of self-representation - is its reappearance, rad-
icalized, in a self-portrait from 1940, where Bonnard, now unmistak-
ably intent on depicting himself, once again adopts a boxer’s stance.

The second point to consider is that Bonnard’s public oeuvre in-
cludes several depictions of female figures whose hands are envel-
oped in gloves or cloth, as seen in Nu au gant bleu (1916) and Le Gant
de Crin (1942). In these works, the hand is transformed into a cohe-
sive, projecting pictorial element, formally akin to the gestural en-
tities we have been examining. In this light, it is not far-fetched to
perceive in this detail a veiled reference to the ‘chiffon’, much like
the subtle allusions to brush and canvas present in the aforemen-
tioned works. Furthermore, at least to a certain extent, the recur-
ring motif of Marthe’s washing her own body, prominent in the 1930s
and 1940s, can be interpreted as a symbolic surrogate for the act
of painting itself, given the relationship between a semi-liquid sub-
stance and the embodied, reflective experience of one’s own seeing
and touching body.

In a note from Le Visible et I'invisible, Merleau-Ponty writes:

The flesh is a mirror phenomenon and the mirror is an extension of
my relation with my body. Mirror = [...] extraction of the essence of
the thing, of the pellicle of Being or of its “Appearance” (To touch
oneself, to see oneself, is to obtain such a specular extract of one-
self) Le. fission of appearance and Being - a fission that already
takes place in the touch (duality of the touching and the touched)
and which, with the mirror (Narcissus) is only a more profound
adhesion to Self. (1968, 255-6)

17 The authors of the quoted 2006 catalogue were the first to observe a formal co-
incidence between the pristine expanse of ‘virgin paper’ on the left side of Bonnard’s
self-portrait and “the back of a painting” (Pagé, Munck, Michaud 2006, 40), as suggest-
ed by a sketch resembling the grid typically found on the reverse side of a canvas af-
fixed to its support.
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In addition to highlighting the mirror’s potential for diffraction and
de-figuring fragmentation, ** this observation helps to contextual-
ize and clarify remarks by critics who have described the figure in
Le Boxeur as a ‘body-without-skin’ - for example, Cogeval described
the torso as a “corps décharné abandonné sur un pan de peinture tel
une carcasse” (Cogeval 2015, 32), while Hyman defines the head as
a “red lump of raw meat” (Hyman 1998, 170).

However accurate, these descriptions fail to establish a latent con-
nection that, in my view, is crucial to understanding the stakes of
the work: the relationship between the painter’s act of adding and
removing layers of material from the support and the flaying of his
own body. In this context, as Merleau-Ponty suggested, the mirror
appears to be employed by the painter to “extract the essence of
the thing”, to strip Being - the Self - of its “pellicle” (1968, 255-6).
Indeed, the artist’s body implicitly manifests as a resonant surface
that accommodates a matter that is always revocable - a threshold
capable, like the canvas, of rendering perceptible the “two-sheet
structure” of the visible world, using Gottfried Boehm’s words (2009,
49). As is well known, the ‘pellicle’ serves as a historically operation-
al metaphor for painting - Pontormo referred to the “little curl” (lett.
“riciolino”) rippling on the support.*® But not only that: the concept
of ‘pellicle’ is also a functional metaphor for the stratification of the
Ego. As Didier Anzieu demonstrates in The Skin-Ego, every form of
flaying - whether psychosomatic or symbolic, actual or imagined (or
painted) - is symptomatic of a rift within the ego and a disjunction
of touch from the other senses. Moreover, as the psychoanalyst un-
derscores through an analysis of the Greek myth of Marsyas (and its
contemporary incarnations), such laceration is invariably tied to a
sacrificial dimension (1989, 45-54; 158-63). Le Boxeur’s emphasis on
processual layering and the self-reflexivity, coupled with the unset-
tling presence of this faceless figure advancing toward us, stirs our
anxieties of incorporation. It unveils appearance through the embod-
ied ‘fission’ of the senses, making us feel - almost as if on our own
skin - an echo of the painting’s tdache infinie: the irrepressible effort
to bring the artist’s own body into play as a conduit of sentient res-
onances, thus - and only through this process - arriving to “express

18 If in L'ceil et I'Esprit and earlier writings Merleau-Ponty had emphasized the fu-
sional faculties of the mirror (“Quant au miroir il est 'instrument d'une universelle ma-
gie qui change les choses en spectacles, les spectacles en choses, moi en autrui et au-
trui en moi”, Merleau-Ponty 1960, 17), in Le Visible et I'Invisible he appears more con-
cerned with the analytical-recursive aspects of the mirror image, exploring its diffrac-
tion and fragmentation, as well as the symbolic and anthropological connections it
bears with the other senses.

19 “Elapittura panno acotonato dello inferno, che dura poco et & di manco spesa, perche
levato ce gl’ha quello riciolino, non se tiene pil conto” (Jacopo da Pontormo 1548, 324).
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what exists” (Merleau-Ponty 1948, 23-5). In this context, a manuscript
note by the painter dated 8 May 1936 acquires perhaps unprecedent-
ed significance: “Identité de l'individu: le caractére, les sensations
d’ouie et d’odorat. Conscience, le choc de la sensation et de la mé-
moire” (Bonnard 2019, 42).

5 The Picture as Tension Field

Itis noteworthy that a certain disjunction between the senses, tied to
the deactivation of the anxiogenic potential of modern life (Watkins
2001), was at play in the Symbolist sensibility tout court. Indeed, it
must be emphasized that the confusion between figure and back-
ground was one of the hallmark characteristics of the Nabis move-
ment and pictorial symbolism, coinciding with a purist conception
of painting as a “surface plane recouverte de couleurs en un certain
ordre assemblées” (Denis [1890] 1920, 1). In this light, we recognize
the Nabis trés japonard beneath the painter’s mature ‘skin’, the art-
ist who like his companions conceived expression as a mere “deco-
rative entity”, realized through the sole “harmony of form and color”
(Denis [1895] 1920, 27; Author’s transl.).

Considered in these terms, however, the confusion between figure
and background stands in open contrast to the corporal agancy not-
ed earlier. This is a crucial point, because in this contrast, or aporia,
lies the stakes of the pictorial device that Bonnard began develop-
ing from 1910 onwards. Although we cannot fully explore this topic
here, it is important to acknowledge, for the purposes of this essay,
that Bonnard, as a perceptive collector of pictorial ideas, began in
1910 to incorporate key strategies of Nabis symbolism (but also from
other pictorial systems and artistic languages) in order to re-signi-
fy them. By the 1930s, however, he no longer seemed interested, as
he had been in his youth, in the simple leveling of representation for
retinal pleasure and decorative purposes. Instead, his focus shifts
toward ‘setting against’ or ‘making react’ - in an almost alchemical
sense - this tension towards textile flattening with figures that are
intensely attuned to their own internal sensations, yielding a high-
ly physical treatment of space and postures. Broadly considered, we
might say that in Le Boxeur, as well as in his more celebrated public
works like Grande salle a manger sur le jardin (1934-35) and Paysage
du Midi et deux enfants (1916-18), Bonnard orchestrates a controlled
short-circuit between two opposing spectatorial regimes. This ten-
sion is not chaotic but leads to a new, unexpected balance. In this
sense, rather than serving as an allegory of the painter’s struggle
against his own medium, Le Boxeur emerges as tensive battlefield
where these two forces - embodiment and a sort of becoming-flat or
coating of the visible - clash and ‘come into the open’
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It is primarily from this encounter and conflict, rather than solely
from the neurophysiological laws he manipulates, that the perceptu-
al slowing we experience before Bonnard’s works emerges. Yet more
crucially, it is from this very conflict that the unsettling potential of
Bonnard’s mature domestic scenes derives - that sense of encaus-
tic layering, where life seems to still ‘breathe’ beneath the strata of
pigment, much like the initial image or sensation continues to pulse
beneath the sediment of memory. This is something Jean Clair had
already intuited when he spoke of “silhouettes quasi-spectrales” or
“fantomes décolorés” (1975, 61). By making the figure a thickened
extension of the background, while simultaneously imbuing it with
an intense degree of introverted bodily agency, Bonnard’s ‘chame-
leonism’, as later Clair would call the same phenomenon (1984), re-
visits in fact one of the central aspects of the ‘Uncanny’ as theorized
by Freud, following Jentsch: the unsettling doubt that arises “when
an apparently animate being is really alive” and conversely, “when
a lifeless object is not by chance animate” (Freud 2003, 168). In this
respect, further deepening Clair’s bio-naturalist suggestion, it may
be beneficial to briefly refer to what Lacan in the XI Seminar wrote
about animal mimicry and and its links to the deep structures of the
Ego. Criticising the adaptation model, Lacan identifies the stakes of
mimicry in the subject’s insertion “into a function whose exercise
grabs him” (1998, 100), distinguishing three “major dimensions in
which this mimetic activity unfolds: “disguise, camouflage and intim-
idation” (99). Now, it is interesting to observe that, in this regard,
the French psychoanalyst and psychiatrist elaborates on a note by
the biologist Roger Caillois, in which the latter identifies in art, and
particularly in painting, the “analogue [sic]”*® of mimicry found in
animals. While in sexual union and the struggle for life and death a
“schisis of being” is articulated, in mimetic disguise - just as in paint-
ing for human beings - “the Being decomposes, in an extraordinary
way, between its essence and its semblance” (107).

Before moving to the conclusion, I believe it is crucial to under-
score - as a prompt for future research - that not only the self-por-
traits Bonnard produced from 1930 onward, but also several por-
traits by Vuillard, reveal a progressive dulling of the model’s gaze
paired with a pronounced bodily agency and a distinctly haptic
or processual quality in the painterly technique, often accompa-
nied by metatextual references to the craft or the act of painting it-
self. Consider, for instance, the lesser-known yet highly intriguing

20 Iquote the original text, emendated in the english translation: “dans ce qu'il s’agit,
concernant les faits du mimétisme, il ne s’agirait de rien d’autre que l'analogue, au ni-
veau animal de ce qui, chez I'étre humain, se manifesterait comme art et nommément
celui de la peinture” (cf. the available online version at https://lacan-con-freud.it/
lacanseminaires/sll_fondements.pdf, 149).
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Figure 5a-b  Pierre Bonnard, Portrait de l'artiste dans la glace du cabinet de toilette. 1939-45.
Oilon canvas, 73 x 51 cm. Centre George Pompidou, Paris, France (left);

Pierre Bonnard, Portrait de l’artiste ¢ la lampe. Ca. 1908.

Oilon canvas, 68 x 41 cm. Private collection (right)

Portrait de I'artiste a la lampe (ca. 1908) [fig. 5b], where the paint-
er hold an elongated object in his hand and seems to act directly
on the reflective surface. The tangible brushstrokes, or fine dust-
like particles, grow denser and more concentrated toward the bot-
tom right, precisely where the elongated object terminates, conjur-
ing the processual illusion of a painting coming to life before our
very eyes. Turning then to Vuillard, we might examine Autoportrait
au miroir de l'atelier (1923-34) [fig. 5¢] and Autoportrait au miroir de
bambou (1890) [fig. 5d]. In the former, Vuillard’s blind gaze stands
in stark contrast to the golden jubilation of images surrounding the
mirror’s surface, yet simultaneously resonates with them, as both
the painter’s gaze and our own share the same indistinctness when
perceiving these painted reflections and the paintings-within-paint-
ing. In the 1890 work, however, Vuillard used the self-portrait gen-
re to create an even more radical representational paradox. While
a full exploration of its theoretical complexities and connections to
tradition is beyond the scope here, it is worth noting that is first and
foremost the contradiction in terms represented by the general pro-
cedure of the self-portrait, the realisation of which presupposes a
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Figure 5¢c-d  Edouard Vuillard, Autoportrait au miroir de Uatelier (ou Autoportrait de l'artiste
se lavant les mains. 1923-24. Oil on cardboard, 81 x 97 cm. Private collection (left);

Edouard Vuillard, Autoportrait au miroir de bambou. Ca. 1890.

Oilon canvas, 44.5 x 53.3 cm. Private collection (right)

more or less prolonged vision of the artist of himself, and the actu-
al effigy before us, namely the image of the artist himself with his
eyes closed. What we are looking at is an image that asserts its own
nature as an “hypothesis” (Derrida 1993, 67). It is noteworthy how
this effect is formally crafted by the contrast between the “deictic,
iconic demonstrative” function (Marin 2001, 357) of the triple level
of framing, on one hand, and the evanescence of the image’s center
on the other, where the painter with eyes closed retreat from both
our and his own sight into a blurred mist punctuated by discerni-
ble brushstrokes.

It is precisely this semantic triangle - comprising self-reflexivity,
the veiling of the gaze and embodiment - that Derrida illuminates in
a book significantly entitled Memoirs of the Blind. The Self-Portrait
and Other Ruins:

The spectator’s performance, writes Derrida, as it is essentially
prescribed by the work, consists in striking the signatory blind
(frapper le signataire d’aveuglement), and thus in gouging out
(crever) - at the same stroke - the eyes of the model, or else in
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making him, the subject (at once model, signatory, and object of
the work), gouge out his own eyes in order both to see and to rep-
resent himself at work. [...] If to draw a blind man is first of all to
show hands, it is in order to draw attention to what one draws with
the help of that with which one draws, the body proper (corps pro-
pre) as an instrument, the drawer of the drawing, the hand of the
handwork. (Derrida 1993, 2, 5)

6 Conclusions

What has been discussed so far allows us to revisit some of the ini-
tial key questions, particularly why Bonnard might have chosen or
consented to exhibit Le Boxeur over his other self-portraits, and how
this work relates both to his other self-depictions and to the broader
trajectory of his oeuvre. Starting from the latter point: as I have at-
tempted to demonstrate, it is inaccurate to regard self-portraiture as
merely a private or ancillary facet of the painter’s oeuvre. Whether
this genre represents, in essence, the ‘hidden side’ or the reverse’ of
his public production - as subtly hinted at by the latticework of the
chassis sketched onto the blank canvas of Portrait de 'artiste par lui-
méme - this does not imply a path disconnected from his public en-
deavors. Instead, the bathroom and the mirror delineate the contours
of an experimental sanctuary, an hortus conclusus where the painter
feels liberated to surrender to his impulse to merge corporeally with
both the work and the viewer - an impulse that, in his public works,
is often tempered by the demands of patrons or his own cultivated
discretion. It is not surprising then that of all the self-portraits made
up to that time, Bonnard chose to exhibit Le Boxeur: as a “disguised
self-portrait” (Stoichita [1997] 2015, 233) this work did not explicitly
reveal Bonnard’s historical persona as the author of his works, there-
by maintaining the implicit or latent sense of participation that his
other exhibited pieces suggested (or, using the painter’s words, the
oscillation “between intimism and decoration”** that he himself saw
a suitable description of his enterprise).

Indeed, Bonnard may have come to realize, perhaps upon com-
pleting the piece, that it was capable of clearly and directly com-
municating the “almost schizoid” nature of his artistic endeavor
(Pagé, Munck, Michaud 2006, 42) - specifically, the underlying ten-
sions and opposing forces at play within his pictorial device, forces

21 “Je flotte entre I'intimisme et la décoration. On ne se refait pas”. Thus, Bonnard re-
vealed to his friend, critic, and patron Georges Besson towards the end of his life. This
statement is documented in a letter to his friend Pierre Betz, which appeared in issue
24 of Le Point magazine in 1943.

Quaderni diVenezia Arti8 | 46
In my End is my Beginning, 27-50



Mario De Angelis
Facing Bonnard’s Le Boxeur

that contemporary critics and avant-garde artists struggled to recog-
nize. In fact, as Georges Roque elucidates in the first part of his book
(2006, 27-74), by the early 1930s, a prevailing opinion had emerged
suggesting that onnard was merely the product of a “degenerate”
Impressionism, a “pot-pourri d’indécision”, as Picasso remarked
(Gilot, Lake 1964, 338), a painter of bourgeois joie de vivre, uncon-
cerned with the most pressing challenges of history. However, it was
Zervos, with his openly hostile editorial published in Cahiers d’Art a
few days after the painter’s death (Zervos 1947), who, more than an-
yone else, was instrumental in shaping the critical (mis)fortunes of
the painter before the 1980s:

Dépourvu de nerf et faiblement original, il était impuissant a don-
ner de l'essor a I'impressionnisme, en transfuser le sang dans une
langue neuve [...] En mettant ainsi son ceuvre a la portée de leur
pouvoir de pénétration et des possibilités d’excitation de leurs
fonds de plaisir, il favorise leur propension a se suffire de l'ac-
quis. [...] Bonnard se garde bien de tourmenter les spectateurs.
(Zervos 1947, 4)

One might reflect upon whether the exhibition of Le Boxeur could
stand as an implicit, perhaps ironic, response to such critiques.
Indeed, considering Zervos’ acute critical insight, it is worth con-
templating whether a direct confrontation with Le Boxeur and the
other self-portraits - works he likely never saw - might have led him
to reevaluate, and perhaps profoundly reconsider, his assessment of
Bonnard’s mature oeuvre. For our purposes, drawing upon Zervos'’s
own words, it could be argued that Le Boxeur operates as a site of
‘figural incandescence’, uniquely revealing the mutual ‘torment’ that,
beneath the apparent joyfulness of the whole, traditional scopic re-
gimes of painting inflict upon one another, dialectically confronting
and erupting ‘on’ the artist’s own body.
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Abstract This paper seeks to examine the artistic practice of Sejla Kameri¢ as a phe-
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wake of war. The artist survived the siege of Sarajevo, and her artistic language is charac-
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1 Introduction

On 18 April 2024, during the inaugural days of the Biennale, a tat-
tered white flag, hoisted at half-mast, was installed on a red pylon
at the centre of Campo Santo Stefano. This isolated element evokes
a reenactment of the surronding space [fig. 1]. The structure simul-
taneously exhibits rigidity and movement, as well as a state of both
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stability and dissolution.* The formal aspects enacted in this system
evoke the key to understanding the relationship between space, time,
body, and memory. The rigidity of the flag, as a shroud draped over a
dead body denied from the gaze, in terms of sense and meaning pro-
duction, relates to the actual aspect of an absent body.

As stated by Pollock:

Reading works of art that may be shaped by trauma [...] It involves
acute attention to the aesthetic and formal movements of that
which symbolization is attempting to touch, to connect with and
transform while registering that there is always another dimen-
sion, not available for symbolization but not, therefore, entirely
beyond its negative referencing. (2013, 23)

Rather than believing that the trauma preceded the artwork, it could
be argued that it is:

only being revealed by it for the first time as an event when it was
spoken or represented as a memory in the process of artmaking.
(114)

Evoking also the official exclusion of the artist from her participa-
tion in the national pavilion, the sculpture can be viewed as an ‘af-
ter-image’ - taking up Pollock’s studies (2013) on this subject mat-
ter - of the artist’s body, making an absence present. Interaction and
isolation, as well as presence and absence are indeed negotiated in
this installation. As Kameri¢ processes her body as both a semiot-
ic marker and a sculpture, her entire being seems to be present as
standing there, radiating a compelling force of will and determina-
tion with minimal gesture. The formalisation of time and construc-
tive dimension of space in the installation are pertinent to our semi-
otic discourse on the formal relationship with the body. Moreover,
faced with this frozen figure, we are confronted with the ‘chronotop-
ic’ operation that the body undergoes. The process of fixation, here-
in shown by the material choice, presents us with a dual challenge:
on the one hand, it confronts us with the formal aspects of the work,
and on the other, it invites us to engage with a deeper discourse on
the significance of the space-time dimension.

1 Upon its initial appearance, the installation initiated a psychodynamic interaction
with the viewers. Kameri¢ posits communication and empathy as the foundational com-
municative mechanism between herself, her subjects, and spectators. https://re-im-
agine-europe.eu/community/22005/.
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Figure1 Sejla Kameri¢, Cease. 2024. Sculpture in fiberglass, 13 m.

Curated by Giulia Foscari. UNA / UNLESS, Campo Santo Stefano, Venice.
Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio. © Sasha Vajd

This paper sets out to examine the phenomenon of cultural, socio-
political and identitarian trauma in the context of displacement,
through the concept of “cultural apocalypse” as developed by de
Martino (2002, 219): “come rischio antropologico permanente” (as
a permanent anthropological risk; De Martino 2023, 38). This con-
cept, explored as both a dimension of ‘crisis’ and a potential recovery
of presence, addresses urgent questions pertinent to the contempo-
rary world. Crisis posits the potential ‘collapse’ of the “being-there”
(the Heideggerian Dasein) (De Martino 2023, 100) - that is the pres-
ence, historically and culturally rooted - because of the erosion of
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historical and cultural frameworks (2023, XIV). This condition of be-
ing registers the loss of the ‘settled’ world that is defined as a “cul-
tural concept” (297). As stated by De Martino:

come orizzonte degli utilizzabili [...] e come sistema di rinvii che
riceve senso e orientamento dallo strumento-limite [...], cioe dal
corpo. (2002, 571)?

Therefore, in his anthropology the question of “cultural homelands”
are the “phenomenological rootedness of settling that gives a hori-
zon to presence and mutually founds world” (Louis Zinn 2023, XV).
The experience of displacement in the aftermath of war uproots the
presence through the collapse of the familiar horizon. This unsettling
historical condition induces a disruption in the being-there, in spa-
tial-temporal frames of reference and structures of identity; in other
words the “Dasein is torn away from its historical continuity” (100).
In this liminal condition, women artists play a pivotal role in recon-
structing a counter-history of the I-World relationship and reconnect-
ing with a lost context through their bodies. This reconquest of pres-
ence takes place precisely through the body. It serves as a cronotopo
(Bachtin 1979, 232) in which time assumes spatial characteristics and
is condensed into portions of space through embodiment. The liminal
zone of the body registers the ‘crisis’ - as the rupture in presence as
well as its reintegration - becoming a post-apocalyptic territory of
resistance in a state of exception (Agamben 1995).

The objective is to examine the visual representation of this cre-
puscular moment through the artistic practice of Sejla Kamerié. The
visual strategies of presence and absence are negotiated through
bodies and in space. The relationship between the visible and the in-
visible is fundamental to the construction of the discourse on crisis
and trauma, without providing a reading that is solely thematical.
Kameri¢’s work addresses these issues exploring how her personal
experiences align with the collective memory. The artist survived the
siege of Sarajevo, and her artistic language is shaped by this traumat-
ic event and its incomprehensible aftermath. Cease well captures the
loss of presence in ‘critical’ times. Nonetheless it signals the impulse
of presence that transcends a situation, - what De Martino calls im-
perativo doveroso (quoted in De Martino 2023, 310), - through which
the artist asserts her ethical practice as a duty-to-be and regains the
sense of intersubjective value, peace, and hope.

2 “A horizon of things, a system of spatial and temporal reference” that experience
“sense and orientation from the body (De Martino 2023, 294-5).
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2 Body as Evidence. Anachronistic Memory in After-lmages

The public art project Cease was curated by Giulia Foscari and com-
missioned by the Ars Aevi Museum of Contemporary Art Sarajevo.?
The title already carries an ethos of engagement, which runs through-
out the politics and poetics of Sejla Kamerié.* From a distance, the
outline of a flag is drawn by the hue of white in slight contrast with
the sky [fig. 2]. Upon closer inspection, however, it becomes evident
that the flag is rigid, and the apparent movement is merely the re-
sult of open slits in the figure. The white colour and its unyielding
materiality evoke the image of a shroud over a body.® A corporeal

3 The artist was initially invited to represent the Bosnia and Herzegovina Pavilion at
the 60th Venice Biennale. However, at the last moment, her work was censored. The
Bosnian nationalist government opted instead for the Stjepan Skoko’s innocuous ur-
ban monuments The Measures of the Sea, which were more aligned with the principles
of political fairness (https://www.zetatielle.com/biennale-venezia-larte-anne-
ga-tra-censura-politica-e-polemiche/; https://www.artribune.com/arti-vi-
sive/2024/04/opera-censurata-sejla-kameric-biennale-venezia/). In an inter-
view conducted by the author on 6 September 2024, Sejla Kameri¢ elucidated the evo-
lution of the project in relation to, and subsequently in opposition to, the concept of
the national pavilion. As she commenced a discussion with the curator Giulia Foscari
regarding the potential locations for the realisation of her artistic project, she came
to recognise that it would be the public domain that would offer the optimal conduit
through which her artistic message could be conveyed. The concept of a public project
situated within an existing space would represent a moment of reflection on the pre-
sent, a contemplation of despair, but, overall, a sign of hope. This intervention within
a social space aligns with her notion of art as a vehicle for communication and the art-
ist as a ‘corrective of society’. Sejla Kamerié¢: Being a Social Corrective, in Conversation
with Marko Milovanovic (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-80-QpovxoE, 0:52").

4 As will be discussed subsequently, the installation constitutes a striking, yet mini-
mal, presence within the context of a public space. The artwork situates its core at the
very gesture that positioned it there. It could be proposed, drawing upon the concep-
tual framework put forth by Agamben, that the work belongs to the domain of ethics
and politics, rather than being confined to the realm of aesthetic (Agamben 1996, 51).
About the politics of installations, Groys (2009) has argued: “the installation is material
par excellence, since it is spatial - and being in the space is the most general definition
of being material. The installation transforms the empty, neutral, public space into an
individual artwork - and it invites the visitor to experience this space as the holistic,
totalizing space of an artwork”. In this instance case the artist elected to address the
wars occurring in our immediate vicinity. Indeed, the project is also dedicated to the
victims of all conflicts, assuming a universal meaning. She postulated, as stated in an
interview with the author (6 September 2024), that the public domain remarked by the
flagpole would serve as optimal conduit for the dissemination of her artistic message.

5 The sculpture-flag is made of white fiberglass. It could be argued that this motif be-
comes a pathos formula - taking up Warburg’s concept - retaining memory. Indeed, the
form is in dialogue with the connotational level. However, an interval between the two
occurs that visually and spatially employs the past and the present, the personal and
the collective history, seeking a form of presence and absence. Kristeva speaks of ‘after-
affect’ defining the pathos formula as “psychic representation of energy displacements
caused by external or internal traumas” (Kristeva 1992 quoted in Pollock 2013, 62),
as “the gestural and representational mnemonic formulations of intense and affective
states” (244). As suggested by Pollock, Warburg’s work may elucidate our understanding
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Figure2

Sejla Kameri¢, Cease. 2024.
Sculpturein fiberglass, 13 m.

Curated by Giulia Foscari.
UNA/UNLESS,

Campo Santo Stefano, Venice.

Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio,
© Sasha Vajd

from gradually takes shape. The drape became a rigid material, scat-
tered in shreds, which seems to indicate a kind of ‘formal surrender’.®
Instead, the sign goes beyond the traditional meaning of the sym-
bol.” If the fragmentation clearly evokes something traumatic in the
figurative, what is of particular interest is its residual nature which
signals a ‘beyond sense’ that transcends the narrative and thematic

of contemporary pathos formula in relation, also, to the bodiless presence (245). The
contribution of Pollock is one of the most relevant on the question of trauma in aes-
thetic and feminist art. Her studies will be referenced on several occasions in this text.

6 The reference is to the work by Fabio Mauri La resa (2002) realised for the exhi-
bition Arte in memoria (16 October-30 November 2002, Sinagoga di Stommeln, Ostia
Antica; 17 October-30 November, Centrale Montemartini di Roma, a cura di A. Zevi).
https://www.fabiomauri.com/opere/installazioni/la-resa.html. In a text written
by Mauri on 19 September 2002 on the occasion of the exhibition the artist discusses
the title of his work. https://tinyurl.com/5b8dd85z.

7 During times where the world is being torn apart by wars, Cease serves a transh-
istorical memory of the victims of all conflicts. Nevertheless, the artwork’s essence is
not a mere expression of despair; rather, it is an impassioned plea for hope. In the in-
terview conducted by the author (6 September 2004), the artist elucidates that the in-
stallation is concerned with a phenomenon that transcends the mere experience of suf-
fering. Instead, it activates a mechanism of memory that tries to overcome it. Indeed,
occupying a vacant place and filling the void are ones of Kameri¢’s main themes.
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level of ‘legibility’. This calls for an alternative aesthetic discourse
that extends the scope of a mere mimetic representation and exam-
ine how the work actually exploits the temporal relationships that
the double-faced traumatic structure re-presents. Moreover, as in a
dispositive of the space of enunciation, both the symbolic layer and
the textual invocation of a necessary Cease is revealed in the aes-
thetic formulation. In general, this installation discloses the artist’s
linguistic research made of the residues of personal and collective
traumas.® As stated by Lyotard:

by working towards a phrasing - not merely linguistic, but gestur-
al[...] - a touching or encountering of some affective elements ca-
pable of shifting us both subjectively and collectively that do not
arrive at containing event in a finite form. (1990; 1999, quoted in
Pollock 2013, 27)

The sculpture explores the square through form, relationality, and
emptiness, entangling different temporalities in a textual structure
played with filled and unfilled spaces, silences and echoes. Having
survived the Siege of Sarajevo at the age of only 17, Kameri¢'s ges-
ture offers poignant social commentary that invites reflection against
war as a form of deep commitment with post-conflicts traumas. Given
her own experience of the psychological and physical devastation
that war can bring, her ‘imperative’ opposes the deadly project of
a conflict with no return. In the installation, as in Kameri¢’s wider
artistic practice, past and present, personal and collective memory
are intertwined to a significant extent.? Her research constructs a
politics of memory as a mode of resistance distinctively in relation
to women’s struggles.*® Across the surface of her works, and her
body as well, she deals with the questions pertinent to her identity,
namely issue relating to stereotypes and borders. Investigating the
phenomenon of identitarian self-construction and representation,
she challenges marginalized conditions of women and constructs a

8 The gravity of her themes often contrasts with her distinctive aesthetic approach
and choice of delicate materials.

9 As stated by Seidl: “The traces of the Balkan wars and the Srebrenica massacre
of 1995 remains anchored in the people’s collective memory” (2010). The artist merg-
es “Aestethics and history in a way that reveals a dichotomy between visual manipu-
lation in mass media [...] and the actual events” (Seidl 2010). Her work also considers
the relationship between formal expression and its significance, employing tradition-
al materials and crafts to challenge the residual influence of male dominance in cul-
tural production (Seidl 2010).

10 Asit will be discussed in greater detail later, this happens in her photographic se-
ries Behind the Scenes (1994).
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counter-hegemonic discourse (Merewether).** Furthermore, her ar-
tistic language, shaped by the necessity to survive and the impulse
to create, juxtaposes texts and images. For example, in Bonsian Girl
(2003) it is precisely at the collision between these disparate lin-
guistic forms - namely, the written language all over the photogra-
phy of the body - that the articulation of trauma becomes manifest
(Trakilovi¢ 2023, 82) [fig. 3].

Indeed, photographic works facilitate the recollection of past ex-
periences, serving as a proof of identity and translating material ev-
idence in visual strategies. The regimes of social, political and iden-
titarian oppression, in which she must struggle to exist, are visually
recreated in layered works, where personal and non-official narra-
tives embody and challenge stereotypes. This emerges, for example,
in the photographic series Behind the Scenes.*” The underlying pro-
cess discloses her vision on the body both as evidence of a traumatic
past and a territory of negotiation. The photographic works are im-
bued with an ‘afterwardness’ as they are reanimated through a tem-
poral delay. In Behind the Scenes II she is embracing a young soldier
of the ARBIH (Bosnian government defence forces), carrying an auto-
matic rifle; the barely visible words, handwritten all over the photo-
graph, reveal her own testimonies of that time (Peji¢ 2023, 77) [fig. 4].**

In Behind the Scenes I the artist is stepping on a machine gun
meaning ceasefire (Peji¢ 2023, 76). This body gesture connects to the
installation, not merely because of the same meaning, but through

11 Her practice is constituted above all self-portraits and textile works embedded with
diverse memories and temporalities. In Cixous’s feminist writing theory, the act of writ-
ing is regarded as a form of subversion against patriarchal structures. In the artist’s
case, her works relate to the identitarian inscriptions on female bodies, and the body it-
self becomes a critical means of rewriting history. For example, in Bosnian Girl (2003) the
artist examines her body as an open entity which incorporates alterity, specifically the
language of a sentence pronounced by a Dutch soldier is written all over her body: “No
teeth...? A mustache...? Smel [sic] like shit...? BOSNIAN GIRL!” (Trakilovi¢ 2023). htt-
ps://sejlakameric.com/writings/representing-the-self-improperly-by-milica-
trakilovic/. This work also was conceived as a public art project and disseminated in the
form of posters, postcards and advertisements in various print media (Jurisi¢ 2013, 115).

12 The black-and-white photographs were taken in 1994 by Hannes M. Schlick for mag-
azine Moda Italy during the siege of Sarajevo. The images represent the young artist
as a model, wearing high fashion military clothing (Trakilovi¢ 2023, 82). In this series
is clear how her poetics wants to create alternative spaces of understanding the poli-
tics of power in conflicts that oppressed primarily women. https://tanjawagner.com/
works/sejla-kameric-behind-the-scenes-2019/.

13 The artist wrote these words over the photographs: “This photo was taken during
the hardest and most brutal part of my life. But the image shows something else. We
try to imply deception in which our mind constantly functions. The culture we live in
gives us the guidelines - points of understanding or total misunderstanding. I wonder
what exactly do we see and what do we want to see from the vastness of images that
are being imposed on us on an everyday basis” (Peji¢ 2023, 77).
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Figure3

Sejla Kameri¢, Bosnian Girl. 2003.
Public project: posters, billboards,
magazine ads, postcards.
Black-and-white photograph,
Dimensions variable.

Photo Tarik Samarah; image
courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio,
© Sejlakameric.com 2024

the formal composition.** The verticality of the sculpture resumes
the position of the artist’s body, as opposed to the horizontal axis of
the laying weapon [fig. 5].*°

The linguistic method, central to her visual practice, lies in the
possibility of looking at the shreds of reality and examines their in-
telligibility (Peji¢ 2023, 76).*¢ Therefore, her practice is an “afterward

14 In this case the original photograph was reproduced in oversized dimensions
(250 x 180 cm).

15 Kameric's practice evolves into new media but continue to process this trauma reso-
nating upon the urge to move forward. The fil rouge is about archiving the past and speak
up for it. What she experienced in the siege was isolation and something very prominent
in her works are presence and absence, as well as the exploration of female condition.

16 In accordance with Benjamins theory, the impact of the past on the present, and
vice versa, represents the fundamental tenet of her poetics. Kameric proposed that re-
claiming past events is analogous to archiving and reactivating them through the lens
of her traumatic memory (Peji¢ 2023, 76). The collective trauma of the Siege of Sarajevo
persists in “afterwardness”, operating in a manner analogous to Freud’s concept of
Nachtrdglichkeit. The “ashes”, as previously mentioned, represent the traumatic ves-
tiges of Sarajevo under siege that resurface in the present (76).
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Figure4 Behindthe scenes|l.2019. Graphite pencil Figure5 SejlaKameri¢, Behind the scenes . 2019.
handwritten text on c-print, 55 x40 cm, 64 x 48.5 cm Wallpaper photo, 250 x 180 cm.
(framed). Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio, Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio,

© Sejlakameric.com 2024 © Sejlakameric.com 2024

working through”, which means that the traces of trauma, “lie dor-
mant [...] and are therefore marked by with ‘afterwardness’”, reani-
mated in the present moment of the work (76).*”

Shifting to works that relate to strategies of re-presence, in non-
representational ways, she ‘defers’ her presence to material residues
of past events - as it happens in her photographic installation June is
June is Everywhere (77) [fig. 6].

As stated by Pollock:

The concept of after-image enables us to recognize that formaliza-
tion produces an image as a dense network created to carry sub-
jective significance, which acquires its urgency from the ‘truth-
fulness’ of the self who made it through formal research and from
the resonances its affects have for those who encounter their own
histories. (2013, 92)

17 This echoes Freud’s concept of Nachtrdglichkeit (Peji¢ 2023, 76). Cf. Pollock 2013.
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Figure6 Sejla Kameri¢, Juneis June Everywhere. 2013. Installation.
Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio, © Sejlakameric.com 2024

The wall scarred with bullet holes is both an index (indexical refer-
ence) of their impact and a memorial reference to the artist’s sur-
vival in the past [fig. 7]. An analogous mechanism is exemplified in
the installation Cease, where the symbolic body of the flag is a ref-
erence to self-representation, however not mimetically, but in a way
that presence defers to an object.*® While we may agree on the time
(2024) and the place (Venice) where the artwork appeared, the trac-
es of trauma are in a particular place (Sarajevo) and time (during
the Siege). As the layers of meaning unfold, the site-specific installa-
tion connects with her past, re-enacting a temporal delay in its ma-
terial structure which inherently articulates a complex evocation of
meaning.*® It is here, therefore, imperative to emphasise the distinc-
tive characteristic of Benjamin’s dialectical image that involves a
collision between different temporalities (Mengoni 2012, 50).?° The

18 The idea of the solid flag as a gesture of self-representation, whereby becoming
a ‘symbolic’ body, was discussed with the artist during an interview with the author
(6 September 2024).

19 Her artistic practice speaks about what she experienced in a universal way that
even who didn’t have the experience can understand the point of being segregated and
forced to migrate. The work encapsulates a specific moment, which is indeed universal,
when we are confronted with the ongoing conflict within our own borders.

20 This idea of ‘collision’ emerges as a central characteristic of the reception process. As
stated by Silvia Burini, in her afterword of Lotman’s writings, “this posed the question as dia-
logue between the historical context and the contemporary text” (Burini 1998, 140; Author’s
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Figure7 SejlaKameri¢. June is June Everywhere. 2013. Installation.
Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio, © Sejlakameric.com 2024

anachronism of the dialectical image (dialektisches Bild) has a cog-
nitive and heuristic value exercised from the perspective of the pre-
sent moment.** Benjamin’s historical dialectic rests on an image-
based epistemology and a dialogical model in which the ‘legibility’
of history appears through it.

It’s not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what
is present its light on what is past; rather [dialectical] image is
that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now
to form a constellation [...] image is dialectics at a standstill. For
while the relation to the present to the past is a purely temporal,
continuous one, the relation of what-has-been to the now is dialec-
tical: is not progression but image, suddenly emergent. (Benjamin
1982 quoted in Mengoni 2012, 47; Author’s transl.)

transl.). The productive trait of collision within an artistic text is transmitted through memo-
ry and conscience (Lotman 1998, 40). Lotman’s concept of culture as non-hereditary memory
underlines the continuous process of self-interpretation. As stated by Lotman “The process
of recombination entails the analysis of the underlying essence” (1994, 82; Author’s transl.).

21 Thisreflection was developed by Benjamin in a variety of parts within the Passagen-
Werk (1982) and found his theory on historical epistemology (Mengoni 2012, 45).
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Accordingly, the dialectical image is not constrained by the linear pro-
gression of historical events (determined history), but rather serves as
a means of beholding the moment of awakening and contestation. The
reading of the dialectical image provides a means of seeing the past
and the present as intertwined and mutually influenced. However, the
‘legibility’ of the image refers also to the body, as a personal archive
of memory. It is therefore important to emphasise that the concept of
the dialectical image relates also to consciousness (cultural and per-
sonal), as a dynamic, open system. This reconnects with the cultur-
al semiotic discourse, which attributes a pivotal role to anachronistic
relations within the dynamic of culture. To illustrate, Lotman’s (1993)
contributions to the field of cultural semiotics, particularly his insights
into the temporal dimensions of memory - and their inherent role in
dynamics of cultural process - when considered in dialogue with the
spatial characteristic of culture, will prove invaluable in shaping our
discourse on the interconnections between space and memory as ar-
ticulated by Kameri¢.?* The semiotic mechanism of the artistic text de-
pends on its articulation of meaning, which is produced in relation to
the external context, memory, space, and the various temporal layers
involved (Lotman 1993, 25). As stated by Lotman:

In time, a text is perceived as still-image sui generis an artificial-
ly freeze moment between past and future. [...] The past lets it-
self be grasped in two of its manifestations: the direct memory of
the text, embodied in the internal structure, [...] in the immanent
struggle with its internal synchronism; and externally, as a corre-
lation with the extratextual memory. The spectator, placing him-
self with his thoughts in that present time, [...] is as if turning his
gaze to the past. (25; Author’s transl.)

This statement is replete with methodological and theoretical impli-
cations: the single text must be read within a contextual framework.
The installation Cease, in addition to the memory inscribed and em-
bodied in the internal structure of the text and of the event which
has created it, activate its mechanism also on what might be termed

22 The ‘semiosphere’ is characterised by heterogeneity and has a complex diachronic
aspect, given that it encompasses the complex system of memory and cannot function
without. The dialogue between different times constitutes the intrinsic nature of cul-
ture. Lotman’s (1998) writings on the semiotic of art contain the most interesting elab-
orations on this (23-37). The artist conceives art as a means of communication within
cultural sphere and society at large. This allows us to better situate the discussion of
her oeuvre within framework of a semiotic analysis of artistic texts. Therefore, there
is an inherent quality in Kameri¢’s work that challenges traditional notions of confined
space, particularly in terms of political and social aspects. This concept is also closely
intertwined with the notion of the body poetics, which will be discussed in greater de-
taillaterin this article. This discourse helps us posit the idea of body as a ‘chronotope’.
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the ‘extratextual memory’, a temporal memory that creates interrela-
tions from the artwork-system to a contextual reality (Lotman 1993,
25; Mengoni 2012, 50). Thus, the ‘readability’ of the artistic text is
shaped by a cultural system, which continuously enhanced it by new
sensibilities (Mengoni 2012, 48-9).

The idea of the body as evidence, as a relic, returns in her poetics in
relation to the process of collecting and archiving traces of traumat-
ic realities. In this sense Cease appears also an ‘after-image’ of a past
event, with scars still visible in its structure. The body is a central el-
ement, not thematically referenced, which dialogues with the plastic
aspects in a ‘deferred’ way. In other words, the status of this artwork
is contingent upon its “sensible residue” (Subrizi 2012, 138; Author’s
transl.). This concept provides a useful point of reference and is linked
to what Lyotard (2008) called the “figural opaque” (quoted in Subrizi
2012, 139; Author’s transl.). The invisibility of an image turned in a
field of vision is constituted by a complex interplay between memory
and affectivity, by what we see and what we do not see, which project
our gaze at other aspects of what we see. It is not that the artist has
left the body outside this intervention, but, as Marin has argued (2001),
that she has worked with different layers of visibility about presence
and absence (quoted in Subrizi 2012, 140). In this sense her work can
be approached through the lens of a semiotic analysis as a long-term
creative structuring that only afterward produced narratable and ret-
roactive understanding of her traumatic experiences, visually seeking
the intervals that register rupture and delivers meaning.

In the shift from photography to film to installation, her engage-
ment with physic and psychic dimensions of memory emerges. Cease
is what remains of a real, truthful, and decisive gesture. It gains the
centre of the scene through a radical outcome as the only possible
hope in crisis. The non-presence of the artist in the national pavil-
ion is radicalised in this fractured ‘after-presence’. The flag traces,
signifies, and substantiates a transhistorical meaning that she con-
structed in a paradoxical mode of presence, embodying the meaning
of crisis that pervades also the artistic world.

Taking up what Greimas (1996) has argued, the discourse is not in-
scribed in the artwork itself, however it is a process in action which
gives rise to a series of questions between image, subject, and reali-
ty (quoted in Subrizi 2012, 140).>* Furthermore, the perception of the
work, as proposed by Fontanille, necessitates to “reconsider in

23 The testimonial significance of the aesthetic form opens a possibility of beyond mean-
ing in figurativeness (Greimas 1986). As Mengoni stated: “it could be argued that a poten-
tial connection can be made with the field of semiotic thought that has investigated the
possibilities of this ‘beyond-sense’ (outre-sens)” (Mengoni 2024, 76; Author’s transl.). In
considering the ‘aesthetic of fracture’ as explored by Greimas (1986), figurative art can be
viewed as a revelation of a “beyond-sense” (quoted in Mengoni 2024, 76; Author’s transl.).
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particular the role occupied by the body in semiosis” (quoted in
Subrizi 2012, 142; Author’s transl.).

The installation is concerned with both spatial and temporal di-
mensions, disrupting the sequence of events and prompting a reimag-
ining of historical narratives. In addition, the Benjaminian concept of
the ‘dialectical image’ can be observed in this fragment of reality, in
this singular date which evokes a tension between the dual perspec-
tive of personal and collective memory. Thus, the installation serves
also as a dispositive which activates the vision and opens an anach-
ronistic process which traverses different levels of textuality (Subrizi
2012, 156). If the logic of the visible is understood as the process of
articulation that the eye is compelled to undertake where no predis-
posed image exists (156), then the sense of the work resides in the
crisis of the present moment in relation to the past. Meaning is pro-
duced at the liminal point between the aforementioned ‘formal sur-
render’ and the structure of re-presence of the body.**

This sculptural object overall functions as a linguistic figure which
dislocates the meaning to another place, within a specific cultural
context. Thus, Cease is a spatial structure of embodiment where the
present and the past are condensed, and it semiotically operates as
this dialectical condensation produces knowledge. Kameri¢'s practice
understands historical fragments as remains of an ‘explosion’ fixed in
visual narratives whose meaning release in a constellation between
past and present.?* The present is capable of revealing a new mean-
ing in the encounter with the past (Mengoni 2012, 25).

3 Cronotophe: I Survived with the Body, with the Space,
with Sarajevo

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, Kameri¢’s artistic practice
relates to the idea of body as evidence, as trace, but also as a terri-
tory of negotiation through space. In Cease the artist has effective-
ly streamlined the artistic process, distilling complex memories and
emotions into a straightforward form that, even if it does not explic-
itly thematize the body, it opens a semiotic perspective to explore its
presence in absence.?® That is, the frozen flag restores the artist’s
corporeal presence in a spatial mark.?” In this paragraph the pres-

24 The body is substituted by a non-figurative and minimalistic sculptural element.

25 The term ‘explosion’ refers to Lotman’s (1993) understanding of the dynamics of
culture.

26 This is part of the artist’s reflection itself, as stated during the interview with the
author (6 September 2024).

27 Thisreflection was discussed with the artist during the interview (6 September 2024).
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ence would be analysed from a spatial perspective, erasing the dis-
tance between artist, work, and context. The flag makes space in
the sense that it belongs to the place in which it appeared and opens
a “vasteness” (Heidegger 1984, 27; Author’s transl.). It becomes the
boundary necessary to perceive her historical existence and narra-
tion. In this sense, the space of art is making space also in memory.

The sculpture, functioning as a semiotic marker, facilitates to in-
terpret the time-space-body relationships and opens a path to ana-
lyse the structures of spatialization and embodiment of time. The
body, as a repository of spatial-temporal memories, is the medium
through which the most profound and enduring marks of history are
inscribed. Looking at the personal story of Kameri¢, the significance
of her artistic action unequivocally delivers the deepest engagement
with her own life.

If space and body are the building elements which constituted the
artist’s work, the intriguing aspect of Cease is the function in space
as the substitute for a ‘deferred body’. In this sense the ‘embodi-
ment’ of time in spatial concretizations (cronotophe) gains relevance
for a deeper understanding of the role of the body in relation to this
object. Thus, the body can be seen through Bachtin’s “chronotope”
(1979, 231).%® Time, both personal and historical, assume spatial as-
pects and this encounter happens in bodies, always in dialogue with
others (Bachtin 1979, 397).

The body serves as the initial point of contact with the external
world, orienting itself within it and writing stories of resistance.
During the interview conducted by the author the artist stated: “I
survived with my body, I survived with the space (Sarajevo)” (Sejla,
6 September 2024). And this illuminates the central argument of this
paper. That is, the space constitutes an integral element of time and
memory in her practice, despite her reluctance to be defined by it and
its militarized borders. In displacement, dislocation implies also sep-
aration from culturally constructed spatial-temporal frames, there-
by occurring a double ‘cronothopical arrest’ (Peeren 2006, 69). The
‘cronotophe’, as the time-space unity in arts, can serve to analyse
this dimension, related to displacement of bodies, as configured in

28 In 1908, Minkowski coined this concept and its definition as a four-dimensional
space, comprising three spatial coordinates and time. This notion was subsequently
adopted by Bachtin, who employed it to illustrate the interconnection between space
and time within a narrative. A ‘chronotope’ can in fact be the precise time-space unit
in which a narrative is set or it could be a generic place (for example a street) which is
connected to a specific idea of time. Generally, it is a place where time and space are
condensed. A whole imbued with meaning and concrete form. In this context, time be-
comes a tangible and perceptible entity, imbued with artistic significance. Space, too,
undergoes a transformation, becoming a dynamic and integral component of the tem-
poral continuum, intertwined with the intricate tapestry of history.
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Kameric¢'s artistic works.? Indeed, the ‘cronotophe’ assumes a semi-
otic relevance as a “dispositivo dello spazio enunciazionale” through
which the cultural process can be analysed in art (Migliore 2013, 1).

Bodies in relation to space emerge also in her film 1365 Days Without
Red where the overlapping of physical and mental territory occurs
through the shots. Ghostly presence of people moving in the streets spa-
tially renders temporal layers of memory. The film’s narrative coordi-
nates evoke a traumatic past that is persistently re-emergent. The pass-
ing of time, as a loop of identical days, is translated in the recurrence
of movements through the reticular streets of the city. Consequently,
the spatial movements materialise the eternal return of time.

Moreover, the image of a fixed ‘body’ in motion - extracted from
her film - establishes a fil rouge that encompasses throughout her
works, crystallizing a sentiment of spatial-temporal fixity and eter-
nal returning into a form [fig. 8].

The idea of “history as standstill” (Mitchell 2011, 62) emerges in
this filmic shot. Frozen figures, as moving in endless repetition, con-
stitute a particular form that reveals the process that manifests trau-
ma in a narrative distilled to its essential elements.

The bodies of people running through horizontal axes and their
shadows leaving erratic marks on the streets effectively convey a
traumatic memory.*° In the performative character of space, in rela-
tion to bodies, the past gradually seems to lighten, thereby bringing

29 The concept of chronotope, which arises in the context of natural phenomena, is
transferred to the domain of literature with an explicit purpose. The term ‘chronotope’
is used to describe the significant interconnection between spatial and temporal rela-
tionships that literature has embraced artistically. The term is used in the mathemati-
cal sciences and is based on the concept of relativity (Einstein). Our interest lies not in
the specific meaning attributed to it in the theory of relativity, but rather in its transfer
to the theory of literature as a metaphor (although this is not a complete transfer). Our
focus is on the fact that this term expresses the inseparability of space and time (time
as the fourth dimension of space) (Bachtin 1979, 231). A substantial portion of the book
Estetica e Romanzo is devoted to the concept of the chronotope. In the chapter entitled
“Le forme del tempo e del cronotopo nel romanzo. Saggi di poetica storica” and consti-
tutes a separate investigation, from 1937-38, which Bachtin completed in 1973 with a
series of ‘Remarks’ (Migliore 2013, 2). Cf. Bachtin 1979, 231-405.

30 The siege of Sarajevo lasted 1,395 days. From 1992 to 1996, thousands of citizens had
to cross streets threatened by snipers everyday: to go to work, to buy food, to visit a rela-
tive. The citizens wore dark colours, for fear of alerting the snipers watching from the hills
above with their movements. The film was screened for the first time at the 2019 Luogo e
Segni (Place and Signs) show at the Punta della Dogana in Venice. The project was devel-
oped by Sejla Kamerié and Anri Sala in collaboration with Ari Benjamin Meyers. The art-
ists choose not to depict the tragedy of war head-on. Only the mad, hesitant running of the
protagonist, constantly exposed to danger, suggests the hardship of daily life. Shot in 2011
in a city that is now at peace, the film recreates in the present the traumas of a past that
have left their mark on the body and emotions forever. https://lesoeuvres.pinaultcol-
lection.com/en/artwork/1395-days-without-red. “The fear of the populace transmut-
ed into absurd relay races at the crossroads, rubbernecking in the shadow of buildings,
the same feelings of solitary, hopeless exposure, the shuffled herding at street corners.
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Figure8 SejlaKameri¢, 1365 Days Without Red. 2011. Still from HD video, colour, 5.1 sound. 63 min.
Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio, © Sejlakameric.com 2024

the situation into sharper focus. The filmic form structures also a
temporal dimension of latency, thereby manifesting this concept of
memory in the space-body relationship. The protagonist’s erratic and
perilous gait, a consequence of their constant exposure to danger,
serves to illustrate the challenges and difficulties inherent to the dai-
ly struggle for survival in a scenario which appears to perform the
‘autopsy’ of a city [fig. 91. From the body as a territory to the territory
as a body. The ghostly presence of people evokes death, yet simulta-
neously illuminates something about life. Indeed, the spectral silhou-
ette of the protagonists, inside the field of vision, recalls the artist’s
shadow photographed by Milomir Kovacevic [fig. 10].

Through the ruins of Sarajevo, the bodiless outline of the girl is
drawn by light from outside the visual field and projected into a street
(Wagner 2009).

As Wagner stated:

the shadow is the only living thing in the photo. The light falling
through the door drawing the outlines of Kameri¢ on the asphalt
creates the brightest spot in the picture, almost a picture within
a picture, framed by the door opening. It is like a projection cast

The two films become a stereoscopic view of the same thing. Or is it the same thing?”
(Searle 2011). https://www.artangel.org.uk/artwork/1395-days-without-red-sk/.

QuadernidiVenezia Arti8 | 68
In my End is my Beginning, 51-74


https://www.artangel.org.uk/artwork/1395-days-without-red-sk/

Asia Benedetti
“Cronotophes” in the Aftermath of Displacement

Figure9 SejlaKameri¢, 1365 Days Without Red. 2011. Still from HD video, colour, 5.1 sound. 63 min.
Image courtesy of Sejla Kameri¢ Studio, © Sejlakameric.com 2024

onto this scene of death from a distance, an image from some oth-
er, imaginary world. (2009)

The idea of the body as embodiment of ‘bare life’ may be even more
applicable in this particular case.** The shadow of the body is the

31 Aftermath of war and displacement disrupt time-space relations to a reality and
the ‘visibility’ of bodies through which that recovery of the presence is mediated.
Indeed, diasporic situations are characterised by a condition ‘in-between’ which inter-
rupts the present and enlightens the past (Bhabha 1994, quoted in Demos 2013, 9 and
in Rogoff 2000, 8), thereby configuring a liminal condition of existence. Thus, the con-
cept of “double conscience” (Du Bois quoted in Rogoff 2000, 6) defines also the ques-
tion of identity as a continuous and dialectical process of negotiation. The body itself
becomes an object of scrutiny in the context of the struggle for what Benjamin desig-
nated as “bare life” (quoted in Pollock 2013, 145). As Agamben stated: “Il bios giace
[...] nella zoé come, nella definizione heideggeriana del Dasein, I'essenza giace (liegt)
nell’esistenza” (Agamben 2018, 168). It could be argued that this liminality is embodied
in Kameric¢’s artistic language, where time-time condensed into bodies. Moreover, the
question of being a woman entails facing primarily the crisis to not be recognized as a
person in the world, and coping with the alienation and the struggle to participate in
patriarchal society, because “the humanity of a woman is at odds” (de Beauvoir [1949]
1997, quoted in Pollock 2013, 147). Thus, art even more becomes an urgent project of
existence (Pollock 2013, 147). This concerns to be able to speak up in society with new
languages, even if not verbal ones, that are deeply linked with reality. Kameric’s lan-
guage serves to established herself as a woman, as both an ‘alienated’ and a diaspor-
ic subject, dislocated and relocated within complex geopolitical and social contexts.
Clement and Kristeva on the matter of the female body as a liminal zone, biologically
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Figure 10 Milomir Kovacevic, The Shadow of Sejla Kameri¢. 1993. Photograph, silver print, 40 X 50 cm.
Sarajevo. Image courtesy of Milomir Kovacevic, © Milomir Kovacevic
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testimony of her own survival. Thus, hers would be always a post-
humous statement. This links to the functioning of memory (after-
memory) and language (after-image) as she testifies an original and
irreplaceable event that she survived that can only be ‘re-present-
ed’ in memory. It has argued that the body is the territory, and vice
versa, where history and memory are re-activated. The struggle for
presence defers to different locations (Sarajevo, Venice). As afore-
said, the city of Sarajevo is the original zone of the apocalypse. The
territory is imbued with a temporal quality that is closely associat-
ed with memory. Sarajevo is not merely a physical space but also a
psychic time, a traumatic memory sets in space. Also in this sense,
time assumes spatiality and becomes the fourth dimension of space,
embodying it in material structures. And the body is always where
these constructions take form and the territory where the traumat-
ic memory are translated into space.

4 Conclusion

This paper has undertaken the investigation of Kameri¢'s artistic prac-
tice through a selected yet multifaceted corpus. In general, her artis-
tic practice demonstrates a gradual emergence of traumatic reality,
imprinted upon the body, while simultaneously embracing continuous
aesthetic transformation. Indeed, the artist’s presence is re-enacted in
the inner articulation of her works, through the evocations of different
temporal layers. Cease functions as a semiotic marker, thereby initiat-
ing a discourse on the ‘legibility’ of her practice in relation to crisis and
trauma. In questioning the plastic relationships (latu sensu), it emerg-
es a two-time structure and a distinctive mode of deferred presence,
which formally produces sense in relation to an absent body. Moreover,
both the fixation of the flag and the still images from the film re-enact
those spatial-temporal relationships in a ‘chronotopical’ mechanism.
The artist registers crisis in culture and history, but also the mean-
ing of making and relating memory in crisis. The latency and ‘after-im-
ages’ were subjected through a semiotic analysis, thereby elucidating
this mechanism from a constellation of texts in dialogue with diverse
conceptual frameworks. In this paper, the analysis has proceeded in
an anachronistic way. From the aforesaid ‘deferred strategy of pres-
ence’ in Cease (2024), to the strategy of self-representation in the art-
ist’s photographic works (Bosnian Girl, 2003; Behind the Scenes I, II,
1994-2019), to the visualization of traumatic memory in the film (365

and culturally rooted: “The human body, and, even more dramatically, the body of a
woman, is a strange intersection between zoo and bios, physiology and narration, ge-
netics and biography” (Clement, Kristeva 2001, 14).
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Days Without Red, 2011). Finally, it looks at that ‘burning image’ from
Sarajevo (The Shadow of Sejla Kamerié, 1993). At the nexus of life and
art her work is a segment of life detached from the context of the in-
dividual biography and a piece of art that is removed from the neu-
trality of aesthetic principles (Agamben 1996, 65; Author’s transl.).
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Abstract The article considers three video works by artist Jon Rafman as a poetic
negotiation of digitally mediated subjectivity, with the aim of showing how an artwork
may engage with the present affective complexes which escape objectification and ra-
tionalization. Drawing from archival, memory and media studies the analysis will show
how the works unsettle established dichotomies and open space for new temporalities
and subjectivities. Traditional binaries come undone within the digital subject, whose
liminal position points to cultural preconditions and limitations of objective truth and
rationality - putting the works at the center of utopian thought.

Keywords Digital media. Mediated memories. Hauntology. Cyberflaneur. Utopian
imagination.

Summary 1 Introduction. - 2 Unsettling the Archive. - 3 Slipping Through Mediated
Memories. - 4 Broken Times and Spaces. - 5 A Wandering Stranger. - 6 Conclusion.

1 Introduction

Launched in 2007, Google Street View is added to the services Google
Maps and Google Earth: a technology which allows the user to in-
teract with panoramic shots from around the world. Recorded by a
car mounted with nine cameras enabling a 360 view of its surround-
ings, up until 2017 it has covered over 80 countries around the world.
These indiscriminate snapshots make up a supposedly neutral and
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objective photographic record of actual times and places, protect-
ing passerby’s identities with face-blurring technology. Today, any-
one can add their own image or 3D model to the service, becoming
one of the biggest publicly available photographic archives of to-
day - a site where technology explicitly shapes our collective memo-
ry. In 2008, Canadian artist Jon Rafman started developing the still
ongoing project Nine Eyes of Google Street View in which he collects
and curates snapshots from Google’s service. Available online on the
artist’s official website, Rafman’s selection ranges from poetical-
ly charged, bizarre and ridiculous, to haunting and depressing dig-
ital snapshots - empty landscapes, wildlife, house fires, prostitutes,
clowns, or active crime scenes. Nine Eyes is a subjective interrup-
tion of an automatized and technologically mediated recording of the
world, disrupting the idea of a rational, neutral eye where unexpect-
ed things appear and unforeseen events happen. From this entangle-
ment of the subjective and objective, rational and irrational, personal
and collective emerges the question of how these new technologies
have impacted our memory, and, consequently, our subjectivity - the
dynamic state through which our beings are constituted. Like Nine
Eyes, the three works analyzed in this article are composed from
various images, texts and audio found online with the same under-
lying theme of memory, questioning the ways in which digital medi-
ation has impacted our subjectivity as the very way we experience
ourselves and everyday life. You, the World and I (2010) takes us to
Google’s photographic and 3D archive of the world, combining imag-
es which are part of the Nine Eyes series and screen recordings from
the service Google Earth. Remember Carthage (2013) is composed
from screen recordings of PlayStation 3 games and the online multi-
player simulation Second Life, while A Man Digging (2013) takes place
in the virtual space of neo-noir shooter game Max Payne 3 (Rockstar
Games 2012), in what seems to be the aftermath of a massacre. The
works are also formally interconnected by the same digitally pro-
cessed voice of an anonymous narrator who tells stories of longing,
wandering through virtual landscapes his search becomes more ab-
stract. First, seeking digital traces of a long lost love (You, the World
and I), next, a virtual space of total solitude (Remember Carthage),
and finally to an introspective mediation on the virtual experience
of our memories and our present (A Man Digging).

Following the thematic flows of each work as they narratively be-
come more and more abstract, the structure of this article highlights
three interrelated positions this informal trilogy puts into question,
subverting traditional notions of the archive, memory and our experi-
ence of space and time. The analysis of the work You, the World and I
opens an examination of how virtual archives have impacted the way
we experience our past and the modes in which we articulate knowl-
edge. Following an essay titled The Reframing of Loss: Jon Rafman’s
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Virtual Archives (2013) written by Jon Rafman’s mother, trauma psy-
chiatrist Sandra Rafman, the artist’s work is explored in relation to
Jacques Derrida’s dynamic and somewhat abstract notion of the ar-
chive. In Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression Derrida (1995) under-
stands the archive not as a certain place filled with information about
the past, but as a dynamic structure whose shape and materiality de-
termines the modes in which we engage with our past, present and fu-
ture. It is a structure filled with gaps and uncertainties, constantly in
the process of negotiation of what may or may not belong. The analy-
sis of You, the World and I will show how the work interrupts Google’s
machinic eye with a subjective gaze, simultaneously highlighting the
nature of these virtual archives as well as providing an opportunity for
new, unsettling ways of interacting with them. Remember Carthage al-
so makes a case for this archival unrest, but will, building on the sub-
jective position of the works, lead to the next segment of the analysis
which concerns memory. Memory, like the archive, is not stable, but
is a dynamic and subjective process through which, again, we position
ourselves in relation to the world. The analysis will follow media and
culture scholar José van Dijck’s (2007) notion of ‘mediated memories’
developed in her book Mediated Memories in the Digital Age as a con-
ceptual tool for understanding the dynamic way in which media and
memory are mutually shaped. Like the archive, memory is bound to
the structure and materiality of our experiences and knowledge - it is
a way we shape our relationship to the past, how we project our expec-
tations of the future. It is also a medium through which we negotiate
the distinction between ourselves and others, the private and the pub-
lic, the individual and the collective. The digital sphere transforms and
unsettles these boundaries, and, as will show the analysis of the works
You, the World and I and Remember Carthage - opens new mediated
experiences for the contemporary subject caught between the physical
and virtual, the technological and biological. A Man Digging, echoes
these new experiences and will lead to an attempt to qualify the me-
diated affective conditions and set them within the context of cultur-
al production. The unsettling of the virtual archive and the entangled
modes of remembrance point to disruptions of space and time - once
secure grounds for linear progress, Rafman’s works show today’s per-
spectives have shifted and expectations of the future have been dis-
mantled. Cultural theorist Mark Fisher’s (2012) notion of hauntology
proposed in the text What is Hauntology? ties to this crisis of future-
oriented imagination, showing the ways in which contemporary media
grapples with these uncertainties, reflecting both a sense of broken
time and space. The works will be analyzed against these ideas, and
will lead to artist and theoretician Hito Steyerl’s concept of vertical
perspective developed in the essay In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment
on Vertical Perspective (2011). Linear perspective is tied to a sense
of stable ground - allowing for an objective, neutral view implying a
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linear progress of time. Steyerl suggests that today, thanks to surveil-
lance and targeting technologies this neutral eye has been supplant-
ed by a vertical, all encompassing gaze. This sense of groundlessness
and verticality will be analyzed in relation to Rafman’s works, show-
ing how they disrupt traditional temporalities and give way, again, to
new modes of being.

You, the World and I, Remember Carthage and A Man Digging are
bound by a subject wandering through digital material the artist has
collected online, as well as the same digitally processed voice which
is actually the artist’s. The final part of the analysis will unite these
narrative, formal and methodological functions through literary theo-
retician Robert G. Beghetto’s figure of the modern stranger which he
develops in the book Monstrous Liminality: Or, The Uncanny Strangers
of Secularized Modernity (2022). This figure is found in literature from
the nineteenth century onward, and, like the modernist flaneur, finds
home at the heart of modernized, technologized, urbanized society
and its contemporary advancements. A liminal figure - both inside
and outside, at home nowhere and everywhere - the strangeris also a
disruptive force as he points to cultural preconditions and limitations
of objective truth and rationality. The stranger disturbs the dominant
order of reality, which, according to Beghetto (2022), puts him at the
center of utopian thought. The work’s subjects and Rafman’s artis-
tic method tie to this figure - as reflective as they are disruptive to
the contemporary experience. Rather than thinking of a utopian else-
where, the utopian function will be connected to marxist theoretician
Frendric Jameson'’s (1982) analysis of science fiction literature in the
text Progress Vs. Utopia: Or, can We Imagine the Future?. Jameson pro-
poses a reading of science fiction as “strategies of indirection” (152),
breaking through to an otherwise evading experience of the real pre-
sent. Reflected in the artist’s method, the trilogy works on the very
boundaries which make up the present experience, between the digital
and the physical, reality and simulation, fiction and fact. Built from the
very material that makes our present, this analysis aims to show how
an artwork may create an active rupture engaging with the present
affective complexes which escape objectification and rationalization.

2 Unsettling the Archive

You, the World and I can be understood as a contemporary reimagi-
nation of the Orpheus and Eurydice myth: the narrator searches high
and low for a digital record of his long lost love - able to find a single
image [fig. 1], this motivates his search around the virtual globe, on-
ly to come back and to find this single image has been lost (or delet-
ed) forever [fig. 2]. In the beginning of the video, the narrator sugges-
tively explains:
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Figure1 JonRafman, You, the World and|.2010. Video, sound, 6'23".
© Jon Rafman, courtesy the artist and Spriith Magers

She never let anyone take pictures of her. She said she would rather
think of things the way they were in her memory. The truth is I think
she believed a picture could steal your soul or something like that.

Google’s vast collective archive is transformed into an unstable space
of personal remembrance, a site where an intimate and emotionally
charged history is transposed onto technologically mediated repre-
sentations of urban spaces, historical ruins and desolate landscapes.
In a text published in 2013, Rafman’s mother, trauma psychiatrist
Sandra Rafman, highlights the central position of the archive in his
artistic practice, showing how the artist provides new methods of en-
gaging with the pervasive digitalisation of knowledge (2013, 2). In
his seminal essay Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression published
in 1995, Derrida introduces a deconstructionist and psychoanalytic
reading to the archive, proposing it as a site of conflicting forces: the
pleasure principle turned to remembrance and preservation, and the
death drive pulling to amnesia and destruction. According to Derrida,
this site always works “against itself” (1995, 14), at once affirming
the past, present and future while working to annihilate memory it-
self. Following Derrida’s notion of the archive which is as much a site
of remembrance as a site of loss, S. Rafman argues Rafman’s work
delves into these tensions, exploring both “an anxiety about the pres-
ence and absence of the past” (2013, 1).

Scholar Marlene Manoff (2004, 17) summarizes Derrida’s notion of
archive fever as an impulse to hold on to past material, as to grasp a
history we can never fully know. Or, to quote Derrida:
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Jon Rafman, You, the World and 1.2010. Video, sound, 6'23".
© Jon Rafman, courtesy the artist and Spriith Magers

It is to burn with a passion. It is never to rest, interminably, from
searching for the archive right where it slips away. It is to run af-
ter the archive, even if there’s too much of it, right where some-
thing in it anarchives itself. It is to have a compulsive, repetitive,
and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible desire to re-
turn to the origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the return to the
most archaic place of absolute commencement. (1995, 57)

Constantly searching for evidence of his lover, the narrator in You, the
World and I longs for this point of origin, understood as the totality
of their experience together. The only image of his lover haunts him:
“That Google Street View image began to replace all other memo-
ries of her. It seemed to contain our whole relationship but yet it was
so blurry”. Rather than a simple amalgamation of past knowledge,
Derrida (1995) points to the importance of the archive’s very struc-
ture, shaped at once by political, social, as well as technical condi-
tions. This ‘archivization’ is that which conditions what may or may
not be archived - it “produces as much as it records the event” (1995,
17). He goes on to emphasize the contemporary shift to digital com-
munications, specifically email as a form of correspondence which
has transformed the whole of the public and private space. S. Rafman
analysis reflects Derrida’s positions, arguing how Rafman’s works
show the unsettling of traditional archives found in museums and li-
braries to virtual spaces which allow for different subjectivities and
temporalities (2013, 5). In You, the World and I, the digital world is the
only one which exists, a world where proof of love replaces physical
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intimacy, a space through which the protagonist forms his relation-
ship to the world. The archive produces knowledge, and through that
its subjects: and here, we are met with an archive that differs from
the traditional one - unstable, constantly in translation, recombina-
tion, reconfiguration. Derrida’s archive also has an important future-
oriented position, as what constitutes an archive also determines the
way in which we may live and experience the world (1995, 18): it is a
“pledge” or “token” of the future, a “question of a response, of a prom-
ise and of a responsibility for tomorrow” (27). Recalling this “pledge
to the future”, Sandra Rafman suggests a new quality to this digi-
tal archive as a place through which we form new, collective or in-
dividual stories (2013, 3). You, the World and I replaces all material
reality by digital images: not as perfect representations of the phys-
ical world, but something that strongly affects our experiences. The
narrator’s world is defined by this new archival reality, his experi-
ence defined by the blurring of traditional dichotomies: the virtual
and the real, factual and fictional, subjective and objective, person-
al and collective, private and public, while his relationship to mate-
rial reality is a site of constant negotiation.

3 Slipping Through Mediated Memories

In Remember Carthage, the same digitally processed voice opens to
a simulation of the famous Las Vegas strip:

I had moved to Vegas in the hopes that I had finally found a place
that suited me, that did not pretend to be anything other than its
surface, but the people ruined it for me.

The narrator looks for a space of solitude, one that may be understood
as a site of pure simulation. His search begins in Las Vegas, but this
is not enough, so he moves on, to a place he has read about online - a
fictional, abandoned Ugbar Resort, the ‘Las Vegas of Sahara’. He ob-
sessively searches online for its location, which takes him to a ship
that leads him to Tunisia, to the city of Tataouine. From there he goes
on into the desert [fig. 3], but each time he finds himself back where
he started. While the protagonist in You, the World and I longs for a
totalizing recollection of his past experience, in Remember Carthage
this longing transforms to a total erasure of personal history and an
overwhelming desire to negate any kind of experience of the materi-
al world. These two works may be understood as the opposite faces
of the same coin, in Derrida’s (1995) terms, one enacting the pleas-
ure principle’s aim for recollection, and the other the death drive’s
draw to annihilation. In both, the protagonist’s desires are unful-
filled - these desires which are ultimately bound to the condition of
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Figure3 JonRafman,Remember Carthage.2013. Single channelvideo, 13'43" min.
© Jon Rafman, Courtesy theartistand Spriith Magers

the digital space they occupy. While the notion of the archive has
helped situate this space’s structure, the question of memory as an
active and subjective process of the mind remains to be explored as
the central theme of the trilogy.

In her book Mediated Memories in the Digital Age (2007), media
and culture scholar José van Dijck proposes ‘mediated memories’ as
a conceptual tool for understanding the dynamic way in which media
and memory are mutually shaped. Broadly speaking, remembering is
essential to our well-being: it allows for a sense of continuity between
the past and the future, as well as a sense of continuity between oth-
ers and ourselves (van Dijck 2007, 3). van Dijck rejects the idea of a
sharp distinction between public and private, individual and collec-
tive memories, as the way they are shaped involves an interaction of
individual acts and cultural norms, it is “a tension we can trace in both
the activity of remembering and in the object of memory” (2007, 3).
The concept of ‘mediated memories’ reflects these positions, also re-
jecting the distinction between media - as an external tool - and mem-
ory - as an internal psychological capacity (2007, 15). The concept
thus involves an entanglement of memory and media, which together
forms dynamic relationships on two axis: the first, relational, involves
a negotiation between self and others, private and public, individu-
al and collective, while the second axis articulating time negotiates
the relationship between the past and the future. ‘Mediated memo-
ries’ are, according to van Dijck, “manifestations of a complex inter-
action between brain, material objects and the cultural matrix from
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which they arise” (2007, 29), wherein digital technologies more than
ever foreground the question of how they are “embodied, enabled,
and embedded” (29). What van Dijck asks is how the changing ma-
teriality of our world changed how we remember - how the fact that
digital media can be reproduced, stored and manipulated changes
the way we negotiate relations and times. According to her, digitiza-
tion, multimedialization and googleization are the three major types
of transformation which have integrated how we “store, retrieve, and
adjust memories in the course of living” (2007, 150). A creative play
between fact and fantasy has always been an essential part of mem-
ory retrieval, as the human brain is not equipped to memorize every-
thing. The body makes mistakes a computer wouldn’t make: the ma-
chine does not forget, it can copy, superimpose or relocate data at an
instant. The very same media can exist at different places and in dif-
ferent contexts, it can be an exact copy or it can be manipulated - cre-
ating a new fiction altogether.

In You, the World and I and Remember Carthage, historical plac-
es and historical events intertwine with fiction, in the digital sphere
where the past, present and future intertwine. You, the World and
I engaged with one of the largest publicly available archives of to-
day, injecting an intimate position of the yearning narrator. While
the work exposed this virtual archive as a space of instability, it al-
so put - as Sandra Rafman notes (2013, 3) - the human gaze at the
center. The narrator’s memories define his experience of the past re-
lationship and these memories are now located in a sprawling net-
work of images which belong to everybody. This subjective position
is held in both works as the narrator occupies simulations of real or
imagined spaces. Time loops, overlaps or simply stops. Subjectivity
forms thorough memory, and as van Dijck has shown, splits and slips
between the personless voice and digital found footage. The trilogy
shows how the concept of ‘mediated memories’ affects a subject, ex-
ploring a new kind of subjectivity which emerges with the prolifera-
tion of digital technologies - one, like the very media that makes our
memories - that can be constantly recombined and reconfigured, that
unbinds traditional dichotomies.

The way in which these new media technologies have impacted
our memory has also been explored by scholar in the field of mem-
ory studies, Alison Landsberg (2000) who develops the concept of
‘prosthetic memories’. These are memories that do not emerge from
actual, lived experience, but are in some way implanted - unsettling
the distinction between reality and simulation, as well as subvert-
ing the boundary of our body and any sense of subjective autonomy
(2000, 175). Memory, as van Dijck has also stated, validates our ex-
perience of the world, it positions us not only by relaying the past
but understanding our present and future. Mass media, Landsberg
argues, has brought “the texture and contours of prosthetic memory
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into dramatic relief” (2000, 176) - creating experiences, imprinting
memories which were never actually lived. She connects this to Jean
Baudrillard’s (Landsberg 2000, 176) critique of postmodernity as a
total lack of authentic experience, and the notion that all lived ex-
perience has become so mediated we live in a state of hyperreali-
ty. Landsberg (2000, 176) rejects Baudrillard’s notion of a loss of re-
ality and real experience, provoking the reader to ask if there ever
even was a reality to begin with. Setting aside the idea of the death
of the real, she (2000, 186) posits that today we are living in a time
obsessed with the experience of the real. What matters, ultimately,
is not if the memories were lived, but that we experience them: mem-
ory, media and our bodies together form the ground for actually ex-
periencing the world (2000, 187).

4 Broken Times and Spaces

“But I know that memory is not a tool for exploring the past, but a me-
dium. It is the medium of my experience, just like the earth is the me-
dium in which ancient cities lie buried” concludes the nameless voice
in the final video of the trilogy, A Man Digging, echoing Landsberg’s
argument. Waiting rooms, corridors and other transit areas pre-
vail - at times empty [fig. 4], at times littered with dead NPC’s (Non-
Playable Character) [fig. 5]. The narrative framework is loose, the fa-
miliar processed voice of the narrator leads us while a meditative,
electronic piece plays in the background. “One afternoon, I traveled
back to the edge of my memory. Images of the past, layered with nos-
talgia, obstructed my enjoyment of present beauty.” - the narrator
introspectively digs through the meaning of time, memory, experi-
ence and subjectivity. While we have seen the way in which memory
mediates the digital experience, at this point we may be more pre-
cise in articulating the affective conditions of digitally mediated re-
ality - what this experience feels like. Here, time and space are com-
pletely broken: there is no ground as there is no past or future, states
we may have glimpsed at with the two other works.

Subsequently, two spatio-temporal conditions may help in reveal-
ing these affective qualities, while simultaneously positioning the
works within a broader context of cultural production: first, that of
broken time, and second, that of groundlessness. Broken time re-
lates to cultural theorist Mark Fisher’s (2012) notion of hauntolo-
gy. Originally a neologism developed by Derrida (1993) in his book
Spectres of Marx, Fisher applies the notion to the contemporary
cultural condition. Hauntology refers to a sense of “failure of the
future” - a haunting of “all the lost futures that the 20th century
taught us to anticipate” (Fisher 2012, 16). According to Fisher, this
has brought on a failure of social imagination and a cultural position
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Figure4 JonRafman,Remember Carthage.2013. Single channelvideo, 13'43".
© Jon Rafman, courtesy the artist and Spriith Magers

Figure5 JonRafman,AMan Digging.2013.Video, sound, 8'21".
© Jon Rafman, courtesy the artist and Spriith Magers
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in which it is impossible to imagine radically different futures. Music,
film and other media from the 1990s and later nostalgically rever-
berate familiar aesthetics, mourning the loss of any kind of effective
future different from our current times. In the same year of Fisher’s
article, Jon Rafman states in an interview:

In the past we relied on dystopian and utopian views of the future.
The future was thought of as fundamentally different from the pre-
sent. Today, there is a sense that the future is going to be a lot more
banal, that we are already living in the future [...], that the future
is going to be more of the same... more apps and technologies that
are designed to mediate and ‘improve’ our experience of reality.
It is essentially a more Facebook-like future. (Feustel 2012, n.p.)

In the whole of the trilogy temporalities are dismantled and any kind
of cyberutopian future is played back through low quality virtual sim-
ulations. Hauntology, Fisher argues, does not only concern time - but
also space. He recalls Paul Virilio and Jean Baudrillard whose writ-
ings on hyperreality have shown how these new technologies have
collapsed both space and time (Fisher 2012, 19). The proliferation of
“non-places” - airports, chain stores, retail parks, malls - intensifies
this “erosion of spatiality” (19). These non-places are everywhere in
Rafmans’s works, and ultimately the place the narrator seeks refuge
in Remember Carthage is a resort. Hauntology encompasses both a
loss of space, as that of time, something which A Man Digging puts
into full view: time is suspended, as the protagonist moves through
dead transit areas contemplating the meaning of our digitally me-
diated experience. Interestingly, Fisher concludes, hauntology also
confronts us with this overarching stagnation, perhaps pushing us
towards genuine modes of creativity (2012, 19).

Groundlessness, according to artist and theoretician Hito Steyerl,
may be understood as the condition of the present moment: a loss of
stable ground in relation to any kinds of “metaphysical claims or foun-
dational political myths” (2011). In the essay published on the plat-
form e-flux, Steyerl proposes we are experiencing a new type of vis-
uality: from the linear perspective which dominated through to the
Enlightenment, towards a vertical perspective developed with the
rise of new technologies of surveillance and targeting. Although a
fiction, linear perspective implied a natural, objective and scientific
position held by a single, static spectator. Linearity also implied line-
ar time, progress, as well as a “calculable future” (Steyerl 2011). New
technologies opened new times and spaces: multiple and simultane-
ous perspectives, all-encompassing aerial or God’s eye views. While
linear perspective safely ratified colonialist objectives, the new ver-
tical norm has coded, according to Steyerl, “a new subjectivity safe-
ly folded into surveillance technology and screen-based distraction”
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(2011). This has, she continues, enabled a detached, mobile and mech-
anized gaze - both militaristically and pornographically intrusive.
Rafman’s trilogy obviously plays into this verticality: multiple visual
perspectives play a great part, while surveillance technologies are
arguably the very foundation of the works. While the first two works
seem to still hold on to a sense of ground - grasping, albeit unsurely,
to times and places - A Man Digging is in a continuous state of free
fall. Not the speeding kind of free fall towards a stable ground, but
one which has lost any kind of relation between the past, present and
future, as well as the delineation between what is real and what is
not. Like Fisher, Steyerl concludes with a perspectival shift, an op-
portunity for a formation of different kinds of subjectivities:

Finally, the perspective of free fall teaches us to consider a social
and political dreamscape of radicalized class war from above, one
that throws jaw-dropping social inequalities into sharp focus. But
falling does not only mean falling apart, it can also mean a new
certainty falling into place. [...] It promises no community, but a
shifting formation. (2011)

5 A Wandering Stranger

In a number of interviews from this time, Rafman identifies with the
role of the ‘cyberflaneur’, a contemporary counterpart to the modern-
ist wanderer of busy urban streets, “trying to draw a historical line
between a classical, modern, or romantic quest for fullness in a world
that is completely fragmented” (Kholeif 2014, 195). In the Painter of
Modern Life published in 1863, poet Charles Baudelaire draws out
the role of this new figure who rises out of the accelerated urbani-
zation, modernisation and industrialisation of everyday life. The fla-
neur is a “passionate spectator” (Baudelaire 1863, 9) one with the
crowd, for him “it is an immense joy to set up house in the heart of
the multitude, and the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the
fugitive and the infinite” (9). He is at home nowhere and everywhere,
at the same time hidden and at its very center - “a mirror as vast as
the crowd itself” (9). Equipped with a brush or a pen, the goal of this
elusive figure is to find the essential quality of the new modern era.
The ‘cyberflaneur’ thus dwells in much the same way online, roam-
ing through forums, life simulations and other media sharing servic-
es trying to understand the essence of our digitally mediated reali-
ty. Online we find new kinds of anonymous crowds, new landscapes
and new ways to connect.

Literary and cultural theoretician Robert G. Beghetto (2022, 9)
explains that for Baudelaire, the idea of modernity was tied to an
ephemeral or fleeting experience of modern life: constantly in flux
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with the unchangeable and eternal, “this sensation had a profound
effect on the relationship between past, present and future”. Not on-
ly characterized by new industries, technologies and rational dis-
course, modernity facilitated for Baudelaire a sense of freedom and
free investigation. Beghetto ties Baudelaire’s flaneurto a figure of the
modern stranger - a simultaneously anti-modern figure, immersed as
well as critical to the paradoxes of modernity. These paradoxes are,
for Beghetto, related to modernity’s project of secularization and its
ambiguous position towards the sacral. A stranger, according to so-
ciologist Zygmunt Bauman (1999, 79), is, like the flaneur, “an eter-
nal wanderer, homeless always and everywhere, without hope of ev-
er arriving”. His in-between position challenges the worldview of
natives - as it renders visible the particular mode of life which is “ef-
fective only in as far as it stays transparent, invisible, codified” (79).
A stranger thus puts into question the very structures of a commu-
nity and its ideology, turning everyday life to a contested, insecure
and problematic site (79). Expanding on this notion, for Beghetto the
modern stranger challenges the objective truths and rationality of
modernity, also finding ways to “uncannily resacralize itself within
the liminality of secularized modernity” (2022, 14).

The digital sphere becomes an important liminal site for the mod-
ern stranger, continues Beghetto (127), as one which has blurred the
boundaries between physical and virtual reality, ourselves and oth-
ers, the private and the public. Absent and distant, the Internet as
an omnipotent, omnipresent and omniscient site reflects the sacral
notion of God, but in actuality it is more akin to Frankenstein’s crea-
ture - a liminal entity reflecting “the fractured human existence”
(127). Rafman, as we have seen, explicitly addresses this contempo-
rary fragmentation, looking to the modern stranger in order to find
the lost stability and fullness. In You, the World and I, this modern
stranger interjects emotionally charged histories to a disinterested,
machinic and anonymizing site - in Remember Carthage he embraces
this cold virtuality which is usually hidden and in A Man Digging he
looks for the meaning of experience in virtual massacres. The modern
stranger of Rafman’s trilogy wanders through these everyday digi-
tal spaces, exposing the ways in which they affect us and our experi-
ence of the world. This motion is reflected in the method of the artist
whose practice at the time was very much based on an almost compul-
sive method of browsing and collecting material online. The material
from which the trilogy is composed is, to a degree, real - at least as
real as anything can be in a virtual setting. Once again, the bounda-
ry between fact and fiction comes into play, complicated by the fact
that the anonymous, digitally processed voice is actually the artist’s.
This fact does not intend to suggest an autobiographical reading, but
should highlight - once again - the ambiguous materiality of digi-
tal media and its shaky relationship to traditional dichotomies. The
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artist-Jon Rafman and the protagonists of his works may thus be un-
derstood as modern strangers, resacralizing, in Beghetto’s terms, the
cold, distant and disinterested network streams they flow through.
The modern stranger may aimlessly wander, but he is no passive
figure. By dangerously questioning existing structures and reflect-
ing the way they operate, Beghetto proposes we may think of the
stranger as a key figure in utopian thought (2022, 15). According to
Beghetto, the very fact of the stranger’s ‘undecidability’ can be un-
derstood as a form of resacralization and thus, a potential insight to
social change. Utopia, for Beghetto (2022, 15), following Ernst Bloch,
is to be understood as a dynamic, dialectic process - not an abstract
‘elsewhere’ but a present potential for change. Through his analysis
of cyberpunk literature, Beghetto shows how, like Rafman’s protag-
onists, these cybernetic modern strangers embrace alienation and
fragmentation as a “continuous process of becoming,” powerless in
the physical world, digital spaces become sites of potential power and
control - “a liminal space where one can challenge both the bound-
aries and authority of the overshadowing culture” (2022, 137). That
this utopian quality does not belong to some distant future, as it does
not belong to some other space, shows marxist literary theoretician
Fredric Jameson (1982) in his analysis of science fiction literature.
Science fiction, in its basis, may be understood as having the social
function to accustom the reader to the rapid changes and progress
brought about by capitalism. In this sense, Baudelaire’s works pro-
vided a “shock-absorbing mechanism” (151) for the reader first vis-
iting this new, modernized environment. For Jameson, this function
is more complex: rather than a future-oriented vision of the world,
here he recognizes processes of restructuring and defamiliarization
of our own, actual present (152). The present is essentially unavail-
able to the human subject as s/he is habituated and numb to its ef-
fects, thus making these works “elaborate strategies of indirection”
(152) - as ones which are able to break through “our monadic insula-
tion” and to “experience, for the first real time, this ‘present’” (152).
What these strategies show is thus not a future, but precisely “dram-
atize our incapacity to imagine” (Jameson 1982, 152) it. For Jameson
this means Utopia cannot be imagined, as it posits a radical differ-
ence and otherness to a present of which we are all prisoners. While
this failure of utopian imagination permeates Rafman’s works, as
its connection to Fisher’s notion of hauntology has precisely shown,
as a ‘strategy of indirection’ it manages to break through the numb-
ing ways in which we interact with digital media. Just as the trilo-
gy searches for meaning in this new experience, so it exposes this
experience to the viewer on a direct, affective, sensious level. Just
as the formal and narrative structure of the trilogy, so the artistic
method points to this experience. Composed of actual found footage
and using the artist’s voice, the present permeates Rafman’s work,
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affirming that utopia cannot be imagined, as individual and collec-
tive pasts and imagined futures become undone within the slipping
subjects. Settled firmly in the present, the trilogy also shows its lim-
itations and proposes how we may engage with the pervasiveness of
digital media in new, creative, unsettling ways.

6 Conclusion

In 2020, Google announced their photo sharing and storage service
Google Photos had in five years accumulated over 4 trillion pho-
tos and videos, growing every day by approximately 28 billion new
uploads. As read in the official statement, it was launched in 2015
with “the mission of being the home for your memories,” as “a place
to reflect on meaningful moments in your life” (Ben-Yair 2020, n.p).
Personal memories created through digital devices, fed on a digital
cloud belonging to a sprawling network of instantly available pri-
vate and public flows of information. In 2019, Paris’s Notre Dame
cathedral was heavily damaged due to a fire, and rumor was the de-
velopers of the action-adventure video game Assassins Creed: Unity
(Ubisoft 2014) could help in its ensuing reconstruction. Famous for
its life-like accuracy of actual, historical places, the developers had
done extensive 3D scanning of the monument. In the game, you can
sprint through the church, swing from its towers and, of course, as-
sassinate your enemies. While the rumor ended up being exactly
that - a rumor - it bears witness not only to the slippage of the vir-
tual into the physical, but also to a new kind of experience of his-
tory and lost times. How we remember depends on our experienc-
es, on the context and medium, and ever more often this medium is
the virtual sphere.

This article has aimed to trace these growing transformations
by engaging with three of Rafman’s video works which are formal-
ly, narratively and methodologically interconnected in different, im-
portant ways. Made up from Google’s Street View archive, You, the
World and I unraveled the insecurities we face when dealing with
digital databases as holders of knowledge. By injecting a subjec-
tive gaze to the automated motion of a technological eye, the work
exposed how the ways we engage with virtual archives blurs tradi-
tional dichotomies and allows for new temporalities and subjectiv-
ities. Set in various virtual simulations of real and imagined plac-
es, Remember Carthage reverberated these new losses and gains,
while the work’s analysis opened to the question of memory as a
subjective process of the mind. Memory was to be understood as
a dynamic process which actively joined with media to negotiate
relations between ourselves and others, the personal and collec-
tive, private and public, as well as the past and the future. Again,

QuadernidiVenezia Arti8 | 90
In my End is my Beginning, 75-92



Luja Simunovié
The Archive, Memory and Media in Crisis

both works have shown how the digital sphere perturbs these dis-
tinctions and how memory - and, consequently, our subjective be-
ings - have been shaped by the ways in which we engage our past
and present. For Rafman’s subjects, there is no outside to the vir-
tual and the technological. Their beings, their sense of self reflects
the flows of networks in which they reside. Experience in these sub-
ject’s worlds may be digital or not at all. Again, A Man Digging re-
flects both this new archive and mode of remembrance, and has led
to the point of the analysis which has, on one hand, aimed to quali-
fy these new experiences and, on the other hand, aimed to position
the works in the context of broader cultural and visual production.
The shifts of time, place and perspective came into play as phenom-
ena the digital sphere and technological progress have dismantled,
towards a world of broken futures and slipping grounds. Non-places
and temporal confusions imbue the three works as their subject’s ex-
periences slip between what is real and what is not, what has been
or may be. Horizons are broken, as the subjects flutter above and
between digital scraps longing for an escape of their fractured ex-
istence. As they wander through these splintered sites where reali-
ty - whatever it may have been - is lost, the artist’s method reflects
this by his process of collecting and recording found digital mate-
rial. His own voice is that of these lost subjects, shifting the works
from a position of representation towards actual presence. These
wanderers are strangers, pointing to the present, mediated condi-
tions they also pose a danger to the world as they disrupt the order
we have grown accustomed to. In a sense these strangers give way
to utopian imagination - but not one which belongs to another place
or time - it is here and now, strategically breaking down the numb-
ness of everyday life towards some sense of truth. This truth is am-
biguous, fleeting and affecting, revealing itself only momentarily as
we lull back to the overwhelming networked flow.
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Abstract Theessayexploreshow the composition of the photo-architecturalinstalla-
tion A Photogenetic Line (2019) by the Mumbai-based CAMP studio redounds in stretch-
ing Walter Benjamin’s multiform conceptual schema of the ‘dialectical image’ on two
essential fronts: the flash-like nature of its appearance and its monadic configuration.
Decodingthis function proffered by theinstallation, in turn, reveals a revisionary histori-
cal materialist approach that rearticulates the question of violence in light of resurgent
authoritarian populisms in South Asia.
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Summary 1 Introduction.-2 Photography and Historical Materialism.-3 A
Contemporary ‘Line’. -4 Timing the Flash. -5 Is the Line a Monad? - 6 Historiographic
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1 Introduction

In their installation A Photogenetic Line (2019), the Mumbai-based
collaborative art studio CAMP (Critical Art and Media Practices)
assembles a 100-foot-long architectural montage of cutouts from
the photo archives of the 146-year-old Indian newspaper The Hindu.
CAMP was co-founded by Shaina Anand and Ashok Sukumaran, along
with a set of practitioners, to experiment with various media for cre-
ative research, documentation, and infrastructural interventions.
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With this work, they reframe existing photographs to intertwine dis-
parate narrative strands in South Asian history, beginning from the
waning days of British colonial presence, encompassing several land-
mark moments in the emergent postcolonial states, and following
through to the contemporary. The cutouts do not separate the indi-
vidual elements in photographs from the surroundings but variably
redraw and incorporate the photographed backgrounds to initiate a
conversation with other images in the installation. Hence, characters,
objects, motifs, and stories cross-contextually interact to generate a
layered, polyvocal account of the subcontinent. The curatorial design
of the sequence methodologically follows one or more of the three
self-devised patterns: people growing older or younger over the pic-
tures, things emerging from or receding to the background, and cap-
tions referentially connecting two images (CAMP 2019).

At one point in the sequence, for example, a cutout frame depicts
a paramilitary recruit in Srinagar, Kashmir, carrying a stack of plas-
tic chairs against the faraway background of the command center’s
gate [fig. 1]. This reference to the gate matures to become the central
element in the following cutout, showing the entry to the Aman Setu
bridge that connects the borders of India and Pakistan. Incidentally,
the person who clicked this photograph, Shujaat Bukhari, was lat-
er shot dead by unnamed militants in Srinagar. The next cutout up
the sequence shows a group of people carrying the corpse of a per-
son in the streets of Srinagar as a cloud of tear gas disperses in the
background. Correspondingly, a teargas explosion in the lawns of
Osmania University, Hyderabad, during a student protest becomes
the subject of the succeeding image, followed by another cutout of
men sleeping unheeded - resembling lifeless bodies - in a different
lawn on a hot afternoon in Hyderabad. It further leads to an image
of women occupying the lawns of the Police Commissioner’s Office
in Chennai and so on. In this way, CAMP envisions an alternative
historiographic method where photographic signifiers constellate
across geographical and temporal borders to reconceive how we nar-
rate the past.

CAMP’s construction of A Photogenetic Line critiques the logic of
historicism because, though the installation architecturally main-
tains a linear composition of historical fragments, it frustrates the
principle of causality. Contingency and chance guide the current of
the imagistic chain, tantamounting to an ensemble unbound by the
additive imperative of universal history. Here, it would not be an emp-
ty presumption to claim that the cutouts operate akin to the struc-
ture of quotations that Walter Benjamin in The Arcades Project con-
sidered essential for the “materialist presentation of history”; and
the object constructed in the actualization of the method is what he
called the dialectical image ([1982] 1999, 475). The installation offers
a veritable scope to measure and reassess the conceptual contours
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Figurel CAMP,APhotogenetic Line.2019. Installation view. Kolkata, Experimenter.
https://studio.camp/works/photogenetic/

of the dialectical image in materialist historiography. This paper is
not concerned with using the artwork to validate the concept or vice
versa but in signposting it as a vantage point to test the elasticity
of some of the propositions underlying dialectical images. However,
before proceeding with this inquiry, it is relevant to recapitulate the
relationship between Benjamin’s philosophy of history and his criti-
cal affiliation with the medium of photography.

2 Photography and Historical Materialism

For Benjamin, as evident in his “The Work of Art” essay, photogra-
phy emerged as the “first truly revolutionary means of reproduction”
([1925] 1968, 224) that transformed how we perceive art and its social
operations. His thesis has become something of a truism in photogra-
phy criticism. Of course, he did not foreclose the possibility of the me-
dium’s co-optation by oppressive regimes or, to speak in Benjaminian
terms, its redeployment in the aestheticization of politics. But, he pri-
marily directed attention to the qualitative changes in apperception
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brought about by the advent of photomechanical reproduction as a
symptom of the historical transformations of the time. Esther Leslie
reminds us how Benjamin himself was not immune to this. Besides
the fact that photography recurrently surfaced as a thematic element
in his work, his form of writing and philosophizing increasingly im-
bibed a photographic style (Leslie 2015, 31). It bore a significant influ-
ence on his historical materialist approach. In his monograph Words
of Light: Theses on the Photography of History, Eduardo Cadava fur-
ther dwells on this relationship in Benjamin’s corpus. Cadava ap-
proaches Benjamin’s understanding of history by focusing on the lat-
ter’s persistent leveraging of motifs like lighting, flashes, the past as
a fleeting image, etc., in thinking through a historical method (1997,
xix). Drawing on a Benjaminian analysis, he writes:

Both historiography and photography are media of historical inves-
tigation. That photographic technology belongs to the physiogno-
my of historical thought means that there can be no thinking of his-
tory that is not at the same time a thinking of photography. (xviii)

A photographic mode of rendering history legible challenges the lin-
ear setting of causal relationships in traditional historiography and
does not abide by sweeping philosophical categorizations a la Hegel.
One of the central doctrines of historical materialism stated by Ben-
jamin is that history “decays into images, not into stories” ([1982]
1999, 476). Here, the task of the dialectician is to seize these imag-
es - through historical construction - with a firm grasp as they sud-
denly flash up in the “now of recognizability” (473). The dialectical
image emerges through a constructive force that also entails the de-
struction of historicism. What is crucial to connect here is Benjamin’s
sketches surrounding the nature of the concept are conditioned by
his recourse to a photographic register of historiographic thinking.

A Photogenetic Line echoes Benjaminian understanding of histo-
ry, not least because it uses photographs but because its construc-
tion relies on a photographic mode of address to cast historical light
onto the archival records of The Hindu. Like the camera shutter, the
cutouts break the illusion of temporal continuity, precipitating im-
age fragments and staging the possibility of dialectically grasping
them in the present. To return to a segment of the installation re-
ferred to above, the images indexing moments from the long-term po-
litical crises in Kashmir acquire a resonant, if not a prognostic, sig-
nificance in the context of the work’s presentation in 2019. Shortly
after CAMP presented it in an exhibition at the Experimenter gal-
lery, Kolkata, from mid-April to mid-July (Experimenter 2019), India’s
Hindu-nationalist government abrogated the semi-autonomous sta-
tus of Indian-administered Kashmir. The decree scrapping the con-
stitutional privileges of the only Muslim majority state in the country
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came in the aftermath of months-long security clampdowns and com-
munication blockades in the region. While the government consid-
ered its coercive move as an end-all solution to the Kashmir ques-
tion, the state forces’ ongoing legacy of human rights violations in
the disputed territories remains unaccounted for since India’s inde-
pendence in 1947.

3 A Contemporary ‘Line’

In the installation, fragments from Kashmir’s violent past meet the
present era of the crises to form what Benjamin would call a con-
stellation. They do not establish a causal link, for facts become caus-
es to materialize history only in long-delayed retrospect. Benjamin
contested the idea of history as a succession of events arranged like
the “beads of a rosary” ([1940] 1968, 263). In his posthumously pub-
lished essay, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”, he restated that
a historical materialist captures the constellation crystallized when
the historian’s present era momentarily encounters “a definite earli-
erone” ([1940] 1968, 255). It, however, does not entail seeing the past
in its supposedly ‘true’ form. The goal is to “seize hold of a memory”
or retain the “image of the past” as it appears during “a moment of
danger” (255). From this postulation, one can also infer that times
of crisis provide the most conducive grounds for the historical con-
struction of dialectical images.

The divergent trajectories of events evidenced in CAMP’s photo-
architectural composition variably react with the epoch of their ex-
position. Coinciding with the exhibition of the work, the Narendra
Modi-led right-wing government got re-elected to power in May with
a stronger mandate. Indeed, the government’s revocation of the spe-
cial status of Jammu and Kashmir barely three months later was the
first major post-election decision rallying Hindu nationalist senti-
ments around India’s imagined past. A slew of policy decisions fur-
ther exacerbated ideological impositions, including the banning of
beef, censoring films, fabricating history textbooks to concoct India’s
Hindu ancestry, passing discriminatory citizenship laws, etc. State-
supported mob violence and anti-Muslim pogroms became even more
prevalent as well. Amid the ongoing political crises, CAMP endeav-
ors to take hold of images from the debris pile of history that flare
up with the light of the present.

The installation rethinks historical materialism in the Benjaminian
sense. In the essay Walter Benjamin’s Philosophy of History, political
philosopher Ronald Beiner lays out how Benjamin intervened in the
tradition of historical materialism in his time. Firstly, Benjamin re-
versed its future-facing perspective of revolutionary expectations
and proposed what Beiner calls a more “redemptive relation” to the
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Figures2-3  CAMP, A Photogenetic Line. 2019. Installation view. Kolkata, Experimenter.
https://studio.camp/works/photogenetic/
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past (1984, 424). His sketches for a radical historical method unam-
biguously betrayed a disposition toward retrieving the past rather
than making the future. Secondly, Benjamin denied attributing any
rational, straitjacketed purpose behind the dialectical movement of
historical materialism. He was uninterested in tracing - and, in the
process, inventing - a shape of totality ordering the images of the
past. Since history is an ever-increasing accumulation of fragments
against the storm of progress, he suggested making whole what al-
ready lies shattered (425). The ‘line’ of cutouts relies on a photo-
graphic language of holding the past to structurally orchestrate a
historical materialist process, provoking the construction of dialec-
tical images where present forms of crisis collide with those of the
past over a constellation of associations.

4 Timing the Flash

At this point, it is opportune to explore how A Photogenetic Line com-
plicates the shape and form in which dialectical images appear dur-
ing times of crisis and, adjacently, to understand the implications it
holds in rethinking Benjamin’s understanding of historical material-
ism. Turning to the metaphor of flash will be a befitting entry point
to the following discussion. The pervasive element underlining di-
alectical images is their necessarily sudden form of emergence. In
the “Convolute N” of The Arcades, which reflects on the epistemolog-
ical concerns of the project, Benjamin stresses that “the relation of
what-has-been to the now” encounters each other in a ‘flash’ ([1982]
1999, 462). The image formed therein is “dialectics at a standstill”.
The flash is morphologically crucial for Benjamin due to its unfore-
seen, startling effect. He counts on it to generate instantaneous in-
sight or cognition like the illumination of a camera flashbulb, to “jolt
the dreaming collective into a political ‘awakening’” (Buck-Morss
1991, 219). In Benjamin’s photographic idiom of thinking, the poten-
tial of historical images relates less to the notion of representation
and more to the fleeting, abrupt form of their emergence. One might
claim that he speaks with a Marshall McLuhan-esque twist, which
is that the form and mode of the appearance of the messages deter-
mine the meaning they carry.

Benjaminian scholar Sigrid Weigel, in The Flash of Knowledge and
the Temporality of Images, argues that the ‘flash’ and the ‘image’ ex-
plain and substitute each other; both signal the philosopher’s epistemo-
logical position. The “flashlike image” is a cognitive mode in which an
“instant can illuminate an entire situation” (2015, 348). Weigel draws
a philosophical genealogy of the ‘flash’ in Benjamin’s thought and men-
tions how his engagement with the temporality of photographic imag-
es made him think about the value of shock or suddenness - a “mode
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of perception” characteristic of “the temporal structure of moderni-
ty” (362). She fleshes out a principal difference between Benjamin’s
“flashlike cognition” (362) and language as the place of reflection. For
Benjamin, she argues that the image is always on the verge of disap-
pearing and almost impossible to capture. The only way to condense
the image and render it “fruitful for thinking” is through “linguistical-
ly constructed reflection,” which Benjamin conceives as the “long-roll-
ing thunder” following the flash (366). By referring to this distinction,
she outlines the “latency of images” (352), a temporal caesura sepa-
rating the insightful flash from conscious reflection.

Benjamin’s ‘flash’ is also structurally seen as an element in crisis,
owing to its transience and involuntariness. If historical images un-
expectedly flash up in moments of danger, then the threat is also of
never seeing them again altogether (Hamacher 2005, 65). To put it an-
other way, the crisis or threat Benjamin hints at appears to belong to
“the innermost structure of historical cognition” (65). But the ques-
tion remains: is the flash an obligatory form for historical insight and
consequent reflection? CAMP’s installation provides us with an av-
enue to stretch the conceptual nature of the flash and reflect on the
corresponding historiographic implications. The work does not dif-
fuse the political potentiality of flashes but ‘times’ them differently.
To return to the context of photography, the magnesium or aluminum
wire flash bulbs in Benjamin’s time - which exploded to illuminate a
scene with a burst of light - had a specific temporal character. They
cloned the jolt of momentary illumination caused by natural light-
ning. That is why, as the art historian Kate Flint maintains in her ar-
ticle Victorian Flash, it becomes difficult to qualify the material con-
notations of the flash in Benjamin’s vocabulary, as it interrelatedly
signifies the camera flashbulb and the lightning strike (2018, 488).

A different order of the photographic flash is productive for maneu-
vering A Photogenetic Line, especially the more modern rear-curtain
sync flash or long-exposure stroboscopic flash mechanism made pos-
sible in Single-lens reflex (SLR) cameras. The results of these modes
become apparent with longer exposures. Usually, the flash fires when
the shutters open to expose the camera plates or sensors to light. But
in the rear-curtain mode, the flash fires at the end of the exposure
time when the shutter is about to close. It makes a qualitative differ-
ence in the image because the camera captures the entire trajec-
tory of an object’s movement before freezing it with artificial light.
As a result, a motion trail becomes visible leading up to the point of
the object’s last position of capture. The long-exposure stroboscop-
ic mode takes it further by firing multiple rounds of flash to freeze
a moving object at several points of its movement within the frame
while preserving a blurry trail. Imagistically speaking, a vague ‘line’
of the object’s trajectory manifests in the frame with different junc-
tures of clarity. These flashes produce results analogically related to

QuadernidiVenezia Arti8 | 102
In my End is my Beginning, 95-110



Santasil Mallik
What Does A Photogenetic Line Tell Us About Dialectical Images?

the structure of the installation. In place of a single element, CAMP
constructs a line containing fragments of various historical objects
from across contexts. It is as if the installation freezes divergent
narrative intersections over a single stretch of ‘exposure’, signaling
the many possible messianic interventions in an opening of history.
These temporal orderings are not altogether unforeseen in Benjamin.
Nor is the question of movement remote from his articulation of the
flash. Weigel claims that Benjamin’s “image of a flash” and “image
as a flash” were predicated upon images of motion from natural phe-
nomena like the ‘vortex’ or ‘eddy’ (2015, 356). Especially in his ear-
ly reflections on painting, she writes, Benjamin sought a “counter-
image” to historicism’s idiomatic “flow of time” metaphor (357). The
eddy, for him, served as an alternative imagistic reference synthe-
sizing the interaction between “the past and the present,” “the eter-
nity and the instant,” and “pre- and posthistory” (357).

The line is a motion captured in its course. In the installation’s
rendering of historical time, a long-exposure scene appears stitched
with numerous flashes. It is not the blinding flash of singular histor-
ical insight but a series of multi-angulated and prismatic flashes that
multifariously illuminate the present. A review of the work points out
how different cutout segments connect contemporary political crises
to South Asian history. References to anti-Tamil sentiments based on
language and ethnicity, which resulted in the Sri Lankan Civil War
from 1983 to 2009, relate to Hindi language imposition in India; im-
ages of leaders from the Dravidian movement relate to the Hindu na-
tionalist party’s continuing attempts to undermine Dravidian identi-
ty; a narrative thread referring to a Dalit Panthers event shed light
on the rising caste-related violence against Dalits and Muslims in the
country (Arora 2019, n.p.). And, so, the line goes on. A Hand Guide
for the installation captions the individual fragments and elaborates
their paratactic relation in the architectural line. It is unimportant
here to outline the exact basis of the dialectical encounters between
the individual images of the past and the contemporary situation.
The point of the work is precisely to structurally emulate the tempo-
ral dilation of the shutter’s exposure to allow for multiple points of
insightful flashes seaming a line of disjunctive continuity.

Critics often overlook Benjamin’s comments on the long exposure
by only focusing on the snapshot character of his thought. His A Short
History of Photography includes a thorough discussion of the ear-
ly long-exposure Calotype portraits by the Scottish painter-photog-
rapher David Octavius Hill, in which the protracted procedure de-
manded the models to “live inside rather than outside the moment”
(Benjamin [1931] 1972, 17). As opposed to the snapshot, Benjamin
noted how the subjects’ steadfast awareness of the time-consum-
ing photographic principle made them grow into the picture as sub-
jects, albeit with bourgeois sensibility. Even in his appreciation of
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Figure4 CAMP,APhotogenetic Line.2019. Catalog. Kolkata, Experimenter.
https://studio.camp/works/photogenetic/

Karl Blossfeldt’s close-ups of plants and flowers, Benjamin particular-
ly paid attention to their hypervisible quality rendered through long
exposures, enlargement, and meticulous printing. He lauded how
Blossfeldt’s magnification disclosed “a whole unsuspected treasury of
analogies and forms” ([1928] 2015, 124) within the plants. Such reve-
lation or actualization inherent to long exposures receives a dialecti-
cal torque when flashes of historical light saturate them.

5 Is the Line a Monad?

The centrality of flashes in Benjamin’s historiographic reflections
closely relates to his understanding of monads. A historical mate-
rialist, he asserted, “approaches a historical subject only where he
encounters it as a monad” (Benjamin [1940] 1968, 263). His empha-
sis on the monadic configuration is evident in The Arcades, where he
declares that any dialectical process is inconceivable without “deal-
ing with a monad” ([1982] 1999, 476). However, he first engaged with
Leibniz’s monadology in The Origins of the German Tragic Drama to
postulate the monadic nature of ideas or historical insights:

The idea is a monad. The being that enters into it, with its past and
subsequent history, brings - concealed in its own form - if indis-
tinct abbreviation of the rest of the world of ideas, just as, accord-
ing to Leibniz’s Discourse on Metaphysics (1686), every single mon-
ad contains, in an indistinct way, all the others. ([1928] 1977, 48)
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Benjamin configured the monad as a site of clarity and revolutionary
potential that disrupts historical continuity, drawing upon the Leib-
nizian precept of seeing monads containing within themselves the
entire scope of history. The monad as an indivisible unit abbreviates
“an immanent totality of perceptions” (Schwebel, 609). It yields end-
less insights, not because of mythification but the secularization of
history. Though Benjamin began thinking about the monad primar-
ily in terms of its metaphysical reality in The Origin, his later writ-
ings enriched it with historical materialism.

Historian Elsa Costa interrogates the place of the monad in
Benjamin’s thought to complicate further the oft-proclaimed sepa-
ration between the metaphysical and theological occupations of his
early writings and the historical materialism of his late years. She
writes how the philosopher sought messianic transcendence - in all
its theological dimensions - through “the science of extracting the
revolutionary moments or monad” (Costa 2019, 132). Hence, monads
stand for a “bridge between matter and the divine” (94). Like Leibniz,
Benjamin was ambiguous about the relationship between the “self-
generating” monads and their relationship to God or a higher order-
ing principle (133). Yet, he was committed to the idea of messianic
redemption. Costa works out this conceptual discrepancy by stating
that “historical moments” are not “discrete moments whose connec-
tion to each other is unknown” (137). Rather, Benjamin’s historiog-
raphy brings them together through “the ‘string’ of messianic time”
(137). Philosopher Frédéric Neyrat brings Benjamin’s understanding
of monads in conversation with the nature of flashes. While Leibniz
constituted an ontology of monads where each substance embodies
a world by itself, for Benjamin, the worlds apart “is to be constituted
and it is constituted in a flash” (80). It also marks Benjamin’s funda-
mental departure from Leibniz’s idea of monads belonging to an onto-
logical order of being with an immaterial yet definite and indestruct-
ible existence. Benjamin, on the other hand, conceives the monad as
an ‘event’ that does not exist before its unfolding, an element signi-
fying the dazzling, flash-like “event of existence itself” (80).

In Benjamin’s monadological proposition of history, individual
events are fragmented, “self-contained specimens” reflecting the
past (Laurentiis 1994, 33). On dialectically grasping the fragments,
they unveil the “essential features of human history” and “social re-
lationships” otherwise opaque to whom Marx would call alienated
subjects (33). If flashes invoke the temporal aspect of Benjaminian
history, monads refer to the speculative shape of history’s appear-
ance. But, more importantly for Benjamin, monads fold into each oth-
er, perhaps, like a Mébius strip. A Photogenetic Line provides an ap-
posite model for imagining this fold in play, as the cutout fragments
correspond to disparate historical worlds illuminating the present
and vice versa. The fragments are the visual counterpart to monads,
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and the architectural rendition of delayed or long exposure strobo-
scopic flashes stages the possibility of them intersecting and pass-
ing through the contemporary. Though the contexts of the individ-
ual cutouts vary widely, they encounter the ongoing political crisis
in concrete ways.

The principle of montage comes closest to mirroring CAMP’s col-
lective enunciation of monadic histories. It is not because the instal-
lation employs photomontage as an aesthetic device but because it
embodies montage as a historiographic principle. Regarding the role
of montage in Benjamin’s construction of history, cultural theorist
Max Pensky explains:

Benjamin’s decision to carry the montage principle over into criti-
cal historiography implies that historical fragments... can be con-
structed by removing them (via historical research) from their em-
beddedness in a particular context (in which they are recorded
only insofar as they are insignificant, the “trash of history”), and
“mounting” them in a series of textual juxtapositions - informed
by a so-far missing principle of construction - such that the juxta-
posed fragments constitute a constellation. (2004, 186)

The dialectical images emerging from the constellation facilitate an
epistemological shift to generate new “interpretations of the frag-
ments’ relationships with one another” (186). In the context of A Pho-
togenetic Line, montage becomes a dialectical means to disclose his-
torical consciousness through multiple monads.

One can construe that the installation plays out Benjamin’s exten-
sion of Leibnizian monadology as it traverses a ‘metaphysical’ togeth-
er with a ‘historical materialist’ conceptualization of monads. The
‘line’ by itself transfigures into a monadological structure ‘contain-
ing’ other monads within a messianic temporal thread. Each frag-
ment recontextualized in the installation also refracts the rest, spot-
ting Benjamin’s claim that every individual monad “contains, in an
indistinct way, all the others” (Benjamin [1928] 1977, 48). There is a
play between the intensive singularity of revelation and the multi-
plicity of worlds underlining the philosophy of monads, a relation re-
markably manifest in The Arcades. Indeed, Benjamin crafted his un-
finished curatorial compendium with a “monadological armature”,
where he sought to reveal the historical essence of the nineteenth
century in the Paris arcades - as if they represented a singular, min-
iaturized cosmos - while assembling an enormous array of materials
(Friedlander 2024, 55).

Benjamin’s pluralist conception of interactive monads refines
Leibniz’s. The fundamental premise of dialectical images constel-
lating in a flash, where thought arrests history, sits at odds with the
Leibnizian notion that only God, the absolute monad, can intervene
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with the perceptive continuity of other monads, a continuity aris-
ing out of their independent, isolated existence. It is where Benjamin
comes in to reorient “each monad’s eternal isolation from every other”,
turning them into potentially associative historical objects (Fenves
2003, 84). Marxist critic Frederic Jameson (2020) rightly observes
that the oft-interpreted ‘standstill’ moment of the formation of the di-
alectical image does not bring our hermeneutic movement to a stop.
Instead, it permits us to analyze the multiple choices, outcomes, or a
“shared dilemma” (2020, 223) the messianic moment provides. It is a
radical explosion of thought into fragments rather than its cessation.
CAMP’s installation efficiently drives home this aspect, stringing het-
erogeneous narrative worlds with the long exposure ‘nowness’ of the
present. The architectural model of the work is of utmost relevance
as it inducts the viewers into a participant interaction with historical
knowledge. So far, the dialectical images discussed in relation to the
work considers the involvement of the viewers as an implicit aspect.

In the Introduction to their book Photography and the Optical
Unconscious, Shawn Michelle Smith and Sharon Sliwinski (2017) dwell
on Benjamin’s passing reference to the stereoscopic image to highlight
the participant dynamics of dialectical images. The stereoscopic im-
age is, after all, “a virtual image” (2017, 9) that comes into being when
the binocular perception of human sight interacts with the stereoscop-
ic device. Benjamin believed it crucial to harness people’s “internal
mechanism of perception” to develop a historical materialist project.
Therefore, his approach of collecting miscellaneous notes, images,
and anecdotes from the Paris arcades implied that the readers would
complete them by bringing their respective historical circumstanc-
es to bear on those artifacts. The resulting “doubled images,” similar
to those formed in the stereoscope, are to crystallize into a revela-
tory dialectical image. Benjamin’s dialectical images are not materi-
ally evident objects in the world; they emerge through “the imagina-
tive interaction between reader and text” to galvanize past subjects
into an “awakening” (11). A Photogenetic Line architecturally perpet-
uates this interaction by taking the viewers through a 100-foot line of
fragments with remarkable historical valencies vis-a-vis the present.

6 Historiographic Revision

The installation presents an aesthetic context to reexamine the con-
ceptual order of dialectical images, primarily its intrinsic modalities
of the flash and the monad. Against the backdrop of resurging au-
thoritarian populism in India, the work acquires a discernible crit-
ical edge. Whereas India’s right-wing populist agenda claims a uni-
fied and essentialized image of the country’s past, CAMP takes up
Benjaminian historiography to ‘fragment’ its authoritarian dreams.
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Today, social media platforms have become the mainstay for spread-
ing disinformation by anti-democratic forces globally, where the re-
lationship between the content and the image appears sublime or in-
violable. Fake news with misconstrued visuals transmutes into tools
for implementing anti-minority pogroms, as was the case during the
Delhi riots in 2020. Contrarily, Benjamin’s historical materialist ap-
proach exposes images to the light of history and politics. Unlike the
grammar of disinformation that relies on shock and abreaction, dia-
lectical images emerge at the site of critical thought to expand polit-
ical understanding (Ferreira 2021, 491). The temporal setting of the
cutout fragments in A Photogenetic Line is also markedly different
from the doom scroll temporality of images fueling platform econ-
omy, making the viewers slow down as they navigate the 100-foot-
long architectural line and work with possible semantic associations.

For Benjamin, the continuing presence of oppression is made
possible by a particular approach to history involved in fabricating
the origins of the present in ways that downplay the marginalized.
Such modes of narrativizing history routinely perpetuate oppression
(Fritsch 2001, 299). He conceived critical historiography as a retro-
active endeavor to “free the present for a memory of the downtrod-
den in history” (299). This attention to the oppressed from among the
pile of historical debris brings the “present inheritors” in touch with
not a so-called originary past but with those whose “legacy is most
difficult to identify and decipher” (299). Thus, the construction of di-
alectical images is ineluctably related to a revisionary historiogra-
phy of violence and oppression. In the context of South Asia, postco-
lonial criticism following the development of the Subaltern Studies
collective in the 1980s indicated a similar shift to listen to those at
the fringes of officiated narratives about the region’s past.

Subaltern Studies scholars like Gyanendra Pandey (2006), Shahid
Amin (1995), and Partha Chatterjee (1994) have attended to the no-
tion of ‘fragments’ to process the multiple intersections of subal-
ternity based on gender, caste, ethnicity, etc. In their archival re-
search, the fragment conceptually refers to a locus of difference for
tracing alternative stories and methods. For instance, their inves-
tigation of sectarian conflicts in India focused on the fragmentary
nature of oral narratives, literary productions by survivors, rumors,
or FIR reports to write ‘minor’ histories against the totalizing ten-
dencies of statist narratives. CAMP’s work corresponds to the same
critical lineage, as it splinters the photo archives of a national news-
paper and recontextualizes them to speak to the present. There is
no panoptic historiographic design that places the cutouts in a line,
and all they follow is a contingent, though playfully coded, pattern.
The installation’s curatorial and critical-archival strategy lays out
the constellatory connections between ongoing forms of violence
and multiple past events.
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The imagistic quality of the photo-architectural stretch calls to
attention Benjamin’s understanding of dialectical images. But, more
importantly, the installation helps us reassess the key elements un-
derlining his unfinished treatment of the concept. Though prevailing
comprehensions of the dialectical image view it as a singular, nucleat-
ed burst of historical light that constellates in crises, A Photogenetic
Line foregrounds the possibility of imagining its multiplicitous, tempo-
rally recursive, and kaleidoscopic modes of appearance. It bears con-
siderable implications in working out an alternative historiographic
method building on Benjamin’s historical materialist approach. The
monad and the flash are but two constituent elements in his theoreti-
cal apparatus, based on which this article tests the tensile strength of
dialectical images under the duress of the ongoing contemporary. It is
not to claim that the installation provides a readily applicable proto-
type to write counter-histories of violence, for the nature and form of
dialectical images are contingent upon the time and site of their con-
ception. Yet, it shows us how reworking the elementary materials of
history in terms of their medium and mode of presentation reevalu-
ates the foundational principles of dominant historiography. Perhaps,
between dream and awakening, we can imagine other patterns of his-
torical emergence besides the lightning strike.
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1 Introduction. Olympic Games | Paris 2024

Sommerspiele (2023)* is a “surreal fiction”; this is the term used by the
choreographer and performer Eszter Salamon during its public pres-
entation at the Le sport en spectacle series, organized by the Centre
Pompidou in Paris in February 2024. The theme of sport, which lies at the
heart of the exhibition, aligns with the short film set within the Olympia
Stadium in Berlin, designed by Werner March between 1934 and 1936
during Adolf Hitler’s regime. The analysis situates the work within the
broader context of international sporting events, focusing specifically on
the 1936 Olympics, and interprets it as a generative dialectical image
that serves to critique and potentially destabilise the cultural and socio-
political frameworks reinforced by the 2024 Paris Olympics.

In the months leading up to the Games, we have witnessed an in-
creasing intensification of policies aimed at marginalising the most
precarious and vulnerable bodies. Those affected have been removed
from the le-de-France region and relocated to temporary facilities in
other areas, clearing space for the exceptional bodies of the athletes.
As the games began, the critique of policies affecting marginalized
bodies had already been dismissed as mere gossip among those who
thrived on controversy. The Italian discussions then turned to focus
on bodies and identities, rather than on the athletes’ performances,
skills, and results. Racism, sexism, and misogyny, spurred by com-
ments from a wide range of sources, have driven the discussions sur-
rounding the gender identity of Algerian boxer Imane Khelif and the
distinctive physical traits of Italian volleyball player Paola Egonu.

In light of these events, drawing on the epistemological tools pro-
vided by Dance and Performance Studies, Sommerspiele is analysed
as a queer transfeminist science fiction piece. The scenario within
the empty spaces of Berlin’s Olympia Stadium evokes, through a post-
identity body, echoes of the past, paving the way for a radically differ-
ent future that critically engages with the present. The artist’s body
is the locus for a process of multiple afterlives, extending beyond

1 Sommerspiele (20