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The decision to produce GRAPHITE interdisciplinary journal of the arts emerged 

from a desire to see the first printed arts journal on the UCLA campus— 

one which does not consider art under the header of one particular discipline. On 

our campus the departments of art, art history, design and media arts, musicology, 

world arts and cultures, architecture, film and theatre, and comparative literature 

are divided institutionally and discursively, and yet these disciplines are by no 

means informed insularly. It is our hope that by presenting both scholarly work 

and printed art work, that we will engage our readers with a re-contextualized 

understanding of the arts in the contemporary and globalized art world. While at 

first perhaps the material within GRAPHITE may seem disparate, a great deal of 

insight can be found in connecting the grey lines between each essay. The artists 

we have chosen rhythmically and elegantly complement the questions presented 

by each writer. After a year of work, I am incredibly proud that this journal has 

finally been made for UCLA, thanks to the gracious support of the HAMMER 

museum. The first printed arts journal, and the beginning of a new history.

Leela Subramaniam
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Man seems to live life along a simple line—a thread of birth, experience, and 

death. It’s the same line for all of us, only viewed from different sides. Despite our 

differences, it is a a crucial, albeit daunting, task to retain an unabashed sense of 

curiosity in surveying a multitude of perspectives so that one can develop a fuller 

understanding of the world, much like how a lone string can be transformed into 

an intricate tapestry, with time and added effort. GRAPHITE serves this purpose 

and acts as a springboard of inquiry by overcoming the divided categorization of 

art on the UCLA campus. Whether through Pietro Germi’s intentional male gaze 

or Ed Fella’s surprising application of the pencil in a technological field, we must 

always challenge the most complex, novel, or even mundane of viewpoints with 

one simple question: Through what lens?  

Christine Haroutounian 
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
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Richard Serra’s Splash Pieces

THE ART 
OF ACTIVATING 

THE VIEWER:

It’s how we do what we do that confers meaning on what 

we’ve done.

—Richard Serra

he question of meaning always seems to be central in 

a discussion of art. After all, it is meaning that makes 

something worth looking at, isn’t it? So what is a viewer 

to do when the artist tells him that there is no meaning in 

the piece, at least no meaning that the artist has supplied 

prior to the viewer’s encounter with the piece? This is the 

question that is raised in the work of Richard Serra,  

specifically in his splash pieces made from molten lead 

in the late 1960s, as well as his other works surrounding 

these pieces. With these pieces, Serra works to  

decentralize the meaning, denying any sort of interior  

structure, logic, or impetus. In doing so, he shifts the focus 

of his pieces outward, toward the viewer. Yet in order to 

understand the monumental shift that occurs, we must 

begin by looking at Serra himself. 

 The image of the artist at work—it is a prototype 

that permeates our concepts of art, indeed furthers 

them. Seeing the artist at work, holed up in his studio, 

immersed in all of the trappings of his artistic practice, 

we find ourselves comfortably reassured of the validity 

of the artistic endeavor as a whole. We see the artist. We 

see the artist making. We see the artist making the work, 

and in doing so we assume that there is some sort of 

transference occurring in this making, some sort interior 

quality that is emerging from the artist and onto the work 

he is creating. So it is with this set of assumptions that 

we gaze upon the photograph entitled “Richard Serra 

throwing lead” (1968) but we are then jarred out of the 

comforting sense of familiarity and realize that the image 

we confront defies all of these assumptions. 

 Serra stands in the middle of the image, yet 

he is not so much standing as in a stance. His arms are 

flung away from his torso, right arm jutting out like the 

bar held for balance by tightrope walkers. His left arm 

is held over and behind his head and he is holding some 

medieval-looking tool comprised of a rod for a handle 

with a partial sphere on the end of it. He is in some sort 

of artistic windup, his legs apart and knees slightly bent, 

bracing himself for a tremendous launch of energy that is 

about to come, as signaled by his upheld left arm, which 

is at the ready. Silhouetted against the fluorescent-lit 

background of the Castelli Warehouse, in New York, he 

appears almost as if he were peeled off the side of an 

ancient Greek black-figure vase depicting a mythical 

battle scene. 

 So he is a mythic figure, right? Well that makes 

sense; the “artist at work” image is the Ur-figure of the 

strength of human creativity. But looking further at the 

photograph, we realize that this is not what we are 

seeing. Rather than being transcendently mythic and 

artistic, Serra is intensely earthbound and grounded, 

surrounded by the industrial trappings of his practice and 

set within the industrial warehouse space. He himself 

bears the trappings of industry, wearing a protective 

mask, goggles, and hat. This industrial iconography does 

more than protect, it literally masks the visage of the 

artist within this “artist at work” image. This function 

is what Rosalind Krauss cites as the mask’s “challenge 

to psychology,” defining this challenge as “a refusal of 

the personal, individualized, privatized interior space.”1  

Rather than showing the face of the artist, which alludes 

to his inner state, the mask defines him as thoroughly  
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external, occluding his interior state, as the mask is 

“delivered to him from outside the boundaries of his 

‘private’ self.”2 This push outward of the opaque figure of 

the artist turns our attention to the fact that this image of 

the artist at work does not show the actual work that he 

is making. Rather, Serra, in his battle stance, is oriented 

toward something outside the frame, something invisible 

to us. And if the work is invisible, then it must not be 

the subject. Indeed, Serra, or rather the dramatic stance 

(I hesitate to call it a “gesture” for reasons that will be  

explained later) is the subject. We see Serra in the midst 

of the act of throwing, an act which comprises the process 

of making his work. This act is the focus. Therefore, what 

we are looking at is not an image of the artist at work but 

what Krauss calls a “portrait of the artist . . . as a Work.”3  

 This notion of the artist as a work, as embodying 

an action that produces, that can be engaged in, is clearly 

evident elsewhere. Perhaps it is most plainly stated in  

Serra’s “Verb List” (1967–68), which, as the title so 

clearly states, consists of a list of actions in the infinitive 

form—“to roll, to crease, to fold” and on and on and on. It 

is this use of the infinitive form that is crucial; as Krauss 

notes, “each infinitive form rolls back upon itself without 

naming its end.” The list does not say, “to roll a sheet of 

lead, to crease a piece of paper, etc.” No, what is central  

is the act, the process, not the result. Further, just as 

they have no end result, no direct object grammatically 

speaking, they have no agent that acts upon them. The 

list does not tell us that “Richard rolls.” Rather, it plainly 

states “to roll.” In the plainness, the flat-footedness 

of this statement we realize something else, namely 

that “those verbs are themselves the generation of art 

forms: they are like machines which, set into motion, are 

capable of constructing a work.”4 The infinitive form of 

the verb serves to universalize it, to open it up to external 

forces and applications. 

 Looking again at the image of Serra in the 

Castelli warehouse, we realize that the mask he wears 

serves the same grammatical function as the “to” of 

“Verb List”—it opens him up, makes him a general image 

of a verb. The only trace of Serra is in the title: “Richard 

Serra throwing lead.” But the masked figure in the image 

negates that possibility of identification, so the picture 

could easily be called “To Throw.” Serra, therefore, 

becomes the transitive verb. He is not the agent. He is 

the action itself. 

 Serra’s particular shift away from the focus on 

artist as producer, as creator and agent of production, 

bears specific implications when set within the broader 

scope of post–World War II art in America. The image of 

Serra in action, submitting his liquid medium to energy 

and gravity, so clearly rings of Pollock and abstract  

expressionism that it cannot be denied. But the presence  

of Pollock’s legacy in the image and in the work of 

Richard Serra is not a resurrection. Rather, what Pollock 

represents is an attack on the artist’s presence in a work. 

Harold Rosenberg, in his account of Pollock and the new 

generation of “action painters,” asserts that the action of 

Pollock applying paint to the canvas is not merely  

a method of production but rather a gesture. It is via this 

gesture that the artist imprints his intention on the  

canvas, supplying it with meaning.5 The gesture, therefore,  

is an external manifestation of the internal state of the 

artist. When confronted with the issue of gesture and 

performance in his work, Serra states:

Calling the Splash pieces a performance is a           

misnomer. Those lead casts were made ladle-full 

by ladle-full—it was spoon against the wall, spoon 

against the wall, a continuous repetition to build up a 

ton of lead. Those pieces were built up incrementally. 

They did not mimic Pollock’s drip. They may look like 

the result of a gesture but they weren’t made that 

way. I never thought about them that way.  

As Serra describes the making as “ladle-full by ladle-full 

. . . spoon against the wall, spoon against the wall,” it is 

clear that what he is describing is not gesture but process. 

This is the fundamental distinction between Serra’s work 

and the notions of authorship in abstract expressionism, 

for as we have already seen, Serra is not the agent or  

author but the process itself. Gesture is bound with 

specificity and identity. My gesture is purely mine.  

Pollock’s gesture is purely his. But a process is universal. 

It is an infinitive that can be taken up by anyone. I can 

throw. He can throw. It is this notion of universal  

production that brings us back to the industrial element 

of Serra’s work. We now see that, equipped in industrial 

protective gear, Serra is doing a work that is industrial in 

nature, “spoon against wall, spoon against wall,” as if he 

is like the gears of a factory, endlessly repeating the same 

action. This exposure of the “technological process,” as Serra 

puts it, “depersonalizes and demythologizes the idealization of 

the sculptor’s craft.”7 Process, industry—this is what Richard 

Serra’s sculpture is all about. Not gesture, expression, or 

emotion. 

 The fundamental element of repetition in 

process is mirrored in the actual physical form of his 

works. And it is now that we finally come to the sculpture 

itself, after discussing the process of sculpting in such 

detail. For, as stated before, what is unseen in the image 

of Serra in the warehouse is the actual work that he is 

producing—”Casting” (1969)—a piece in which Serra 

repeatedly threw molten lead in the area of the ware-

house where floor meets wall. Once the lead was built up 

enough to create an actual form, Serra let it harden in its 

readymade, environmental “mold.” After it was hardened, 

he pulled it away from the wall, freeing the mold to be 

used to make another casting. Just as the throwing of 

lead against the wall to make one casting was repeated 

over and over, the entire process of making a casting 

was repeated over and over, so that the finished work is 

comprised of casting after casting of the corner space of 

the warehouse, laid out on the ground emerging from the 

site where they were created like so many waves lapping 

against the ankles of the viewers. 

 This repetition, which fuels not only Serra’s 

means of production but the actual physicality of the 

product itself, is also imbedded in postwar American art 

practices. Yet this time, Serra turns to a more immediate 

precursor, namely Donald Judd and minimalism. Repetition  

was a staple trope of the minimalists, as it represented a 

pre-made, readymade composition, detached from  

intentionality. As Judd puts it, compositions that are 

actually composed and not merely given by the use of 

repetition are “linked up with a philosophy—rationalism, 

rationalist philosophy,” going on to state that “all art is 

based on systems built beforehand, a priori systems.”8   

Repetition in an artwork, therefore, is another means of 

denying notions of authorship and specificity, another 

mask, so to speak. A specific and unique composition is 

the product of a specific and unique composer. And  
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a specific and unique composer imbeds a particular focus 

within the piece, a site where the work climaxes into 

meaning. A repeated work, on the other hand, has no 

climax; it only has one thing after another, a potentially  

endless repetition of the same basic integer. Krauss 

describes the effect of this removal of the focus of the 

piece, stating, “to string elements together without 

emphasis or logical termination is clearly to defeat the 

idea of a center or a focus toward which forms point or 

build. One arrives at a mode of composition from which 

the idea of inner necessity has been removed.”9 There is 

no “innerness” to the piece. How can there be an interior 

to something that is dispersed out evenly? But Serra’s 

repetition bears a distinct difference from the repetition 

of Judd and the minimalists. As Benjamin Buchloh puts it: 

“Unlike the serial principal that had so largely informed 

minimalist sculpture, [Serra’s] operation goes beyond the 

merely formal dimensions of series in that it embodies 

a process of change.”10 The individual castings of Serra’s 

“Casting” may be repeated but they are neither serial nor 

identical. Each strip of lead, each wave, records a different  

formation of the collection of lead against the corner 

of the warehouse. The lead, while still liquid, oozed and 

pooled out into different figurations, providing us with  

a work that, while engaging with repetition, also engages 

with chance and the momentary. 

 These liquid lashings of lead also confront us 

with a sculpture that is like no other sculpture. Even in its 

solid state, Richard Serra’s “Casting” is a document to the 

notion of sheer liquidity and its properties, its ability 

 to override sheer repetition with uniqueness and difference. 

Rather, the castings of the corner, in their repetition, 

assert their difference. The assertion of difference and 

mutability serves to dissolve the stable matrix that 

 framed our perceptions of sculpture, which was based 

on notions of solidity and the integrity of the sculptural 

form. This is what Benjamin Buchloh calls “the liquefaction 

of sculpture,” as he notes how Serra’s sculptures bring 

us to a moment where the “armature, mass, and shell” 

of sculpture “might literally dissolve.” Before the work 

of Serra, he says, this “would have been unthinkable 

precisely because up to that moment sculpture had still 

been defined as a kind of elementary model of the  

perceiving subject’s spatial coordinates, of the subject’s 

solid embodiment, of corporeal, or structural delineation.”11  

Sculpture, in the past, had served as a kind of stable and 

rigid analog for our bodies, three-dimensional yet static 

and unchanging. Yet Serra presents us with a sculpture 

that almost melts and moves at our feet, that changes as 

our bodies change. 

 As Serra’s splash pieces engage with our own 

bodies and dissolve our own conceptions of corporeality, 

they also engage with and dissolve our conceptions of 

space, specifically the space we occupy at the moment 

of our encounter with the pieces. This is achieved by the 

fact that Serra’s sculptures inhabit our space along with 

us. There is no pedestal in “Casting,” not even an attempt 

to differentiate the ground in any way, designating a specific 

area as the space of art and another as the space of us. 

And it is not only the fact that the pieces occupy our 

space but the particular space that they occupy and act 

upon—the corner, the literal boundary and limit of our 

space—that generates such a particular spatial relationship 

between viewer and piece. 

 Another piece along the lines of “Casting” is 

“Splashing” (1968), made with the similar accumulation 

of flung molten lead into the corner between floor and 

wall. Yet with “Splashing,” the sprays and drips of lead 

remain fixed to the wall in their display, physically bound 

to real space and to the site of their making. This location  

at the juncture between horizontal and vertical planes, 

the planes of sculpture and painting respectively, is 

pregnant with meaning. As Buchloh describes it, “with 

his ‘Splashing’ deliberately inserted in the right angle 

between wall and floor, Serra had made a point of visually 

canceling that angle and thus dissolving the architecturally 

defined ‘artificial’ cubic space by eliminating its demarcation  

lines.”12 Again there is that word “dissolve.” Just as the  

liquidity of Serra’s forms dissolves the fixedness of 

sculpture, so do they dissolve their surrounding spatial 

geometry and structure. This geometry is what guides 

our movement and thus our perception of space. Space, 

when conceived as a perfect cube or grid, provides the 

viewer with a precise place, a precisely delineated 

compartment, to occupy with clear boundaries and limits.  

Yet this cube is challenged with Serra’s splash pieces;  

indeed, it is no more.  

 What is fundamental to Serra’s splash pieces is 

the fact that not only do they crumble the armatures of 

space and structure but that they are at the same time 

wedded to their spatial environment. Indeed, “Splashing”  

can only exist as long as it exists in its site/mold of the 

corner. Douglas Crimp, in describing the centrality  

of space in regards to “Splashing,” underscores this 

fact, noting that “to remove the work meant certainly 

to destroy it.”13 “Casting,” though not physically bound 

to its site, bears a similar necessity of proximity; as 

Krauss states, “the logic of ‘Casting’ demanded that it 

be exhibited in immediate proximity to the place where 

it had been made, so that the relationship between the 

cast element’s shape and the ‘mold’ that had determined 

it would remain perspicuous.”14 The identity of the splash 

pieces, therefore, is wedded with their site of creation, 

which consequently becomes their site of display. 

 This returns us to the idea of externality. As 

stated before, the figure of Serra, masked and therefore 

blocked off to a certain extent from the viewer, is defined 

not by any sort of a priori interior identity but rather by 

the externality of his being, the physical and visual  

manifestation of his action of throwing in space. His castings  

can be regarded in the same way. We have already  

determined that they are not the product of a gesture 

and therefore do not bear any sort of intrinsic imprint of 

identity, specifically the artist’s identity. This denial of 

interiority fuses with the intense outward focus of the  

pieces, their constant orientation toward their surrounding  

space. Not only do they occupy our space, but their 

meaning emerges from this space—our space and their 

space. The locus of the meaning, therefore, is shifted 

from inside to outside. Crimp describes this shift and 

its effects on the dynamic between viewer and object, 

saying “whatever relationship was now to be perceived 

was contingent upon the viewer’s temporal movement 

in the space shared with the object,” going on to assert 

that “such a reorientation of the perceptual experience of 

art made the viewer, in effect, the subject of the work.”15 

Meaning, therefore, occurs not within the piece but from 

our interaction with the piece in time and space. This is 

what Buchloh has described as the unification of “the 

temporal field . . . of experience” and “the spatial field of 

perception.”16 Serra denies the interiority of his pieces 

and, in doing so, opens them up to us. Like the infinitive  
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verb, his castings are open and universal, capable of 

being engaged with by anybody. This opening up of the 

work, therefore, signifies the movement of the work from 

the private space of the artist’s mind to the collective and 

public space of the world.

 Engaging with the viewer in a collective space, 

transforming the viewer into a participant/subject in the 

work—that is what drives Richard Serra’s work. As stated 

above, this is achieved by a focus on experience through 

space and time, and this focus is not limited to Serra’s 

sculptural work but appears in his film work as well. In 

“Hand Catching Lead” (1969) we see Serra’s hand and 

forearm, jutting out into the middle of the frame, set 

against a blank, industrial, brick background. The film 

bears the same regular, unsyncopated cadence of his 

sculptural works, marked by the repetition of a singular 

action—namely the fall of lead down the middle of the 

screen. Over the span of three minutes, Serra’s hand 

engages in the sole activity of attempting to catch the 

piece of lead. Sometimes Serra succeeds in suspending 

the piece for a split second, only to immediately drop the 

piece in preparation for another catch attempt. Krauss 

described this rhythmic repetition of action, asserting 

that “the hand’s relation to the object is both intentional—

catching lead is what it is doing—and pointless, for 

making a catch does not seem to be its objective.”17 The 

action of the hand, therefore, is a demonstration of “pure 

process.” But just as Krauss said, there is no objective to 

this process. Therefore the action that we witness occurs 

in space and time but is not oriented around a specific 

narrative or termination point. There is no drive to the  

action or imprint of the artist’s desire. Again, Serra 

presents us with a piece that is devoid of his specific 

imprint, his specific autograph. Yet what is striking about 

this is that Serra uses the very emblem of authorship and 

identity—the hand—as the site of this presentation. But 

though we assume the hand to be Serra’s, it is not  

explicitly stated that it belongs to him. Rather, Serra 

shows us merely a hand, as if severed from its specific 

owner. In discussing this severing, Krauss states that 

“the fragmentation of the body is one way of freeing the 

meaning of a particular gesture from a sense that it is 

preconditioned by the underlying structure of the body 

understood as a coherent whole.”19 It is almost as if we 

can imagine our forearm extending beyond the frame of  

the image, as if we were engaging in this universal action.  

Again, the assertion of universality, of the absence of 

specific identity or intent, engenders this collective 

response, a collective participation, on the part of the 

viewer, who is now no longer a viewer but an active agent 

in the piece. 

 Perhaps this agency is best illustrated by the 

very names of Serra’s pieces. “Splashing,” “Casting”—

Serra has used the gerund form of the verb now, rather 

than the infinitive. Yet the verb is still open and universal.  

Now, however, the actual action has been activated, 

engaged. The infinitives of “Verb List” implied a sense of 

dormancy even in their assertions of transitive action, 

as Serra posits an action that can potentially be taken 

up. However, the gerund forms of these titles imply not 

only the activation of the process of splashing or casting 

but also its continuation. They imply, like the film “Hand 

Catching Lead,” like the image of Serra winding up to 

launch his molten lead, a constant repetition of action 

occurring in the moment. No precise beginning or end, 

no goal—just the act of splashing, the act of casting. By 

supplying an action utterly stripped of connotation, Serra 

provides us with a means of acting upon and in the  

sculpture ourselves, achieving a new union between 

sculpture, viewer, and world.
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DEFINITELY 

 IN THE AIR

Review: Up in the Air (2009), directed by Jason Reitman

rom the director of glorified indie films Thank You For 

Smoking and Juno, Hollywood can pat itself on the back 

for supporting a film to the tune of $24 million. When 

I previewed the film at the Directors Guild of America 

screening in Los Angeles, it was followed by a Q&A 

with creator, Jason Reitman. George Clooney plays Ryan 

Bingham, a sharp, proud, smooth-talking bachelor, gliding 

through airports, living out of a glossy, well-oiled black 

suitcase. His life is presented as a series of transactions 

with premiere plastic, coming and going from sterile 

hotel rooms, “on the road” all but some forty days out of 

the year, practically invisible to his family. At office after 

office, he is the man who fires unsuspecting employees 

for companies too cowardly to do the job themselves—

and make no mistake, Ryan Bingham is very good at it. 

Ending each termination session by saying that whoever 

built an empire had to first reach rock bottom, Bingham 

is also a motivational speaker inspiring people to let go of 

their baggage through the contrived metaphor of a back-

pack. I have to confess, Clooney is as convincing as the 

character he plays—his sparkling eyes and cool, collected 

demeanor bring a sense of empathy to the otherwise 

apathetic Bingham.  

 As the narrative progresses, a few things 

happen—Bingham meets Alex, played by Vera Farmiga, 

a successful, frequent-flying woman he likes, crudely 

described in her own words as like him, but with a vagina.  

He also faces losing his precious solitary lifestyle because 

his company is going digital, investing in web-based 

video technology to cut costs and fire people electronically  

through a monitor. The woman responsible for this 

is Natalie, depicted by Anna Kendrick, an ambitious, 

Cornell graduate with her pick of places to work. She is 

overly-confident but naive and inexperienced in what is 

required in the fragile art of firing. Bingham’s boss 

assigns him the task of taking Natalie on the road 

to show her the ropes, which he begrudgingly does. 

Through a series of events, the film veers from dark  

comedy to a more serious drama, and Bingham’s life 

begins to unravel and make less sense as he discovers his 

own desire to love and be loved.  

 Although the film’s intentions are good, my 

qualms with this film are many. Yes, it’s conventionally 

well shot and has a certain “fresh” quality by Hollywood 

standards, but the writing feels self-conscious and, apart 

from Bingham, the surrounding characters are reduced to 

movie clichés. After the screening, Jason Reitman  

commented that in addition to Bingham’s character, he 

was interested in exploring the contemporary phenom-

enon of single women in midlife who were promised that 

success would bring them happiness. Had he genuinely 

followed through with this, Up in the Air would have been 

a more interesting film on many levels, but Reitman’s 

treatment of Alex falls very short of any kind of resonant 

execution. She struts around in heels with an overt 

masculinity, rarely revealing any semblance of a soul and 

proving in the end that she hardly has one. And while 

the younger Natalie may be ambitious, the director is 

relentless in undermining her by portraying her as comic 

relief, bumbling around like a fool, marriage-obsessed, 

crying like a baby on Bingham’s shoulder, apologizing for 

one thing or another. Had Reitman given the two women 

more dimension, their parallel lives could have provided 

an effective and meaningful element to the story.  
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 Choosing to use twenty-two nonactors who had 

recently been let go from their jobs for the segments in 

which Bingham and Natalie execute their terminations, 

Reitman infuses the film with a cinema vérité quality,  

utilizing candid, impromptu, often deeply sad segments 

to communicate the realities of what has affected so 

many people nationwide. It is infuriating to witness 

Reitman cutting off many of these people as they are 

midsentence, without grace, using their words only when 

they serve the pacing of his film. Had Reitman afforded 

these anonymous souls the time to speak, to look us in 

the face, the film could have actually been profound.  

Reitman essentially packages their sorrows in an  

unsettling way, making their suffering and desperation 

digestible for audiences.  

 This is a film driven by the powerhouse that is 

George Clooney. Reitman admitted that the film would 

not have been funded had it not been for Clooney’s 

involvement, and he has created a movie in his service— 

a film about a man very similar to the actor, a bachelor 

who travels a lot, used to play basketball, and is perhaps 

experiencing a midlife crisis. Beyond this, the film lacks 

the depth and sincerity it should have for a subject mat-

ter so relevant to today’s economic climate. When the 

film is over and the credits roll, Reitman includes a song 

composed by an unemployed 50-year-old who handed 

him a tape about the depressing consequences of living 

without work. After being asked about this, Reitman 

cracked a condescending joke to the audience about how, 

when this man found out his music would be included 

in the film, he thought he could start a music career. 

Thought? And why not? Reitman’s arrogance is as  

transparent as his film. 

Natasha Subramaniam is a Los Angeles-based filmmaker and writer  

interested in world cinema, film/video aesthetics, and gender representations  

processed through visual culture. Her multimedia collaborations have 

screened internationally in outlets including Sundance, the Berlinale, and 

New York Fashion Week. She contributes film analysis to journals such as 

the Melbourne online magazine Senses of Cinema. In 2008 she completed 

her MFA in film/video from CalArts.
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SPEAKING WITH 

ED FELLA

Location: Fella’s studio at CalArts

d Fella called me in the CalArts lobby. He didn’t know 

what I looked like, so it was up to me to introduce 

myself. I had seen pictures of him on the Internet, one 

in particular of Ed wearing a plaid shirt and sweater 

vest holding a bright red potted plant in a photo by the 

Korean designer Ahn Sang-soo. Understandably, this was 

my expectation. Instead, I introduced myself to a man 

wearing a cotton sweater and cargo pants, all gray except 

for his black nondescript tennis shoes and gold wedding 

ring. He reminded me of my grandfather, who was also an 

artist, with his tall, strong tree-trunklike stature, gray hair, 

and round glasses.

 After being in portfolio reviews all day, he 

desperately needed coffee, a mix of decaf and Guatemalan. 

We made small talk about the weather and CalArts. 

Coffee in hand, I followed him through a maze of hallways 

and staircases to his bottom-floor studio space. It was 

located within the graduate student workroom in  

a windowed studio. Upon entering, I was surrounded  

by tall stacks of banker’s boxes and bookshelves. 

I recognized Ed’s own artwork on the wall; they were 

joined by random pieces of ephemera, quotes, and 

pictures. We sat down at his desk; a picture of his 

granddaughter looked at me while I made myself 

comfortable. Given Ed’s mostly hand drawn work in 

typography, it seemed ironic that I was seated in front of 

a large iMac. I set up my tape recorder and took a deep 

breath, trying to compose myself for whatever was to 

come. Ed was ready to talk. Even if I hadn’t asked the first 

question, he would have begun. 

Jessica Tan: What was the first big landmark or 

realization that you came to when finding your style after 

working in commercial art in Detroit for thirty years?

Ed Fella: That’s where I developed this style as a 

“commercial artist,” as we were called in those days. And 

as an illustrator, because illustrators have to have styles, 

because that’s how they’re [illustrations] sold. Whereas 

design is more anonymous, because you’re working with 

typography and photographs that are already a given. 

 

JT: And you don’t sign your work.

EF: Well, no, not when it’s just so-called work for hire, 

but you do when it’s illustration or more personal graphic 

design like all of my posters.  

JT: When you started making the posters for the art 

galleries in Detroit and the Detroit Focus gallery, was that 

kind of a big push into what you’ve been doing now and 

more recently?

EF: Yes, but I always did. In all those years I worked as  

a commercial artist, I also did experimental work on the 

side, so it was just part of my practice. By the way, I use 

the term experimental a lot and it’s almost become this 

all-encompassing, generic word for what we in design 

also call unconventional or personal work . . . Anyway, my 

training was in high school, in a technical high school or  

a trade school, as they were called in the mid-’50s, and in 

what was called commercial art, because graphic design 

wasn’t a term that was used until the ’60s. And I had 

a kind of Bauhaus training in school, with that Bauhaus 
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idea of there being no difference between applied art and 

fine art. It’s just a different process of working, you know, 

whether you’re working for a client or doing something 

for the “art system,” which in a sense is a client. That 

is, the culture is the client. Also in the mid-’50s, there 

was an ideology or an attitude that had to do with 

experimentation, the kind of experimental styles that 

took place in the first half of the twentieth century, like 

futurism, cubism, one style after another, so at the time 

we were very conscious of new and newer styles. And 

during that period, abstract expressionism was one way 

of working. The other one was American regionalism, 

a realistic painting style—“social realism” it was also 

called—that came out of the 1930s and ’40s . . . a kind 

of propaganda art during the Depression and during the 

war, and I loved the stuff! That was my coming-of-age 

training in the middle of the last century. At 18, I started 

working in the commercial art business in Detroit, and 

we worked in studios. They were large studios in those 

days because everything was all done by hand: you had 

to have typesetters, pasteup and mechanical artists . . . 

all sorts of backup.

JT: And then you started making your own lettering.

EF: Yes, we were always encouraged to do experimental 

work because it was used as a way to get new work, 

fresh work. So whenever you didn’t have any actual jobs 

to do, you were to do “samples,” as they were called, 

experimental work to show clients what you could do 

or what you were interested in. This was always an 

opportunity to make stuff a little out of the box from

what we would do with clients, and it always upped the 

ante a little bit. Clients would say, “Yeah, I like this type 

of style, but can you tone it down a bit for the job?” That 

was an experimental practice I always indulged in or was 

used to. For all those years, that’s the way we worked, 

so it was a natural thing to continue when I stopped 

doing professional work, which was to just keep on going 

with it. It was always a kind of a play on what I was 

doing, anyway . . . And when I went to graduate school 

at Cranbrook at the age of 47, it simply became a more 

codified way of doing the same kind of work. 

JT: So at Cranbrook you really solidified what you were about.

EF: That’s when I started the flyers for Detroit Focus,  

a little nonprofit gallery and an artist collective. It wasn’t 

a commercial gallery. It was funded by the City Arts 

Council during the ’70s and ’80s. I’d done work for these 

art and poetry organizations, and because you weren’t 

paid you could do what you wanted. And it was in  

a milieu of art making and poetry making—avant-garde 

work—so it was easy to use design typography in the 

same manner. And you know, this work was part of  

a closed system; the people who came to these galleries 

were the people who were already interested in it, and so 

it was a community of artists and art followers. It wasn’t 

done in the same way you had to sell Buicks or the Bank 

of Detroit or whatever. It gave this work much more of an 

allowance for something very different. 

JT: When did all your wordplay start coming into your posters?

EF: It was always there because I was playing around 

with experimental stuff, where you’re always doing this

kind of play with lettering and typography. And actually, 

type specimen books always had a kind of wordplay in 

them. It was all just part of doing experimental stuff. 

Besides, I liked so-called avant-garde poetry . . . along 

with doggerel!

 Again, I came of age in that period at the end of 

American modernism and the beginning of historicism, 

eclecticism, and postmodernism. I was part of the 

generation that invented it, and so I was doing this 

stuff in Detroit while young people at the same time 

were also doing it in New York, like the people from 

Pushpin Studios, for example. We, as a generation, were 

interested in looking at those old styles: Victorian, art 

deco, art nouveau, all that wonderful history, and of 

course pop art in the late ’50s or early ’60s.

 This was part of the environment at the time, 

and it all became postmodern design eventually. And 

along with it, we also had late modernism or Swiss grid-system  

design. Design went in those two directions: this 

reductivist, pure, essentialist modernism, and this other 

kind of eclecticism and historicism, which was beginning 

postmodernism, in a way. That was basically the time  

of the late ’50s through the ’80s, and by the late ’80s  

the last bit was deconstructivism, which deconstructed  

five hundred years of Guttenberg typography, and with 

that idea, it was over! . . . And that was the end of that!  

In the early ’90s, the digital revolution started with  

a whole new paradigm, and my historic period was at an 

end. Now, it’s whatever goes, and it’s called “postmodern 

pluralism,”—you can do anything and everything, mix and 

match. There is no master style or historic narrative that 

you need follow. There’s nothing you, I, one, can’t do. 

JT: Especially with technology now. 

EF: Yeah! That too. But there’s nothing you can’t do in 

terms of any style, right? Even the most crude, amateur, 

outsider kinds of styles. You can use them. Everything— 

anti-design, zero-degree design—or you can make the 

most highly crafted, slick, professional kind of graphics, 

it ranges through everything. All the possibilities are now 

available. It just has to do with a kind of appropriateness 

or need or whatever the desire is. The same is true in art 

and photography and other fields now in the twenty-first 

century. What a fabulously free time! Don’t you think?

 One period, the one which I started in, is over, 

and a whole new one has come in. That’s also why I call 

myself an “exit-level designer,” because I’m done, and am 

turning it over to the next generation, your generation, 

and you can figure out what it means to be digital and 

what globalization is and what to do about it . . . 

 That’s another great thing, this kind of globalized 

unity. Even the national styles of the last century are over, 

like Polish posters, Dutch graphics, Swiss grid-systems. 

Now everything is mixed together—Asian, European, and 

American. It’s a big international whole that connects 

everything on the Internet, the “World Wide Web.” 

Everything has become kind of one thing, but within that 

one thing, everything is possible. All styles, all processes, 

all manners. 

 I’ve stayed in the twentieth century basically.  

I continue with my postmodern deconstructive exploration 

of twenty years ago. For me, it’s still the late ’80s, early 

’90s. 

JT: So how does your work now fit in?
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EF: Well, that’s kind of the point: does it, really? I don’t 

do any digital work; I still do it with the same hand 

processes. And those little flyers are still offset printed 

on a press, although they could be printed as digital,  

I suppose, but that’s really not my interest . . . They still 

have that offset, printing ink-on-paper feel. 

JT: Yes, they have a great sense of materiality. 

EF: Easy to get with cheap paper! The sketchbooks, which 

aren’t printed, are original art, Prismacolor pencil, and 

ballpoint pen. The sketchbook is kind of an art practice. 

And again, that’s (while pointing at sketches)  

a deconstruction of the type and lettering, ornament 

and cartoons, from my past as a commercial artist and 

the whole past of the vernacular of commercial art from 

the middle of the nineteenth century to the end of the 

twentieth century. 

JT: They really are beautiful in person; they have a much 

different quality to them. 

EF: It’s the materiality, the fact that it’s pen and pencil, 

but on the other hand, they scan very nicely and look 

great in hi-res digital files on screen. And also because of 

the size, the originals are almost the same size as what 

you see on the screen. 

JT: So how many sketchbooks have you done and how 

quickly do you finish them? You have multiple ones going 

at a time, correct?

EF: Yes, but I only have one drawing book, which usually 

takes three to four months to make. And I doodle away 

during any spare time. Or, for example, when I go to 

lectures, I sometimes draw while I’m listening, or at 

home, where I can relax, listening to audio books or the 

radio. I like audio books. I can just sit there and listen and 

draw because there are two different things going on in 

your brain. And when I watch television, like news shows 

or talk shows, then of course, I can draw. These books 

I also carry with me are always done on the fly, so to 

speak. Even if I go out to dinner with my wife, while we sit 

there and wait for the meal, I’m doodling away. 

JT: She’s gotten used to it?

EF: Yes, because as I said they are two different 

processes, which is what in effect allows me to have 

a disconnect from the work and makes for a kind of 

“automatic writing,” or “automatic drawing” in my case. . . 

The other kind of books I do, I can only do on my desk.

JT: Because they are big?

EF: Well, that and because they are collage. Collages 

and drawings . . . and they are more experimental, more 

so than the drawing books, because they’re drawings 

with collage materials on top of them, or the other way 

around. So they are all over the place (flipping through 

pages), several kinds of art, modernism, where you get 

this kind of geometric, abstract, nonobjective overall 

field, and here, you have Dada collage, or surrealist kind of 

stuff. In some of these pages, you can make little stories out 

of the material, if you want, or whatever. Or there is the 

found stuff. I cut up old magazines, books, newspapers.  

JT: There’s a lot of chance involved.

EF: Yes, yes. This is very spontaneous stuff. Collage 

means it’s all about material that already exists. It’s 

just another kind of art-making process that’s more 

about experimenting in composition and textures than 

creating any meaning, and it also, in the original, has 

a rich materiality. As a graphic designer, I really like 

mechanical reproduction, which includes printing and 

Xeroxing and also various papers—glossy papers, matte 

paper, craft paper—halftone, mezzo, and aging and 

deterioration, older types of printing which you don’t see 

much of anymore like letterpress. Stuff like that. Collage 

material is always about, and it is, reproduction; that’s 

the materiality of it (showing a collage) . . . you’ve got this 

matte or glossy quality to begin with, and then pen or 

crayon on top of it. As I said, rich!

JT: So are you consciously looking for things or is it just 

when it catches your eye?

EF: Yeah, it’s just printed material that I find all the time. 

I collect it. I like to go to thrift shops and book sales and 

buy old books to cut up. I especially like historic stuff, 

or magazines that have old stuff in them, like history 

magazines, like American Heritage. So again, yes, it’s the 

materiality. And I cut up my own work, make little bits of 

it, do rubbings . . . there is no end to the kind of fooling 

around one can do. 

JT: So what is your process when you find something? Do 

you immediately use it? Or do you archive it and keep it?

EF: I try to use it as I find it, but I can never keep up . . .  

so I have file folders and boxes and boxes of stuff that I’ve 

kept and call “collage material.” It’s like, “Oh, I’ll keep this. 

I can cut it up and use it.” 

JT: How do you feel about your graphic design in terms of 

production? 

EF: It’s really crude for me; I use the lowest forms of 

vernacular production: cheap offset printing and papers. 

Flyers were basically given out to everyone and often 

just tossed out. They weren’t meant to be kept, like 

newspapers weren’t meant to be kept. Books are, maybe, 

meant to be kept forever, but magazines are kept for  

a while and then thrown away. So most printed ephemera 

is literally thrown away after each day. There’s no reason 

to keep it when the next day you get even more! But 

that’s so much part of graphic design; its ephemeral, 

temporal quality is only meant for one communication 

and that’s it. . . .  

 There were other design cultures that printed 

these fantastic street posters. Big, beautiful color 

posters, like in Holland and Japan. The Yokoo posters, 

for example, are fabulous, with so many overlays and 

lots of color. But in America, we didn’t have that kind of 

craft tradition; we had billboards and lots of advertising. 

Printers don’t have the same kind of small-craft culture; 

they’re union workers in a different economy. It’s an 

incredibly rich economy on one hand, because of the 

amounts spent on advertising and sales catalogs . . .   

it equals millions of dollars, which then makes billions 

of dollars. It’s the richest economy in the world, maybe 
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until now! Yokoo posters weren’t the same as Buick 

catalogs. They weren’t printed in runs of millions of 

copies and sent out to all the dealers and agents in the 

entire country. We didn’t have that kind of poster culture. 

So, on the other hand, I tapped into this lower end of 

our print economy and had all these personal flyers of 

mine, outside the commercial profession, printed one 

color on bond paper in short runs, a couple hundred 

or so. Therefore I was able to create a body of cheap 

miniposters that, in a way, now could compete with all 

that high-end stuff in historic graphic design terms . . .  

or at least that is my conceit!

JT: So that’s why you started cutting up text and using 

what you found? 

EF: Well, that’s how I did speculative stuff in the 1970s.  

I used to cut out type from magazines. I couldn’t pay for 

it to be typeset, so I had to use pre-existing typography 

and rearrange it into collages. And in that way I could 

make my own typographic experiments.

JT: You’re also bringing a completely different sense to 

what typography is.

EF: Yes, but people have done that before, the Dadaists, 

the futurists, the late Swiss modernists played around 

with that kind of thing in the type shops. There is a long 

history of that kind of type experimentation that I imagine 

literally goes back to the beginning. Even in the early days 

of typography, from Guttenberg onward, there is all kinds 

of really interesting experimentation that you find with 

type. It’s not the norm, but if you go to printing museums, 

you’ll see examples of it. And I just keep doing it too!

JT: Do you ever get criticism for doing work that way or 

messing with the stigma of typography?

EF: Not really, because our culture is so used to that. 

Obviously in the beginning this kind of work (the 

Cranbrook work) got a lot of criticism, mostly within the 

profession itself. Modernists tried to synthesize, codify, 

and aestheticize graphic design practice, and that was 

certainly a necessary thing to do. Before that, graphic 

design was thought to be a vernacular of idiosyncratic, 

unschooled, unlearned, unconsidered commercial art. 

It was considered more an expression of a personal, 

idiosyncratic vernacular, even though it was a highly 

skilled trade. But it was not a “profession.” 

 I suppose art was also a trade at one time, 

during the Renaissance. Michelangelo probably had to 

go around to the back door! The people of the Bauhaus 

started making design into a more systematized practice 

and continuing with the later modernists who used 

semiotics and communication studies and all kinds of 

science to say “this is more readable than that,” and 

now, it’s about whatever you feel like or what looks cool, 

and that ended with really straightforward information 

design. You know, grids, columns, Helvetica, and that’s 

about as clear as you can be. And of course that’s 

perfect if you want to write a manual for a pilot or a brain 

surgeon . . . 

JT: It better be clear.

EF: It better be clear, it can’t be every kind of crazy type 

mix with chaotic compositions . . . You certainly wouldn’t 

expect stuff like I’ve been making for the last twenty-five years! 

 But you know, for many years I did work for 

hospitals in Detroit, for Henry Ford Hospital, University 

of Michigan Hospital, like annual reports and all sorts of 

material. I did it all in a very straightforward information-

design style, [and] I was quite proud of the fact that I 

made it really readable. I used to do surgical instrument 

catalogs and stuff like that, and I did a lot of them. It’s 

appropriate to make this material more understandable, 

and I worked really hard to make it so. It had nothing 

to do with my kind of current expressive work, like the 

poeticized, aestheticized typography and imagery that I’m 

known for . . .  

JT: I’ve read a lot of information about you and your work; 

it’s all kind of a prolific mythology of Ed Fella. 

EF: I know, and it’s a really pretty simple story. The secret 

is that I’m just passionate about making stuff. I guess 

I come from a time and culture when it was deeply 

satisfying to make work, along with the materiality of 

actually making it, and also I have a kind of temperament 

where I get a great deal of satisfaction from making 

something. What’s easier than sitting at a table or deck 

with paper and pen all day and half the night?

 I think you’re lucky that you have this computer 

because it allows you a freedom in not having to worry 

about technology. Although the only thing you do have to 

worry about is [that it’s] constantly getting updated and 

better, and you have to learn all that anew, whereas  

I never had to learn anything. 

JT: Once you know how to use a pen, you know how to 

use a pen.

EF: Right, then everything you do with a pen has to do 

with your own experience with it. For me, I could use this 

same pen for fifty years, because the tool doesn’t change 

whatsoever . . . But fifty years from now when you use 

this (points) computer, it’s not going to be in that way 

because this machine has a life, a history of its own. It 

will be so much smarter in time than my “dumb” pen. 

Think how great that will be!

JT: How do you deal with all your work? 

EF: This is my little studio. I’ve been here for twenty 

years or so, and I do have an awful lot of sketchbooks 

and scrapbooks and artworks, and everything is stored 

here: all my flyers and posters, the artist books are all in 

these cabinets here, the scrapbooks, which you might 

have seen on my website . . . I call it a “daily archive,” 

and I love keeping all this vernacular stuff. I just find it 

so fascinating . . . the printed stuff that crosses our lives 

everyday, kind of under the radar. 

JT: Everything and more.

EF: Yes, and it all fits in the books, my drawings, and 

collages. Like a painter would have a studio full of large 

paintings, I have all these little artist books here. I also 

have a library all around me. I endlessly buy books, 

and I don’t know where the hell to put them all. I don’t 

have any more space. But that’s my contribution to the 

economy—I buy books. 
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 This is how I work. I sit here on my little stool 

and have my pens and pencils, and I still have my . . .  

you know what this is? (laughing) A waxer. To stick 

stuff down with. (Laughing) I also have glue sticks and 

X-ACTO knives, and I work in my books, and page after 

page, I just do something to make something.

Jessica Tan is a third year Design Media Arts student at UCLA. She is 

currently student assistant to Willem Henri Lucas, designer and chair of 

Design Media Arts department. Jessica focuses on print and book design, 

view her work at: WWW.JWDTAN.COM
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Untitled 1 (Ed Fella in Studio) 
Jessica Tan 

Digital print 

2010

Untitled 2 (Ed Fella in Studio)
Jessica Tan

Digital print 

2010
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Lecture Flyer (Chapman University, 

Orange, !")
Ed Fella
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Lecture Flyer (Monash University

Melbourne, Australia)
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THEATRICALITY & 
CAGEAN AESTHETICS:

LA MONTE YOUNG’S “DREAM HOUSE”

 

Where do we go from here? Towards theatre . . . We have 

eyes as well as ears, and it is our business while we are alive 

to use them. 

    —John Cage 

escribing the work of La Monte Young is far from a linear  

pursuit. A composer integrally involved in the developments 

of Fluxus, minimalism, and the progression of experimental  

music, his projects range from word pieces such as 

“Composition 1961,” in which the performer is asked 

simply to “draw a line and follow it,” to compositions 

produced through the Theatre of Eternal Music and 

finally to sound-rendered environments, as evident in 

“Dream House” (July 1967), his culminating project with 

his wife, Marian Zazeela. The work, which features tones 

of long duration, is described by Young and Zazeela as  

“a continuous environment in sound and light with 

singing from time to time.”1 

 “Dream House” can be seen not only as  

a culmination of Young’s aesthetic, one in which the 

objective of  “getting inside the sound” reaches its 

penultimate expression, but is moreover a fervent call 

for the listener to act as the composer as he or she 

walks from room to room. It is in many ways a call for 

the “the birth of the reader” (the listener) as “requited 

by the death of the Author” (the composer) as Roland 

Barthes would proclaim a year later.2 This effect is 

created through the material of sound production that 

Young chooses; in “Dream House,” Young uses sine 

wave oscillators that create continuous electronic 

sound and characteristically have only one frequency 

component, separating the air in each room between 

high-pressure areas (loud sound) and low-pressure areas 

(soft sound). The phenomenon can only be experienced 

in architectural space, as the listener creates the sound 

composition while walking around Young’s apartment, 

producing chords and triads based on the transitions 

between high- and low-pressure sine wave areas. “Dream 

House” in this sense takes on an inherent theatricality as 

experienced in Young’s adoption of sound in space, as the 

actions of the listener create changes in the installation’s 

material function.

 Once seen as a crucial distinction, the 

relationship between reader and author—or we could 

say equally, that of composer and listener, or performer 

and composer, become contingent relationships in the 

works of Young. In truth, however, this contingency did 

not begin with Young but with John Cage. “Composing’s 

one thing,” Cage says, “performing’s another, listening’s 

a third. What can they have to do with one another?”3 

Indeed, the “repositioning of the traditional subject-

object relation, and the listener-work relation into a kind  

of topographical situation of a listener within a multi-

dimensional transformational field (a field of more than 

two dimensions)”4 was realized by the work of John Cage 

nearly a decade before Barthes wrote “The Death of the 

Author.”

 Throughout the development of Cagean 

aesthetics, Fluxus, and minimalism, one word relentlessly 

crops up—theatricality. I would like to reconsider, briefly 

in the scope of this paper, the notion of theatricality as 

it stretches from Cagean aesthetics to Young’s “Dream 

House” and on toward debates concerning the “war” 

between theatre and art in the emergence of minimalism. 

It is my contention that Cagean aesthetics have largely 

been ignored, despite their profound reverberations, due 
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to the underlying contentions found in Michael Fried’s 

essay “Art and Objecthood”—contentions which seek 

to maintain medium-specificity and avoid the threat 

“in which visual art is held to be strictly spatial.”5 In 

other words, for Fried and Greenberg before him, each 

artistic medium has its own inherent spatial qualities; for 

painting, for example, this is the flatness of the canvas. 

For painting to take up characteristics of sound or to 

become performative would be against the “objecthood” 

of painting. It is because of Fried’s belief that visual art 

does not encompass all of physical space, but that each 

medium has its own specific characteristics, that I think 

Young has remained positioned in music, despite his 

interdisciplinary activities. 

 What is theatricality, and how did the 

implication of the term theatre change between Cage’s 

work and Fried’s essay? How does the listener/composer, 

viewer/artist relation change or reverse itself in relation 

to “theatricality”? The emergence of the theatre in Cage  

reverses the role of the author, whereas in Fried, theatre  

and theatricality are at war with art. Produced in the  

same summer as Fried’s “Art and Objecthood,” “Dream  

House” is an example of a work that threatens Fried’s 

notions. “Dream House” can be said to exist as a hybridized  

form, taking up conditions of the light, space, sound, and 

monochrome, as well as sculpture, architecture, music, 

and painting.

 The way in which “theatricality” is positioned 

and defined by art historians treads a grey line, and 

requires a consideration of Cagean and post-Cagean 

aesthetics and its implications. Young became acquainted  

with Cage’s work when he was invited to study at 

Darmstadt, Germany, under Karlheinz Stockhausen, 

a composer whose musical ideology opposed that of 

Cage. After his encounter with Cage, Young immediately 

took up his ideas of indeterminacy, change operation, 

duration, and process.

 John Cage is a figure that has been more often 

minimized or dismissed than explored outside the 

discipline of music. It is telling that intermedia hybridity 

is characteristic of all the art forms that evolved in Cage’s 

wake and in which Young would intimately engage. The 

scope of Cage’s work, as early as 1952 with 4’33”, as well 

as in his earlier lectures at the New School for Social 

Research and at Black Mountain College, revealed the 

notion that theatre could open up a situation in which 

“certainty about its disciplinary status (even that it was 

necessarily ‘aesthetic’) was dissolved.”6 Cage challenged 

the disciplinary status of the separate arts. He challenged 

the specificity of the artistic disciplines at the moment 

when Greenberg’s ideology of medium-specificity was 

taking hold.7 This has been ignored far too long.

 Branden Joseph addresses this fact, and in his 

book on Tony Conrad (who formed part of the Theatre 

of Eternal Music with Young) entitled Beyond the Dream 

Syndicate, he lays out four major components of Cagean 

aesthetics. He first makes mention of Cage’s aesthetic of 

immanence—an aesthetic of sounds which are inherent 

to their own character. In his pursuit of deconstructing 

the “transcendent connections between sound and its 

individual components,” Cage sought to rupture the 

continuity of composition and to detach sounds from 

their pre-established meanings.8 As Joseph would 

describe it, “Cage’s goal, in all such endeavors, was 

to eliminate as much as possible from the acoustical 

experience the creation of any abstract form that could 

be received as existing on a level above, beyond, or 

outside the immanent realm.”9 

 This “immanent realm” does not mean 

that Cage portrays “life” or “nature” as unchanging, 

universalizing realms or that nature is identical to the 

social structure that makes up music (what Cage calls 

an anthropomorphic point of view) but rather infers an 

interest in sound itself—no longer needing a defined 

beginning, middle, and end. “A sound,” Cage writes, “does 

not view itself as thought, as ought, as needing another 

sound for its elucidation.”10 A sound, for Cage, can exist 

for itself—not as symbolic, or metaphorical, or needing 

another sound to create its meaning. It is only concerned 

with the fact that “before it has died away it must have 

made perfectly exact its frequency, its loudness, its 

length, its overtone structure, the precise morphology 

of these and of itself.” The lack of preemptive priority of 

musical sounds over not-sounds was radical. “Theatre is 

all around us,” proclaimed Cage, just like the existence of 

sounds, whether they be intentional or not.11

  By proposing an aesthetic of immanence, Cage 

showed that he was concerned with the indeterminate 

relation between the listener and the musical production— 

Joseph’s second characteristic of Cagean aesthetics. 

Clearly, in order to see sounds as not “ought or thought,” 

Cage had to break the conventional ties implied between 

listener, composer, and performer. “Instead of  

a composition as totality,” Joseph writes, “listeners were 

to encounter sonic events as ‘field’ or ‘constellation’ 

that not only potentially surrounded them but that 

opened onto and interpenetrated with random acoustical 

occurrences ‘outside’ and therefore beyond any single 

intentionality.”12 In other words, the field of sound need 

not take place in the form of composition or organized 

sound, but could surround the listener. 

 In 4’33” (1952), Cage’s piece in which the word 

“TACIT” (meaning silence) is written in the score 

at all three parts of the composition, requiring that 

the performers play nothing, the eruption of random 

acoustical occurrences take the form of “audience” 

members coughing or moving about in their chairs. 

Instead of receiving a composition as totality, the listener 

encounters sonic events as a field or constellation 

surrounding their space, opening the listener up to 

sounds outside intentionality (i.e., coughing). Here, the 

unintentional sound production of the audience reverses 

their role to that of performer. 4’33” thus announces the 

death of the composer. 

 The third point of Cagean aesthetics proposed 

by Joseph is that of interpretation giving way to 

“experimentation.” Instead of the listener understanding 

the “meaning” of sound as a network of verifiable sign-

signifier relations (as one might analyze a Bach fugue), 

Cage proposed that the listener experience process 

without aim, structure, or goal. “Experimentation,” 

Joseph explains, “nevertheless was the process of 

interpretation of reading signs in the absence of  

pre-given signifieds.”13 Thus, for Cage, experimental 

music was a means of laying less importance on the 

signifieds (for instance, that no sound = silence, when 

in fact this is not true), while still asking the listener to 

engage in a process of interpreting the signs (no sound 

= an emergence of sound). Here, the locus of meaning is 

given to the listener. The listener is allowed to “become 

their own center” (as Cage repeatedly mentions), rather 

than submit to the thoughts of a musician or composer. 
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The score no longer is a representation of how things are. 

As Cage says in his discussion of Robert Rauschenberg’s 

“Combines,” “Of course, they are objective. Who said 

they weren’t? The thing is, we get the point more quickly 

when we realize it is we looking rather than we may not 

be seeing it.”14 In this sense, Cage emphasizes  

a phenomenological experience of sound. It is the 

beholder in the process of interpreting sound in space 

that holds importance. 

 For Cage, the positioning of the listener, composer, 

 and performer is part of an interlocking of power relations  

that must be obliterated. This is Joseph’s fourth component 

of Cagean aesthetics. From composer to score, score 

to performer, and performer to listener, transcendent 

structures of power exist. Aesthetics, for Cage, is trapped 

within a political model. Cage wanted to de-link their 

necessity. This stance was explicitly anarchist for Cage 

(and also for Young,  who quoted Cage in his 1960 

performance program at CalArts, endorsing the word 

anarchy). As he said in Art News, “Emptiness of purpose 

does not imply contempt for society, but rather assumes 

that each person, whether he knows it or not, is noble, 

is able to experience gifts with generosity, that society is 

best anarchic.”15

 By dismantling the structures of power inherent 

in art, Cage would come to the obvious conclusion that 

the categorization of the arts themselves need also 

be abolished—a political agenda.16 Like Young, Cage 

was interested in the visual qualities of sound and its 

interaction with the visual in space. In 4’33,” for instance, 

the assembly of musicians dressed in black with their 

instruments on stage was just as much a part of the 

composition as was the emergence of sound in “silence.” 

The distinction between intended and not intended 

sound went further for Cage—extending the abstract 

categories of sound and silence to the visual and the 

auditory. The combination of the visual and the auditory, 

while simultaneously questioning this distinction, was 

what Cage would call “theatre.” 

 “Music is an oversimplification of the situation 

we actually are in,” Cage writes. “An ear alone is not 

a being; music is one part of theatre. ‘Focus’ is what 

aspects one’s noticing. Theatre is all these various things 

going on at the same time. I have noticed that music 

is liveliest for me when listening for instance doesn’t 

distract me from seeing.”17 Music (that is, organized or 

intentional sound) only forms one part of the complex 

continuum of sound. We focus our attention on music, 

much as we would focus our attention on a sculpture in  

a gallery, without noticing that our auditory and visual  

capacities are constantly intermeshed within one another.  

Theatre, in other words, articulated this simultaneous 

and contradictory existence of sound and the visual. 

 By 1959, these tenets of Cagean aesthetics 

would be readily available to the attentive student, 

and even more so by 1961, when a collection of Cage’s 

lectures were published in his book, Silence. For the 

generation after Cage, this led to discussion of the 

relationship between aesthetics and politics, “the notion 

that an aesthetic is, in some way and without mediation, 

equal to a politics or to a political position / model.”18 

This had profound effects, not only for musicians in 

Cage’s wake but also in the emergence of Fluxus and 

minimalism. Furthermore, after Cage’s first two decades 

of work, the focus was not so much on “objects” within  

a discipline or institution, but on the “specific techniques 

enacted within a field or realm of power effects.”19 Young 

most certainly would respond and work closely with 

Cage, but he also experienced an “anxiety of influence” 

in his desire to move beyond him. 

 In Young’s “Vision” (November 21, 1959) and 

“Composition 1960 #2,” he responds directly to Cage. 

Placing his audience in an auditorium, he casts the room 

in darkness in order to separate them from the ego-

inflating experience of conventional performance. The 

pianist strikes the key at irregular intervals, producing  

inconstant frequencies, and sounds arise from 

unexpected places in the room. Like Cage’s 4’33,” in 

which instruments are played unconventionally (or not 

played at all) in pianist David Tudor’s interpretation of the 

work, in Young’s piece instruments were used outside of 

their conventional sound production—wind instruments 

growled in the dark and a herd-of-elephants sounded 

from twin bassoons. By calling the piece “Vision,” Young 

seems to propose that both space and sound are part of 

the experience of vision, even when seeing darkness. 

 Young’s concern with light is seen in “Vision,” 

a concern Cage had never taken up. In “Composition 

1960 #2,” in which butterflies are released into a room, 

again one hears the echoes of Cage. The lack of sound 

produced by the butterflies confused many, but Young 

would contend, much like Cage, that “ . . . it didn’t seem 

to me at all necessary that anyone or anything should 

have to hear sounds and that it is enough that they exist 

for themselves.”20

 Despite the similarities of Young’s early work 

with that of Cage, Young would say in a conversation 

with Richard Kostelanetz: 

Although there is no question that my exposure 

to John Cage’s work had an immediate impact on 

aspects of my Fall, 1959, and 1960 work, such as the 

use of random digits as a method for determining the 

inception and termination of the sounds in ‘Vision’

. . . and the presentation of what traditionally would 

have been considered a non or semi-musical event 

in a classical concert setting, I felt that I was taking 

these ideas a step further . . . I was perhaps the 

first to concentrate on and delimit the work to be 

a single event or object in these less traditionally 

musical areas. This was a direct development of 

my application in my earlier, more strictly sound, 

compositions.21 

Particularly important here is Young’s belief that he was 

the first to “delimit the work to be a single event” outside 

the scope of “music.” Young’s involvement in Fluxus 

would be such an example. “Composition 1961,”   

a piece which asks performers to “draw a line and follow 

it,” performed in Fluxus by Robert Morris and others, 

is an example of a “single event” which often took as 

long as three hours for every individual to complete. It 

would become clear in Young’s later work that prolonged 

duration was a chief interest of his, as it is in “Dream 

House,” a work that has formed part his apartment and 

continues to be in production.

 While Young’s work reflects that of Cage, his 

desire to create something new was relentless, and he 

ultimately separated himself aesthetically from Cage in 

two ways. Sound, for Young, is experienced through the 

body, and is more phenomenologically complex because 

of this. In “Dream House,” for example, “listeners not 
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only potentially feel the movement of the air molecules 

on account of amplification, but also hear different parts 

(or partials) of the sounds, depending on their place 

within and movement through its acousticized space.”22 

The concern with sound in relation with the body can be 

said to explain Young’s obsession with what is known as 

“just intonation.” On the conventional piano, the tuning of 

each tone is slightly out of tune due to the Pythagorean 

comma (or interval). This means of tuning is a convention  

developed by the Greeks to evenly divide the tuning of 

the diatonic scale, thus affecting the overtone structure 

of each pitch. Young restores the overtone structure 

by bringing tone back to just intonation. The result is 

something like a pitch that reverberates an endless 

stream of pitches afterward—echoing through the body. 

In “Dream House,” this has a transformative effect, as 

pitches are prolonged in relationship to one another. 

The sound becomes all-encompassing, while the bright, 

monochrome neon rooms project the light works of 

Marian Zazeela.

 The second way in which Young distinguishes 

himself from Cage is the notion that sound space 

constitutes its own world; in other words, a separate 

sphere. “Young sought to restore the transcendence Cage 

sought to dismantle,” writes Joseph.23 By this, he means 

that the prolonged tones of Young were meant to bring 

one to a higher, transcendental realm, no doubt  

a goal influenced by Young’s interest in Hindustani 

music and his guru Prandit Pran Nath. This was unlike 

Cage, whose aim was not to isolate the listener, as if 

alone in acoustic space, but to “dissolve the boundaries 

of the ego that, to Cage’s mind, already separate the 

individual as a self-enclosed being from the environment 

and others.”24 Cage’s work was about a kind of divinity, 

influenced by his Zen teachings and the I Ching, but it 

was not about transcendence, as Young’s work was. Cage 

would label Young’s work as fixation—an obsession with 

the singularity of the event, contradictory to Cage’s own 

work that involved a transparency of sound. Cage writes, 

“I would like that you consider, as you can consider it in 

Zen Buddhism, that ‘I am where I must be,’ but Young 

finds that where you must be is ‘elsewhere.’ ”25 In his 

“Lecture 1960,” Young writes, by contrast, that “by giving 

ourselves up to them (sounds), I mean getting to some 

extent so that we can experience another world. This is 

not so easily explained, but more easily experienced.”26 

It would seem as though Young’s obsession with the 

singularity of the event and his work as “fixation” would 

resonate, however, in the Fluxus compositions that would 

ensue. 

 The aims of Fluxus, which was prompted by 

Cage’s work at the New School for Social Research 

between 1957 and 1958 and developed parallel to 

minimalism, are far from unified. In George Maciunas’s 

Fluxus Manifesto of 1963, he would define Fluxus’s goal, in 

part, as: 

Purge: the world of bourgeois sickness, “intellectual,” 

professional & commercialized culture, purge the 

world of dead art, imitation, artificial art, abstract art, 

illusionistic art, mathematical art,— purge the world 

of “europeanism“!27

However, as Alison Knowles, a Fluxus artist, would 

reveal, “trying to define Fluxus means engaging first of all 

in what it means to seek a definition.”28 In other words, 

Fluxus was interested in interdisciplinary work and 

hybridization, in probing the limits and contradictions of 

a given situation or medium. From Maciunas’ manifesto, 

it is clear that he envisioned the group as a collective 

(it should be said that Maciunas’s political imperative 

was Marxist). Despite the fact that many of the artists 

were extremely autonomous figures from very different 

backgrounds, Maciunas insisted upon the collectivity of 

Fluxus as an “anti-art” in the counterforms of cultural 

experience, the “low” arts of the gag and the joke. 

Fluxus performances were often, but not always, light-

hearted in tone, with word games, puzzles, and collective 

compositions. Like Cage, Fluxus was interested in the 

hybridized forms of the arts. Yet, unlike Cage, Fluxus was 

interested in a kind of nontheatricality. Benjamin Buchloh 

would write in reference to Fluxus artist Robert Watts: 

If the ready-made had denounced traditional forms 

of representation in favor of advanced forms of 

reification, emphasizing that their acceptance 

would be considered as the sole source of future 

subjectivity, Fluxus equally denounced traditional 

theatre. Theatre—at least in the culture of bourgeois 

subject formation—had always to some extent 

envisaged the possibilities of a free and self-

determining subject . . . theatre had remained 

ultimately the residue of anthropocentric culture 

that failed to recognize the degree to which 

desubjectivization and the decentering of subjectivity 

now operated in tandem.29

Although Fluxus proposed many seemingly theatrical 

events, what Buchloh seems to be proposing is 

that Fluxus saw theatre as inable to recognize the 

simultaneity of the subject as both centered and 

decentered. This is very different from Cage’s conception 

of theatre—“various things going on at the same time,” 

the simultaneous and contradictory existence between 

the auditory and the visual, the opening up of perception. 

What would spark this shift? 

 The subject would emerge again in notions 

of theatricality in Michael Fried’s essay “Art and 

Objecthood” (1967), which responded to minimalist 

works like Robert Morris’s “Columns, 1961–73,” which 

Young would present in 1961 at the Living Theatre 

along with a series of seven-minute performances. 

Theatricality, for Fried, is an area outside any traditional 

art medium. It does not have an essential place in 

Greenbergian medium-specificity. It is “some kind 

of final, implosive, hugely desirable synthesis.”30 

Theatricality involved mundane time, duration, which 

Fried considered to be improper for visual art. As Fried 

writes: 

I want to make the claim which I cannot hope to 

prove or substantiate but which nevertheless I believe 

to be true: viz., that theatre and theatricality are at 

war today, not simply with modernist painting (or 

modernist painting and sculpture), but with art as 

such—and to the extent that the different arts can be 

described as modernist, with modernist sensibility as 

such . . . The success, even the survival, of the arts has 

come increasingly to depend on their ability to defeat 

theatre.31

As Rosalind Krauss would note, Fried’s essay is part of 
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a tradition that “sees art essentially as a form of moral 

statement and assumes an absolute and clear-cut 

separation between the arts.”32 Clement Greenberg is 

part of this tradition. In his essay “Modernist Painting,” 

he would write:  “Each art had to determine, through 

the operation peculiar to itself, the effect peculiar and 

exclusive to itself . . . It quickly emerged that the unique 

and proper area of competence of each art coincided 

with all that was unique to the nature of its medium.”33 

Yet, sculptures like Robert Morris’s “Columns, 1961-73,” 

which were originally meant to have Morris inside the 

hollow structures and toppled over (eventually they were 

collapsed by strings), assume a theatrical character that 

is not in line with the inherent qualities of sculpture. 

 What Fried wants to forestall is what Krauss 

would call the phenomenological experience involved 

in works like that of Morris and the expanded field of 

sculpture. In Morris’s “Notes on Sculpture, Parts 1 and 

2,” he articulates this tension between war, as described 

by Fried, and expansion, as evoked by Krauss, when he 

writes, “The magnification of this single most important 

sculpture value (shape) . . . established both a new limit 

and new freedom for sculpture.”34 While this seems 

paradoxical, it can be said that minimalism lies at what 

Hal Foster would call a “crux,” in which minimalism’s aim 

is not to discover the essence of art, as Greenberg would 

suppose, but to “transgress its institutional limits” to 

“negate its formal autonomy . . . precisely to announce its 

end.”35 Theatre, because it is involved in duration, is  

a “negation of art” according to Fried. Clearly, Fried 

implies a kind of morality in autonomy when he claims 

that the minimalist paradigm has the ability to corrupt 

belief in art.

 Cage’s notion of theatre can perhaps help 

to reveal some of the tensions evident in minimalist 

sculpture and lay bare its differences with Fluxus 

imperatives. In Fluxus, minimalism, and Cagean 

aesthetics, the word theatre is presented differently. La 

Monte Young’s “Dream House” embodies the tensions 

posed by Cagean aesthetics and the embrace of theatre 

in the wake of minimalism. It exists at the interstices of 

both visual and auditory media and yet simultaneously 

takes the viewer outside the sound space itself—to the 

introspective and participatory realm of the dream, 

where it remains and continues in production. 
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Oil on canvas

48 , 48 inches

2009

Park Avenue
Koko Hovaguimian

Oil on canvas

24 , 24 inches

2009
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Untitled (Container 001)
J.R. Valenzuela

Inkjet Print

30 , 36 inches

2008

Untitled (Container 003) 
J.R. Valenzuela

Inkjet Print

36 , 30 inches

2008
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Black Eye
Krysten Cunningham

Cable-ties, steel, wood

.6 , .6 , .6 inches

.//4

“ . . . Joy and woe are woven 7ne, A clothing for the soul 
divine. Under every grief and pine, Runs a joy 
with silken twine  . . .” (Auguries of Innocence - William Blake)
Krysten Cunningham

Bronze, oil paint

5 , +..6 , +3.6 inches

.//0
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Beige
Christine Haroutounian 

Digital print 

12 , 18 inches 

2009

Untitled (Bull 1) 
Christine Haroutounian 

Digital print 

12 , 18 inches 

2009
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Untitled (Bull 2)
Christine Haroutounian 

Digital print 

12 , 18 inches

2009
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Allison Schulnik was born in San Diego and lives and works 

in Los Angeles. She received her BA from CalArts in 

Experimental Animation. She has had one-person exhibitions 

at Mark Moore Gallery, Santa Monica, CA; Tony Wight Gal-

lery, Chicago; Unosunove, Rome, Italy; Mike Weiss Gallery, 

New York; and Rokeby Gallery, London in addition to numer-

ous thematic exhibitions, including The Power of Selection, 

Part 1, Western Exhibitions, Chicago; Waddaya Wanna be a 

Flower?, Alexander and Bonin, New York; Wild Exaggeration, 

Haifa Museum of Art, Haifa, Israel; Holy Destruction, 

Polad-Hardouin, Paris; and Bluemen, Galerie Huebner, Frank-

furt, Germany.

Allison Cortson was born in Santa Monica, 

California and received her BA from UCLA and MA 

from CalArts. For Allison Cortson’s portrait series “Dust 

Painting,” she uses ordinary house dust which is col-

lected from the subject’s home. The figures are painted 

with oil while the backgrounds are made soley out of 

dust adhered to the canvas in layers. The idea to use dust 

came from the artist’s interest in physics in an attempt to 

illustrate everyday locations out of ephemeral material, 

since matter is mostly empty space on the particle level.

Analia Saban was born in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Following under

graduate studies at Loyola University, New Orleans, Louisiana (2001) 

Saban attended the UCLA where she earned her MFA in New Genres 

(2005). Her first solo exhibitrsion at Kim Light Gallery was the same 

year.  Subsequent solo exhibitions have been at Galerie Spruth 

Magers Projekte, Munich (2007); at Galerie Praz-Delavallade, Paris 

(2007, 2009); at Thomas Solomon Gallery, Los Angeles (2009); and 

forthcoming at Josh Lilley Gallery, London (June 2010). Saban’s work 

has been reviewed in Paris-Art www.paris-art.com (May 2007); 

Sueddeutsche Zeitung, Germany (April 2007); New York Magazine 

online (February 2007); FLASH ART International (Jan/Feb, 2006); and 

ARTFORUM (2009). Saban lives and works in Los Angeles, California.

Born in Los Angeles, Jacqueline Cedar graduated from 

Columbia University, with an MFA in Painting and is 

presenting exhibiting work in New York (Elgar Wimmer 

Gallery, A.M. Richard Fine Art) and Los Angeles (Tracy 

Park Gallery). She received a BA in Art from UCLA in 

2007 where she was granted a Regents Scholarship and 

the Emma B. Keller Award. Featured in the 2007 Pacific 

Coast Edition of New American Paintings, Jacqueline has 

exhibited at the Fisher Landau Center, LIC; Dinaburg Arts, 

NYC; Papillon Gallery, Los Angeles; Gallery 256, Pomona, 

CA; and the William Grant Still Arts Center, Los Angeles.

J.R. Valenzuela lives and works in Los Angeles, and is 

currently completing his MFA in Photography at UCLA.

Born in Nizhy Novgorod, Russia, Alisa Lapidus moved to 

America with her family at the age of seven. She studied 

Experimental Animation at CalArts, and now resides in 

Los Angeles where she illustrates, paints, and designs. 

Her work has been showcased in several galleries, 

websites, and animation shows.

Koko Hovaguimian is a Los Angeles based artist, 

architect and designer.  He holds a MFA in Advanced 

Architectural Design from Columbia University, where he 

graduated with honors in design excellence. He currently 

holds a full-time design position for architect Frank 

Gehry in Los Angeles. He has exhibited in New York, San 

Francisco, Montpellier, France and Los Angeles.

Krysten Cunningham (b. 1973, New Haven, CT) 

received her MFA in 2003 from UCLA and her 

BFA in 2000 from the University of New Mexico. 

She has had solo exhibitions at theThomas 

Solomon Gallery, Los Angeles; Sies + Höke, Düs-

seldorf; and Ritter/Zamet, London UK. She has 

been featured in numerous group shows, includ-

ing Bitch is the New Black at Honor Fraser, Los An-

geles; Beyond Measure at Kettles Yard, Cambridge, 

England; THING: New Sculpture at the Hammer 

Museum, Los Angeles, among many others in 

Austin, Berlin, Brussels, Los Angeles and Zürich.

Christine Haroutounian is studying Fine Art and 

is in her second  at UCLA, with an emphasis on 

photography and painting. Her work has been 

exhibited at Left Coast Galleries, Studio City, CA. 

She plans to double major in Global Studies and 

complete most of her education abroad in Brazil 

and Japan. Her experience as a docent at the 

Hammer Museum, coupled wiht her passion for 

traveling and cinema, has inspired her to pursue 

a career in international arts education, with an 

emphasis on film. www.christineharoutounian.com
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HEINRICH SCHÜTZ

“O süsser, o freundlicher” 

from “Kleine Geistliche Konzerte”

` English translation     Line mm #

O tender, O bountiful,    1 1~6

O kind and gracious Lord Christ Jesus   2 7~11

how much in our unworthiness      3 12~14

hast Thou esteemed us    4 14~15 

how dearly hast thou redeemed us   5 15~17

how tenderly hast Thou consoled us,   6 17~19 

how glorious hast Thou made us   7 19~22 

and how mightily hast Thou exalted us   8 22~25

My Savior, O how joyful is my heart   9 25~33

when I reflect upon Thee    10 33~35 

and the more I reflect upon Thee   11 36~39 

the tenderer Thou art, and the more I love Thee  12 40~49

My Redeemer,     13 50~51 

how wondrous is all of the goodness    14 51~54 

that thou hast made known to us!    15 54~55 

How great is the splendor     16 56~58 

that Thou hast prepared for us!     17 58~59

O how impatient is my spirit for Thee   18 60~68 

I long and desire with all my heart   19 68~70 

to go from this sadness to the heavenly fatherland  20 70~78      

My Savior, Thy love has possessed my spirit  21 79~82 

and torn it from me (with your love)   22 82~83 

that unceasingly I long for Thy presence   23 83~88

O, that I might soon come before Thee   24 89~92 

and in Thy presence behold Thy glory   25 93~94

German

O süßer, o freundlicher,

o gütiger Herr Jesu Christe,

wie hoch hast du uns

elende Menschen geliebet,

wie teuer hast due uns erlöset,

wie lieblich hast de uns getröstet

wie herrlich hast du uns gemacht,

wie gewaltig hast du uns erhoben,

mein Heiland, wie erfreuet sich mein Herz,

wenn ich daran gedenke,

denn je mehr ich daran gedenke,

je freundlicher du bist, je lieber ich dich habe.

Mein Erlöser,

wie herrlich sind deine Wohltaten,

die du uns erzeiget hast.

wie groß ist die Herrlichkeit,

uns bereitet hast.

O, wie verlanget meiner Seelen nach dir,

wie sehne ich mich mit aller Macht

aus diesem Elende nach dem himmlischen Vaterland.

Mein Helfer, due hast mir mein Herz genommen

mit deiner Liebe.

daß ich mich ohn Unterlaß nach dir sehne,

ach, daß ich bald zu dir kommen

Und deine Herrlichkeit schauen sollte
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rt comes alive when it affirms human experience and 

subjectivity, regardless of the artist’s consciousness of 

his or her experience manifested in a work. The gravity 

of the artwork, then, is directly proportional to the 

profundity of subjectivity. Heinrich Schütz (1585–1672), 

a prolific German composer known for his sacred works, 

was heavily distressed by the Thirty Years’ War. The war 

not only brought poverty, famine, and diseases but also 

scourged his workplace, the court chapel in Dresden, in 

which he was Kapellmeister,1 by significantly reducing 

the number of available singers and instrumentalists. 

However, as a deeply pious man, Schütz continued to 

trust in God and hoped for better days to come.

 Schütz’s internal state, which was 

simultaneously formed by the indelible inflictions of 

the war, his faith, and optimism, is well expressed 

by his collection of short works, “Kleine Geistliche 

Konzerte,” or “small and spiritual works.” Among other 

equally significant pieces, “O süßer, o freundliche”r 

epitomizes the composer’s expression of anguish for 

his current situation, his unequivocal belief in God, 

and his anticipation of a better future nevertheless. 

Written by Saint Augustine, the text praises Christ for 

his benefaction and describes a passionate yearning 

to unite with Christ. Saint Augustine magnifies the 

theme of the Christians’ union with Christ from the New 

Testament with his concept of totus christus (“the whole 

Christ”). According to this concept, Christ, the head, 

becomes complete as the church, the body, and joins the 

Word of God that has been made flesh through Christ. 

Saint Augustine emphasizes the unity of Christ and the 

church, especially in suffering. As a result, the philosophy 

embedded in the text beautifully exemplifies Schütz’s 

grief and desire to unite with Christ.

 The composer’s apparently pragmatic use 

of monody2 (as a result of lack of musicians) also 

reflected heavy influence from the latest trend, Italian 

music. Fascinated by Italian music, Schütz had visited 

Venice twice to study with Giovanni Gabrieli and 

Claudio Monteverdi. From Monteverdi he learned 

the art of recitative,3 which he then attempted to 

disseminate in the German music scene. Despite the 

simplicity of instrumentation, he never compromised his 

compositional mastery; rather, he truly maximized the 

lyricism of the solo voice and its musical connection to 

the text.

 In “O süßer, o freundlicher,” the principal key4 

center,5 G Dorian,6 is frequently overshadowed by its 

relative major,7 B flat, especially during the first part of 

the piece. Having successively captured two different 

tones of voice in the text, the composer dexterously 

affixes these two modes8 to two antithetical ideas. The 

first tone represents an ecstatic description of Christ’s 

attributes and a reflection on his salvation, which 

also symbolizes the perfect place of hope the author 

passively receives in revelation. These emotionally 

charged statements are articulated in B flat Ionian9 and 

are usually modally volatile. On the other hand, when 

the subject directly addresses God, or clearly states 

his supplications, G Dorian is used, representing the 

unfortunate reality from which the subject proactively 

seeks unity with Christ. The juxtaposition of these two 

opposing ideas and representative locations, which 

is exposed through modes in music, signifies the 

composer’s conflicting sense of anguish over his present 

reality and desire for more prosperous days to come.

 The text begins with a passionate adoration 

directed toward Christ. The chromatic ascent in the 

melody is accompanied by a series of major triads with 

an ambiguous modality. The exclusive use of major 

triads10 not only heightens the expression of Christ’s 

“sweetness”, as is the case in the text, but also illustrates 

a transcendental moment without a strong sense of 

progression, or a need for it. The circle of fifths11 motion 

is interrupted by major third12 leaps13 in the bass as the 

melody steps up a half step,14 creating a mysterious 

sound. The harmonic and melodic sequences effectively 

highlight the serial nature of adjectives stated in the 

text. The last chord15 in the three-chord sequence 

acts as a dominant to the following chord (and the 

melody as a leading tone), smoothly tying the motivic16 

ideas together. The smoothness in harmonic motion 

resonates with the complete chromatic17 ascent in the 

melody, which is used to imitate an effect of escalating 

glissando18 in emotional speech. The composer then 

naturally employs the arousing effect of sequencing up  

a whole step19 in both the melody and the accompaniment,  

a technique ubiquitous in the piece. This opening gesture 

provides synopsis for the entire piece; techniques 

displayed here will incessantly return. The second line 

of the text, albeit a continuation of the first line, is more 

conclusive in nature, translated into a melodic descent 

as well as a perfect authentic cadence20 in B flat. While it 

presents new ideas from the previous opening gestures 

and stands alone, this entire phrase will eventually be 

revisited and sequenced up a whole step in measure 

twenty. The composer’s adroit control of sequence at 

both micro and macro levels is apparent.

 The cadence in B flat Ionian here is significant 

as it continuously and extensively delineates the 

aforementioned ecstatic description of Saint Augustine’s 

love for and thirst for unity with Christ. Moreover, the 

sweet sound of a major harmony, also mentioned above, 

further substantiates the inevitable use of the relative 

major of the final21 to express spiritual transcendence. 

The use of a major (Ionian) mode itself may not necessarily  

evoke such a glorious sentiment; however, the juxtaposition 

of major and minor harmonies hyperbolizes the stereotypical 

sound associated with it, corroborated by the composer’s 

deliberate insistence on the relative major while refraining  

from the final in a minor (Dorian) mode.

 Lines three to seven, somewhat comparable 

to Jesus’s beatitudes from the book of Matthew in its 

structural repetition, provide a more detailed list of what 

Christ has done for mankind. Naturally, the composer 

sequences up a whole step again, with some liberty this 

time. Having identified two distinctive levels of this list of 

God’s grace, he separates lines three to five, which deal 

with God’s deliverance, in retrospective, from the other 

two lines descriptions of the prospective advancement 

of mankind after salvation. It is also possible that 

pragmatism is involved in this decision; Schütz is 

attempting to avoid making the music exorbitantly 

repetitive and tedious by sequencing more than three 

times, a golden rule strictly followed by the composer. In  

any case, he carefully varies his approach to these two levels.

 Starting with F major, the dominant22 of B flat in 

measure twelve, a modal shift transpires to underscore 

the word “unworthiness,” or misery. The melody leaps 

down to F, the lowest note thus far, to contribute to the 

sense of the abject status of mankind without the savior. 

Such an abrupt descent to the nadir is immediately 
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compensated for by gradual acclivity. Although subtle, 

the five lines of the text lucidly depict the successive 

advancement in salvation, which is adeptly captured in 

the gradual ascent at both modal and melodic levels. 

The use of G Dorian and the final in measure fifteen is 

negligible because its rather evanescent appearance has 

been dictated by the sequence.

 Interestingly, line six ends on an unresolved half 

cadence23: an E major triad in measure 19, with B natural 

in the melody. The chord tritone24 away from B flat Ionian 

with the melody outside the mode marks a harmonic  

far-off point, perhaps a transitory rapturous or climactic 

incident. Instead of being resolved, the E major triad 

morphs into a minor triad and then the B natural in 

the melody steps up to C, as if in a leading tone.25 This 

apparent syntactic irrationality in music beautifully 

illustrates lofty religious experience beyond human 

perception or comprehension.

 Lines six and seven, instead of continuing 

the previous sequence, revisits the cadential phrase 

from measure seven, as previously foretold, and 

sequences it a whole step up. The cadential gesture 

symbolizes the culmination of the list of Christ’s favor. 

The grandiose cadence in D, the natural result of a two 

whole-step sequential ascent from B flat, incidentally, 

is a half cadence of the final. As the aforementioned list 

concludes and invites the readers and listeners to the 

ultimate state of the saved one, the mode in the music 

begins to point toward the final.

 Before proceeding to the final, however, the 

mode immediately slips away back to B flat in order to 

convey the author’s jubilance. The composer’s clever 

and humorous choice of dance meter in this section 

effectively extends the air of festivity. Furthermore, he 

repeats the line and sequences the phrase up a whole 

step, first ending in C and then nicely returning to D; 

again, sequence is employed to intensify the mood.

 Lines nine to twelve, except for line eleven, 

feature unusual directness of speech. Instead of passively 

describing the attributes of Christ, the author now 

enunciates, in plain words, his love for Jesus. Hence, 

the mode dwells around G Dorian for the first time. The 

harmonic rhythm26 speeds up to a chord per quarter 

beat, thereby contrasting with the half note motion from 

the previous passages. The fast harmonic motion, along 

with the absence of identifiable sequences, shows the 

decadent and imperfect reality on earth, as opposed 

to the perfect ideology of heaven. The composer does 

not fail to recognize the descriptive language in line 

eleven and inserts a phrase in B flat Ionian, which is 

then immediately followed by a G minor chord. He 

also discovers the emotional charge associated with 

the repeated statement, as in line ten. Thus the music 

smoothly modulates from D to B flat through line ten and 

then dwells in B flat throughout line eleven. Despite the 

definitive cadence on G in measure forty-nine, the brevity 

of the passage in G Dorian renders its sound rather 

episodic. In other words, the composer is still hesitant 

about presenting an extended passage in the final.

 After addressing the redeemer for the next 

four lines, the author delineates in detail what Christ 

has done, similar to lines three to seven. The sequence 

used here does not contain a whole step ascent, but 

features both major third and dominant relationships. 

The opening of the phrase, which is taken up a major 

third, is both melodically and harmonically reminiscent 

of the ecstatic major third leaps from measures two to 

three and measures five to six. The cadential27 gesture, 

however, is slightly altered so that the phrase ends on B 

flat, a perfect fifth28 down instead of a major third up.

 Lines eighteen to twenty form another direct 

statement of reality, thus the prominent appearance of G 

Dorian. These lines, already the climactic part of the text, 

work well to establish musically the composer’s personal 

yearning. The poignant melismatic29 phrase is sequenced 

up a whole step again to intensify the sense of longing. 

The author now directly discloses his supplication,  

a prayer to leave the misery he is experiencing and enter 

the heavenly fatherland or union with Christ. The desire 

to end the anchorless and aimless wayfaring and return 

home with the creator is evident in the strong cadence in 

the final in measure seventy-eight.

 While the next two lines remain modally near 

the final with relatively simple melodic phrasing and 

straightforward harmonic progression, the rapturous  

E major triad with B natural in the melody reappears as 

part of a harmonic far-off point to highlight the word 

“Liebe” or “love,” comparable to measures nineteen 

and twenty. This is another musical manifestation of 

a transcendental moment experienced by the author. 

The extraneous B natural in the melody, however, is 

treated like a leading tone for the subsequent chord,  

C major. Such an immediate return to a domestic modal 

center reveals the ephemeral nature of spiritual ecstasy. 

It is interesting to note that the composer establishes 

a strong cadence in the final on the word “fatherland,” 

just a few measures before the E major chord. He 

paradoxically utilizes both the final and a far-off harmony 

to express a dual nature of the same idea: unity with 

divinity, which contains both the idea of home and  

a celestial quality.

 The last two lines of the text, similar to lines 

nineteen and twenty, present the ultimate statement, 

reiterating the author’s desire to unite with Christ. They 

are repeated three times, making use of sequence at 

multiple levels. Line twenty-four is sequenced up  

a whole step. Then line twenty-five establishes a cadence 

in B flat, the mode of ecstasy. This pattern is then 

altogether sequenced in a dominant mode, F. Finally, 

the pattern is repeated yet again in a slower tempo in  

G Dorian, with expedited harmonic rhythm and a stronger  

cadence at the end. Although the text itself is a direct 

supplication, the composer first states it twice near the 

B flat modal center before presenting the conclusion in 

the final. This is the only instance in which both B flat 

Ionian and G Dorian are used to accompany a single 

line. Consequently, the unity with divinity, which has 

been passionately sought after, is finally accomplished 

musically.

 Words play a pivotal role in Heinrich Schütz’s 

music. In fact, the predominant function of music is to 

interpret, support, and expand the text in every possible 

dimension. His immeasurable imagination, coupled with 

musical genius, allowed the text to be transformed in 

idiosyncratic ways. Furthermore, as a devout Lutheran, 

his uttermost mission was to facilitate the deliverance of 

God’s word and promulgate his beliefs by using music. 

He was also meticulous about selecting the text upon 

which to base his music. As a result, his works always 

combine clarity and unity of words and music. “O süßer, 

o freundlicher” is the pinnacle of his art, especially 

significant for its powerful expressivity of solo voice, 
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the paradoxical coexistence of sorrow and hope, and its 

unapologetic devotion to God.

1. Kapellmeister: The leader of musicians in a church, institution, or 
residence

2. Monody: A style of music for solo voice with simple accompaniment 
that flourished around Schütz’s time

3. Recitative: A style of text setting that imitates natural speech, 
normally as part of a larger dramatic work

4. Key: In tonal or modal music, the relationship among the notes from 
a scale; a collection of pitch classes that gravitate toward a 
single note

5. Key center: The principle pitch from which the other pitches from the 
scale are assigned tendencies and functions

6. G Dorian: A mode that consists of notes G, A, B flat, C, D,   
 E, and F, or a minor scale with the raised sixth 
7. Relative major: A major scale that shares the same key   
 signature, and thereby same pitch collection,   
 with a corresponding relative minor scale
8. Mode: Seven-note pitch collections from which 
 a melody is derived in a modal piece;    
 originally used to classify Gregorian chants, it is   
 often misconstrued as a scale
9. B flat Ionian: A mode that consists of notes B flat, C, D, E flat, F,  
 G, and A, or a major scale beginning on B flat
10. Triad: Three-note chord with a third interval between two   
 consecutive pitches; Major triad is a triad with   
 a major third in the bottom and a minor third on   
 the top
11. Circle of fifths: Series of perfect fifth intervals in one   
 direction, also called a “cycle of fifths”
12. Major third: Interval four semitones apart; for    
 example, the notes C to E
13. Leap: Melodic motion in which the following pitch is   
 more than a whole step away
14. Half step: Semitone, or the smallest interval in the    
 twelve-note Western music tradition
15. Chord: Three or more simultaneously sounding    
 pitches which often abide by an underlying   
 syntax
16. Motif: A concise rhythmic and/or melodic idea often   
 developed and expanded upon in music; (adj.),    
 motivic
17. Chromatic:  A scale that contains all twelve pitches
                available in traditional Western music;
                pertaining to semitone relationship
18. Glissando: Sliding motion from one pitch to another
19. Whole step: An interval consisting of two semitones;   
 for example, the notes C to D

20. Perfect Authentic Cadence (PAC): Cadence in which 
  harmony progresses from root position    
 dominant to root position tonic with the melody   
 stepping to the final
21. Final: The pitch on which a modal piece ends
22. Dominant: The chord based on the fifth degree of a   
 scale or mode, with a propensity to advance to   
 the tonic
23. Half-cadence: Cadence on the dominant
24. Tritone: Interval six semitones apart; for example, C   
 to F#
25. Leading tone: Semitone below the principal pitch   
 (tonic or final) in a scale or mode, with a    
 propensity to resolve to the principal pitch
26. Harmonic rhythm: The rate at which harmony    
 changes over time
27. Cadence: Harmonic resting point
28. Perfect fifth: Interval seven semitones apart; for    
 example, C to G
29. Melisma: In vocal music, a series of notes assigned to   
 a single syllable

Lawrence Lee is a versatile composer, song-writer, and jazz pianist. 

Besides writing concert music, he has extensive experience in film scoring, 

performing, teaching, and choral directing. Recipient of the Henry Mancini 

Award, Elaine Krown Klein Fine Arts Scholarship as well as many other 

awards, Mr. Lee graduated with a BA degree in Music from the University of 

California, Berkeley, and is currently pursuing a PhD in composition at UCLA. 

WWW.LAWRENCELEE.COM
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THE OBJECT OF THE 
GAZE: THE OBJECT 

OF DESIRE

Pietro Germi’s 

Seduced and Abandoned

incenzo Ascalone governs his family with the patriarchal 

right that is only traditional in 1960s Sicily. When his 16 

year-old daughter, Agnese Ascalone is seduced and  

impregnated by her sister’s fiancé, her father immediately  

demands that the man, Peppino Califano, marry his 

daughter, but Peppino refuses to concede because she is 

no longer pure. The scathing slapstick satire of small-town 

Sicilian life, its commanding decrees and honor code, 

hysterically relays an ostensibly progressive message to 

the masses: the very backward and outdated ordinance 

that marriage amounts to an amnesty for all breeds of 

culpable conduct. In Seduced and Abandoned (1964), 

Pietro Germi’s incongruously lighthearted treatment of 

serious issues makes his argument all the more cogent 

and conspicuous, condemning the system whose notions 

are taken to absurd extremes.

 Germi uses technical handiwork to convey  

a sense of on-the-spot realism under the guise of  

a subjectively masculine temperament. In its purposefully  

chauvinist approach, the camera’s agility allows for 

distinct insight, reproducing the archetypal and patriarchal 

Sicilian state of mind. Sicily, a historically rich region 

of Italy, rigidly maintains its deeply rooted traditions. 

Profound conservatism governs custom, conduct, and 

established convention. The auteur uses the camera to 

adopt a control based on the insular culture of this male-

dominated society, personifying its point-of-view as one 

of a bystander: conscious and distant at times, or rash 

and heedless at others.

 Cafés line the streets, and men take their places 

daily to watch the spectacle that is village life. Morning  

coffee, afternoon lunches, evening promenades all 

provide for prime gossip-filled gatherings. Men stroll the 

streets, chatting, whistling, swearing, cursing, howling, 

and calling at women. Diametrically opposed to the 

devoted, domestic women, prostitutes are subjected to 

the same badgering. The men hound prostitutes, 

virginal daughters, and loyal wives all the same. As yet

 another male onlooker, the camera satirizes the rash 

male gaze in its fixation on and objectification of 

women.

 Opening the film, the camera follows two 

conservatively dressed women, the protagonist Agnese 

and her accompanying servant Consolata, who walk 

silently through the sun-drenched streets of their provincial 

town. The track shot begins neutrally, uninvolved in its 

pursuit. The interaction then subtly evolves, taking on 

the persona of the Sicilian everyman: the cliché lewd 

villager who delights in chasing and provoking women. 

The “man” behind the camera looks them up and down 

from a corner at one point, and then, at another, from  

a high angle behind rails. The pan of the camera almost 

stalkingly allows the audience to revel in a slightly more 

obsessive lens, like a man voyeuristically consumed.  

Suddenly, the camera assumes a greater, intrusive focus 

as it closes in on the alluring Agnese. The extreme  

close-ups become an unreal and intense perspective, 

so close as to even suggest a breathing-down-the-neck 

proximity, one of many allusions to the motif of social 

pressure as enforced by the patriarchal system. The 

young girl stares at the ground: complacent and cooperative.  

We soon understand her to be the archetypal marked 

woman: beautiful, subservient, without words. This 

excessive and neurotic concentration typifies the scrutiny 

characteristic of the local mentality.

 The episode of the actual seduction of Agnese  
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is also distorted in its interpretation. The camera acts as 

an extension of the exploitive playboy, Peppino Califano, 

her seducer. It approaches her, closes in on her, corners 

her, and then overwhelms her in its thriller-parody action.  

Agnese cowers, “lamb-like” as her name suggests. 

The pressuring advances parallel Peppino’s carnal lust, 

making her not only the object of his erotic fantasy, but 

vicariously, of ours as well. This penetrating perspective 

again reflects the camerawork’s sexist sense of humor. 

Later on, Peppino recounts his skewed version of the  

succession of events before the town’s magistrate.  

Suddenly, it is Agnese who embraces the hunter-like 

advances and Peppino who succumbs to her overly 

masculine aggression. She is calm and collected, while 

he plays the timid, squeamish virgin. The absurdity of 

this role-reversal betrays Peppino’s motives to elude the 

judge’s prowess. Germi criticizes the male gaze just as he 

ridicules the entire cast of characters. He is subverting 

the men who, in turn, subvert the women.

 After news of the family scandal becomes public,  

the Ascalone family must save face by confronting the 

public. They push their way through a piazza of a sizable 

crowd of mocking townspeople—grinning and laughing in 

a manner that verges on the insane. In her ultimate walk 

of shame, Agnese struggles through the chaotic mob of 

taunting, overbearing men, smothering her with their 

ridicule. They grasp and grope her. Having heard about 

her tarnished reputation, the mob now treats her like the 

whore they think she is. The camera acts as one of the 

crowd members, honing in on her fight against the men, 

the town, and family pride, in a despairing effort to hold 

her ground while upholding her self-preservation.

  In considering the power relations between men

and women—the way in which men gaze at women and, 

by consequence, how women see themselves—a certain 

understanding between the observers and the observed 

materializes into basic feminist theory. The male gaze is 

a concept of asymmetrical power: forcing the viewer to 

regard the action from the perspective of a heterosexual 

man, denying women human agency and objectifying 

them, giving the beholder a striking sense of superiority. 

The intrinsically male approach to the art of film provides 

viewers with a twisted angle: one that Pietro Germi  

magnifies to the point of grotesqueness and ridiculousness 

to demonstrate folly and vice of objectifying males. He 

affords us insight into the suppression, subjugation and 

fetishization of women.
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language. She then intends to pursue her MA in Art History.
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REPRODUCED & 
REAPPROPRIATED:

Consumer Society in Calvino’s 
If on a winter’s night a traveler   

ith a perhaps more light-hearted tone than his 

contemporary French counterparts, Jean Baudrillard 

outlined the status of late 1970s capitalist society and 

how it results in simulation and meaninglessness. 

He spoke at length of the role of the consumer in his 

essay “Consumer Society” and exposed the capitalist 

system’s tendency to produce voids of meaning in his 

philosophical treatise “Simulacra and Simulations.” At 

the same time, the Italian writer Italo Calvino was living 

in Paris, finishing his novel If on a winter’s night a traveler,  

which guides the reader through a seemingly endless 

pursuit of literary consumption while blurring the notion 

of the reader as such. The novel, with its multiple book-

consumers and entangled meanings and referents, can 

be read as a parallel to Baudrillard’s theory of consumer 

society. It ultimately produces similar effects: an 

implosion of meaning and the disruption of any clear 

notion of reality and fiction. By outlining the similarities 

between the two works, I hope to elucidate how the novel 

questions the roles of the author and reader and portrays 

a scenario replete with simulacra and thus devoid of any 

clear reality. 

 To recognize how Baudrillard’s consumer society 

functions within Calvino’s work, it is necessary to first 

articulate the status of the consumer within the system 

of production. The principal quality of the consumer 

is that he or she is no longer served by the modes of 

production and their commodities but instead serves 

the purpose of consuming the products that are made. 

Baudrillard states, “The liberty and sovereignty of the 

consumer are nothing more than a mystification. The 

well-preserved mystique of satisfaction and individual 

choice (primarily supported by economists), whereby 

a ‘free’ civilization reaches its pinnacle, is the very 

ideology of the industrial system.”1 The consumer 

believes he or she is exercising his or her free will by 

purchasing and consuming commodities but in reality 

is only maintaining and reinforcing the role of consumer 

as slave to the forces of (over)production. Rather than 

using consumption as a force to produce commodities 

and stoke production, the “truth about consumption 

is that it is a function of production,” and this system of 

consumption is merely the “regulation of signs” that have 

replaced the commodity.2

 In Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler, a flux 

of readers are presented that all seem to embody an 

air of individuality in their method of reading, but at the 

same time remain tied to the literary system—seemingly 

consuming books while, in reality, allowing themselves 

to be consumed. The de facto protagonist, Reader, is 

clearly enslaved to the consumer system, as the book 

itself traces his search for meaning and certainty in 

overproduced, deficient texts. The critic Melissa Watts 

states that the “process for Reader requires . . . a physical 

pursuit of the trail of incomplete and tenuously related 

texts, a concrete play of signifiers.”3 While she relates 

the play of signals to the writing of Roland Barthes, they 

also apply to the unending play of signifiers that occur 

in Baudrillard’s articulation of consumer society. Reader 

advances throughout the book sorting out real and fake 

texts, attempting to not “let them [book publishers] 

fool” him.4 Therefore, while he retains an internal 

conviction that he would eventually discover the proper 

novel, he is inextricably bound to the system insofar as 

he submissively follows the texts, regardless of their 

semiotic logic or validity as “real texts.” 
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Unlike Reader, who wishes for a complete, 

satisfying text, Ludmilla contentedly flits from text to 

text, satisfied with the consumption of empty signifiers. 

Within her house are texts for each room and “Ludmilla 

is always ready to follow them [authors and books] in the 

fickle, carefree relations one can have with incorporeal 

persons.”5 This character is the archetypal present-day 

consumer who takes in products without necessarily 

realizing the commodity’s own content. Indeed, she 

is “more capricious than interested, a parody of the 

contemporary hyper-consumer. She goes through 

literary experiences as others go through fashions.”6 To 

reinforce this parallel between the text and the theories 

of Baudrillard, one may call attention to the novel’s own 

assertion that “reading is solitude” and the manner in 

which Ludmilla appears to be “protected by the valves of 

the open book like an oyster in its shell.”7

 This image of the isolated book-consumer 

relates to Baudrillard’s belief that the “object 

of consumption isolates”—in other words, that 

consumption serves its own purpose of consuming and 

fixates all gratifications on the commodity exchange.8 

One can see that Ludmilla’s character not only 

makes choices corresponding to the contemporary 

hyperconsumer, but she also exhibits one of the 

consumer system’s fundamental effects—isolation, or an 

increasingly individualized person. 

Lastly, the character of Irnerio asserts that 

he never reads and instead looks at words “intensely, 

until they disappear.”9 Ironically, he is consumed by 

production in spite of his own efforts to destroy books by 

reappropriating them as art. Irnerio tells the reader that 

for him, books aren’t “for reading” but “making” and then 

reveals that “they’re putting all [his] works in a book.”10 

Thus, his transgressions are still swallowed up by the 

system of production and placed within the consumer 

apparatus and, in a keen spiral of self-reflexivity, he adds 

that when the book is printed, he’ll use it “for another 

work” and “they’ll put them in another book.”11 In the 

end, the system of consumption is indeed inescapable, 

for even destroying books allows them to be reproduced 

from their own shredded remnants and placed in the 

consumer system.  

 Part of the efficacy of the novel’s relation to 

the consumer system lies in the ambiguous nature of 

the late capitalist market’s role. In his essay “Consumer 

Society,” Baudrillard writes, “The fundamental problem 

of contemporary capitalism is no longer between the 

‘maximization of profit’ and the ‘rationalization of 

production’ (from the point of view of the producer), 

but rather a contradiction between a virtually unlimited 

productivity and the need to dispose of the product.”12 

In essence, the consumer is secondary to the product 

and exists only to dispose the multiplicity of products 

that were made, not only as simulations of each other as 

products but as simulations of the production itself— 

because the demand for such products does not yet 

exist. Initially, one may see the role of the producer in 

Calvino’s novel filled by the publishing firm. Reader calls 

the publishing firm “the source of all this confusion,” 

while Ludmilla agrees “it’s the publishing house that 

subjected [them] to” their frustrations.13 As consumers 

in the system, it is not they but instead the producers 

that are the source of all demand and commodity. The 

consumers in turn act as they are expected to act and 

comply by consuming. 

The publishing house fits Baudrillard’s 

description of an overproducing entity that is systematic, 

excessive, and impersonal. The publisher tells Reader and 

Ludmilla that they “preserve so many manuscripts [they] 

don’t care a fig about” and that the two can “have a seat 

in the waiting room [with the] others already in there.”14 

The text states, “ . . . you have turned up here at  

a time when those hanging around publishing houses 

are no longer aspiring poets or novelists, as in the past,” 

and instead makes reference to “study seminars, working 

parties, [and] research teams.”15 This statement is 

curious because it explicitly acknowledges that those 

who were once considered producers of texts (authors) 

are no longer relevant in the firm and, instead, the place 

is filled with the types of people who consume literary 

work. Keeping in line with Baudrillard, the account 

thus posits a consumer so dependent on the system of 

production that he or she has to inhabit the very space 

(or sign) of production itself, the publishing house. 

 Another clear source of production appears 

briefly in “Chapter Eight,” when Silas Flannery reveals 

in his diary entry that “a firm in Osaka has managed 

to get hold of the formula of Silas Flannery’s novels, 

and it manages to produce absolutely new ones . . . 

so it can invade the world market.”16 Calvino’s use of 

“invade” implies a flow of production that begins from 

production itself, not from any consumer need. The 

texts do not fill some unseen market demand but rather 

carve out their own space and reinforce the role of the 

consumer as merely a product of production. The process 

would consequently manufacture indistinguishable 

simulations of original Silas Flannery texts in the same 

way Baudrillard argues that society substitutes “signs 

of the real for the real itself,” which are “nothing more 

than operational.”17 These reproduced texts are, in the 

basic sense, simulacra. The simulated Flannery text is 

conceivably no different from its “true” counterpart. 

 In his essay “Simulacra and Simulations,” 

Baudrillard departs from the discussion of the consumer 

society and continues by articulating the process of 

exchange, claiming it operates on signs that have not 

only replaced the real but the process of signification 

itself. He remarks that the “transition of signs which 

dissimulate something to signs that there is nothing, 

marks the decisive turning point.”18 The “nothing” in 

question is indeed the “real” itself, indicating that reality 

no longer exists because simulations have proved to be 

capable of replacing it. Nacho Zamora, from the chapter 

“Around an Empty Grave,” proves to be a simulation. 

By trying to trace his own origins, he finds himself 

problematically in a present replicated identically by 

the past—he is his father’s simulacrum. When Zamora 

begins the investigative journey for his roots, he sees 

images of places that leave not memories but voids 

that “achieve nothing except to assume also the hue of 

dreams forgotten the instant they disappear.”19 Later, 

Zamora recounts, “It is as if my journey backward in time 

merely coils me in a dark vortex where the successive 

courtyards of the Alvarado palace appear, one set in 

the other, equally familiar and alien to my deserted 

memory.”20 By retracing his father’s footsteps, Nacho 

feels like he should recognize the surroundings, but he 

cannot. Completing the phases of simulation, Nacho is 

told that his “father and Faustino Higueras had a quarrel” 

and that his father “at that time was called Nacho,” all 

before Faustino Higueras actually appears in the field 
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ready to fight Nacho Zamora to the death.21 By seeking 

to go backwards in his successive stages of simulation, 

Zamora is presented with the fact of his own simulation. 

The character cannot circumvent the duplication of his 

father because “simulation envelops the whole edifice of 

representation as itself a simulacrum” in an irreversible 

process.22 

This theme also reappears in the books read 

by Reader and even within his own reality when he 

finds himself amid revolutions, counterrevolutions, and 

counter-counterrevolutions—all of which represent each 

other in “Chapter Nine.” When the Reader asserts that 

the text he holds is a fake, Corinna replies, saying, “Once 

the process of falsification is set in motion, it won’t 

stop” and “the result is that nobody can be sure what 

is true and what is false.”23 Aside from the fact that her 

statements are uncannily similar to those already laid 

out by Baudrillard, they present a situation that is exactly 

what the book helps achieve. Simulation and simulated 

practices saturate not just the novel but the practice of 

reading the work as well.

 The text creates numerous scenarios that speak 

outward to the reader, outlining possible reactions to the 

text or delineating one’s method of reading. One such 

case occurs right when the novel opens, as it lists the 

types of books one might consume (“Books you’ve been 

planning to read for ages, Books you’ve been hunting for 

years without success.”)24 At the end of “Chapter Three,” 

the novel states that “one thing is immediately clear to 

you: namely that this book has nothing in common with 

the one you had begun.”25 Calvino’s text presents the 

possible responses the reader might have, suggesting 

that the reader’s actual reactions are mere simulations 

of the sensations described in the text. It can be difficult 

for the reader to distinguish which thoughts, feelings, 

or approaches to reading are spontaneous and which 

are simulations of those already expressed in the text, 

resulting in a loss of meaning within the entire system 

of reading. Will Slocombe in his essay “Littered With 

Meaning” uses Baudrillardian terms and posits that 

“intertextual referentiality and textual reflexivity create  

a hyperreal desert of meaning: it is consumer capitalism’s 

‘recycling of its own excrement for its own use.’”26 Thus 

the practice of reading itself becomes meaningless 

because realities of reading are played out in the book as 

fictions. Any actual occurrence of reading would be torn 

between the two diametric poles of fiction and reality. 

 It is necessary to add that not only is the 

reader referenced in the work, but the author also 

makes reference to himself. The book begins and ends 

with mentions of If on a winter’s night a traveler by Italo 

Calvino,” calling it his “new novel.”27 Throughout the 

text, Calvino’s name frequently reappears. Watts calls 

Calvino’s technique a “reinscription of the Author in the 

text,” which makes demands on reader and critic alike 

to “take notice of the author.”28 By existing repeatedly in 

the text, the author implies his own disappearance from 

reality and relocation into the fiction. This supposition 

relates in a larger sense to questions of authorship 

and the role of the reader, particularly with regards to 

any notion of the “death of the author” as outlined by 

Barthes. In fact, Calvino himself speaks of this in his 

own work “Cybernetics and Ghosts” (and restated in 

Anna Botta’s essay) when he says, “And so the author 

vanishes—that spoiled child of ignorance—to give place 

to a more thoughtful person who will know that the 

author is a machine, and will know how this machine 

works.”29 By inserting himself into the text, Calvino lays 

the foundation for his own disappearance, as part of the 

text’s consumer society.

 Examining Calvino’s novel in tandem with 

Baudrillard’s two essays uncovers striking parallels 

between the separate texts and illuminates the 

interdependent notions of simulation and 

 overproduction. By using Baudrillard’s model of the 

consumer society, one can see how the characters’ 

readings of texts mirror contemporary consumers 

swallowed up by the forces of overproduction, which 

altogether realize the growing precession of simulacra 

in society. The notions of simulacra and simulation  

pervade the text at all its levels: from the novels within  

the novel, and outward toward the human reader holding  

and reading Calvino’s finished work. This degeneration  

of the real into simulation includes the statuses of  

author and reader, and it posits them in new roles— 

ones founded on a steady path toward disappearance 

that manifest themselves by an increased number of 

signs that pertain to the real. Calvino’s work thus reforms 

not only the structural nature of the text, with its cut-up 

novels and interspersed narratives, but it also proposes 

a Baudrillardian process of reading and writing that is 

simulated and self-reflexive, inescapably reminding us of 

what it once meant not merely to consume but to read.   
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ALFREDO JAAR:

On the Questioning of 

Photographic Display

Reality has abdicated. There are only representations: media.

—Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others1

Today children are still taught how to read, but nobody 

teaches them how to see and that is something that always 

amazes me.

—Alfredo Jaar, The Brooklyn Rail2

lfredo Jaar is a Chilean installation artist whose work 

combines aesthetic discourse with a commitment to 

the political. Working as an architect, activist, and 

artist in tandem, Jaar analyzes shock dynamics and the 

subjectivity of images. Many of his projects respond to 

the staging of photography and video, and how these 

are represented in contemporary news and popular 

media. By using his installations to interpret international 

issues, Jaar tactfully challenges others to think, see, and 

act beyond convention. His installations contemplate 

the presentation and objectification of images—both 

in context and content. As once noted by photography 

critic Richard Bolton, “our understanding of documentary 

photography is shown to depend upon our understanding 

of its social and political aims.”3 In correlation to Jaar’s 

work, this idea speaks to the questionable etiquette of 

many present-day news sources. In installations such as 

“Real Pictures” and “The Sound of Silence,” Jaar examines 

the capacities of the photographic medium as well as the 

historicity of visual culture and its various platforms of 

exchange.

 When thinking about photography as  

a communicable tool, Jaar has “always been concerned 

with the disjunction between experience and what 

can be recorded photographically.”4 Alarmed by how 

ubiquitous images of the Third World function as 

articles of consumption for the First World, Jaar uses his 

installations to comment on our overexposure to images 

of the horrific and how we seem to have historically 

constructed a mental immunity to such content. As  

a consequence of this imperviousness—fueled by 

rampant voyeurism in the western hemisphere—few 

images are able to perform beyond spectacle. Even 

fewer images bring forth any tangible public action and 

change. As cultural critic Susan Sontag noted in her book, 

Regarding the Pain of Others, “[Because we are] flooded 

with images of the sort that once used to shock and 

arouse indignation, we are losing our capacity to react. 

Compassion, stretched to its limits, is going numb.”5 This 

discrepancy demonstrates that people feel they are too 

detached from what they are looking at, too far removed 

from the circumstances being portrayed. As a “transcultural”  

artist who “feels he belongs nowhere,”6 Jaar believes 

that the boundaries of the world are not physical, 

concrete constrictions; rather, they are derived from 

a psychological estrangement with “the other.” The 

function of much of his work serves to break down the 

voyeurism that informs scopophilia—or “pleasures of the 

eye”7—as well as to dissect dichotomies of us-and-them, 

here-and-there, rich-and-poor, and the like. Jaar’s universal 

message reinforces the idea that everyone—regardless of 

personal history and geographical location—is, after all, 

human.  

 Given that Jaar refers to himself as “an architect 

making art,”8 installation art seems an appropriate and  

instinctive artistic venue for presenting his concerns 

with the world. Due to the inherent viewer participation 

encouraged by installation art, Jaar communicates 
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through a direct modus operandi that calls for each 

museumgoer to become absorbed with his concepts, 

promoting “activated spectatorship and active 

engagement in the social-political arena.”9 This technique 

is especially significant when contrasted with the 

traditional presentation of framed photographs hung 

flush against a gallery wall. Using his installations as  

a means of exposing “matters that the privileged and the 

merely safe might prefer to ignore,”10 Jaar’s work provides 

critical analysis and awareness of international injustices, 

such as poverty, war, famine, and genocide. Many of his 

installations manifest his perpetual struggle for the most 

suitable and respectful presentation of politically charged 

photographs. While he criticizes the presentation of 

“shock” images and our preconditioned routines when 

viewing them, Jaar continues to wrestle with his own 

modes of presentation. Sometimes he integrates the 

same photograph into multiple installations, searching 

for the “best” way to bring his message to the viewer. 

 Before discussing any specific installations by 

Jaar, it is important to understand what inspires and 

informs his work. Born in 1956, Jaar grew up during an 

exceptionally volatile era of Chile’s history:

I was thrown into a tsunami of politics—a country 

divided in half and there was nothing you could do 

without being labeled a mummy (a label they used 

for people on the right) or a commie. It was a very 

intense and quick learning experience about politics. 

… Chile was one of the first places I started to learn 

how to speak in between the lines, to evoke, instead 

of speaking directly.11

After his initial contact with the extremities of 

international politics, Jaar moved to New York City in 

1981. It was there that he began to take an interest in 

the laissez-faire capabilities of communicating with art. 

Jaar cites his Dadaist predecessors as the reason he 

is able to work as he does: “That was the revolution of 

the twentieth century, Duchamp freed me. His work’s 

got nothing to do with mine, . . . but he gave me my 

freedom. That’s as revolutionary as you can get. Art is 

whatever we decide it is.”12 In a figurative homage, Jaar 

assimilates photographic “ready-mades” into several of 

his installations. 

 After moving to the United States, Jaar 

began to forge his already growing concerns with the 

power structure of images and the way news sources 

contextualize certain photographs and ignore or 

misrepresent other foreign issues altogether. Of all of 

the misconstrued and neglected topics in global media 

coverage, Jaar has shown a particular interest in Africa. 

In 1994, Rwanda endured a hundred-day state-sponsored 

genocide that took place as the rest of the world looked 

on with passivity. This international inaction was not  

a result of unawareness; rather, it resulted from prejudice 

towards “otherness.” Rwanda was, for example, a country 

still referred to in popular media as “centuries-old [and] 

tribal.”13 In August of that year, Jaar wanted to learn 

firsthand what had happened there and, with help from 

the United Nations, he and his assistant, Carlos Vásquez, 

were able to document and connect with Rwandan 

genocide victims and survivors. During his exchanges 

with the bereft, Jaar turned to photography because 

“the camera acted as a welcome buffer, an intermediary 

between himself and the all too unmediated things he 

was looking at.”14 Jaar’s trust in his camera was, most 

likely, a result of his previous exposure to news reportage 

depicting least developed countries (ldc). (Accustomed 

to viewing Africa through the constraints of a pictorial 

frame, a camera’s viewfinder seems an instinctive place 

for observation.) By the end of the trip, Jaar had captured 

some three thousand photographs. Rwanda was no 

longer just a vague notion that he had read about and 

seen in the news: it became a real experience, which 

provoked—and provided content for—some of his most 

notable installations to date, the “Rwanda Projects.” 

 After returning to New York, Jaar was fraught 

with post-traumatic stress. When revisiting his 

photographs, he was unsure of how to present the work: 

How could he bring the images from his archives into the 

public sphere? And, at the same time, how could he pay 

respect to his Rwandan experience and tell his subjects’ 

stories fittingly? Jaar’s first attempt came in the form of 

his installation, “Real Pictures,” one of his many “Rwanda 

Projects” installations. In this oeuvre, he exhibits sixty 

photographs and, in the company of each photograph, 

Jaar includes corresponding text retelling the stories of 

the genocide survivors. This juxtaposition of text and 

image is a communicative duality that recurs in many 

of Jaar’s installations. In this case, however, he includes 

the photographs but prohibits the viewing of their visual 

surface. To do this, he conceals each of the prints by 

entombing them in individual black linen boxes. On the 

shiny blacktop casing of each box, the viewer reads the 

story of the image inside while also seeing their own 

face reflected back at them. Instead of dwelling on the 

photographs, the viewer must reflect on each narrative 

and simultaneously contemplate his or her own existence 

in the world. In effect, the installation activates one’s 

introspection.

 Jaar’s entombment of the photographs in 

“Real Pictures” is based on the belief that “the camera 

never manages to record what your eyes see, or what 

you feel at that moment.”15 And, it seems, he wants the 

viewer to emotionally experience what he had felt and 

to understand the circumstances of Rwanda in the most 

genuine way possible. In one sense, the inaccessibility 

of the photographs provides greater awareness of how 

photography is used as a visual tool in journalism. In 

another sense, the encasement of the photographs 

makes the images themselves all the more deplorable. 

Either way, it deactivates the voyeuristic eye by thwarting 

the customary viewing conditions that typically exist 

when viewing photographs. As an allegory for the dark 

neglect of the Rwandan genocide, the black boxes 

symbolize the public disregard that persuaded Jaar’s 

“Rwanda Projects” in the first place. The spectator is not 

able to hastily gaze upon an objectified photographic 

subject. Instead, they must exercise enough patience 

to read the subject’s story. Such patience is no longer 

orthodox in western cultures, where instant visual access 

is the norm. 

 Installed within a dim milieu, “Real Pictures” 

also turns the “white cube” into a mausoleum. This 

transformative function, which changes the way in 

which we recognize the gallery or art institution, is 

precisely what confirms this work as an installation. In 

other words, it alters the meaning of the space. Jaar’s 

necropolis of minimalist black box constructions—

reminiscent of works by Donald Judd and Carl 

Andre—functions as a monument for remembrance.                 
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“Real Pictures” is a sacred site dedicated not only to 

Jaar’s own photographic testimony but also to the 

victims of genocide embedded within the text on each 

box and printed on the photographs held within them. 

Inside each box is a buried apparition of memory, each 

photograph a memento mori stored away. In a world 

absent of the photographic document, text and words 

become the vestiges of history—imagination runs 

rhapsodically. Without any visual record, the past is 

imagined through the mind’s eye. On another level, 

“Real Pictures” references the ceremonial act of burial 

and suggests a healing gesture by which Jaar is dealing 

with his own traumas. Jaar’s handling of his Rwandan 

photographs is similar to restorative customs often 

practiced among psychiatrists and their patients. In this 

instance, the artist identifies with the distressed patient 

while the gallery serves as  

a space for psychiatric therapy. 

 Coping with past traumas is a consistency seen 

throughout the course of Jaar’s work. In 2006, he created 

another installation provoked by post-traumatic stress 

disorder. Titled “The Sound of Silence,” this piece looks 

at the life story of South African photojournalist Kevin 

Carter who, like Jaar, was psychologically burdened by 

his own photographic encounters.  The New York Times 

was the first media outlet to publish his widely censured 

(and celebrated) photograph, which portrays a famished 

Sudanese girl crawling to a feeding center, with a vulture 

looming closely in tow. Months later, Carter was awarded 

the Pulitzer Prize for feature photography for the iconic 

image. Within a week of its first publication, however, 

hundreds of inquisitive readers wrote in to the Times 

demanding the photographer’s story. The following 

account was soon broadcast around the world:

Mr. Carter was about to photograph the little girl, 

who was slowing making her way to a feeding center; 

noticing the vulture, he waited another 20 minutes, 

hoping the creature would spread its wings, which it 

did not. Finally, he took the picture and shooed the 

bird away. The little girl continued her journey.16

Carter’s case swiftly became a paradigm for the ethics of 

photojournalism. The public mostly pitied only the girl, 

not the photographer. Consequentially, Carter became 

overwhelmed with remorse, and he committed suicide 

three months after winning the Pulitzer. 

 Jaar’s own photographic experience in Africa 

gave him a sense of kinship with Carter and put him in 

a unique position to express sympathy beyond all of the 

criticism. In response to all of the negative press, Jaar 

used his installation to open up the story of Carter’s life 

and downfall. He offers a narrative antithetical to the 

media’s selective and discriminatory report, shedding 

light on “the man behind the famous image, on what 

happens behind the frame,”17 and on the misunderstood 

circumstances of a concerned documentarian. Jaar’s 

chosen narrative touches on subjects such as Carter’s 

disgust with the South African apartheid, the taking of his 

infamous photograph, and the other death and suffering 

he had witnessed as an itinerant photojournalist.

  “The Sound of Silence” debuted at Foto Fest 

2006, which commissioned the work, and has since been 

exhibited in galleries and museums around the world. 

The work itself operates as a room within a room— 

an aluminum-cased, cinematic black box within a gallery. 

When viewers enter the gallery, they are confronted 

with the blinding wall of Jaar’s metallic cube. The 

external back wall of Jaar’s construction consists of 

three reservoirs of white fluorescent lights—effectively 

scorching the viewer’s sense of sight. This illumination 

holds a striking resemblance to Dan Flavin’s minimalist 

light sculptures as well as Carsten Höller’s “Lichtwand” 

(Light Wall) (2000), whose harsh impact on the retina 

is almost intolerable.18 The intensity of the fluorescents 

is an overture in contrast to the darkness—both visual 

and emotional—that awaits the viewer inside. After the 

wall of light, the viewer must walk around to the other 

side of the structure where an open doorway provides 

access into a dark room with a projection screen. This 

light-to-dark display method has become proverbial in 

contemporary museums. As stated by art critic Claire 

Bishop, “We leave behind a bright white gallery and step 

into a dark passageway that twists and turns on itself 

to block out the light . . . he blackness seems to press 

against our eyes.”19 On the black screen inside, Jaar 

presents an eight-minute multimedia piece, which relays 

Carter’s story in fleeting, white typewriter script. Each 

sentence fades in and out at a rate slightly faster than the 

average reading speed. This technique leaves the viewer 

tense and anxious, trying to keep up with the frenetic 

storytelling. 

 The presentation of the storyline becomes 

rhythmic, with a repetitious silent anthem that engages 

the viewer’s visuomotor. Then, suddenly, the visual 

consistency is broken: Carter’s prize-winning photograph 

flashes upon the screen, followed by an abrupt blast of 

strobe lights. The strobes, which mimic the flash of  

a camera, are pointed directly at the viewer. With no time 

to dwell upon the image, Jaar has yet again neutralized 

the viewer’s voyeuristic gaze. Exposed without warning, 

the viewer becomes the spectacle. As the object of 

scrutiny, one can no longer feel the comforts of being 

hidden in darkness. 

 “The Sound of Silence” questions both the social 

role of photojournalists as well as the privileged role of 

the museumgoer. Each spectator might ask: What is his 

or her social responsibility? How does he or she relate 

to “shock” photographs? How can he or she become 

involved with what is being portrayed? At least, these are 

the sorts of questions that Jaar aims for viewers to ask 

themselves. Viewers’ reactions, however, are certainly 

not this predictable. As in much of installation art, the 

viewers’ experience is subjectively dependent upon their 

prior exposure to sets of social, political, and cultural 

stimuli. Considering Jaar’s critique of the media— 

a force that influences and thrives off of all that is social, 

political, and cultural—that makes this conception all the 

more striking. 

 Jaar’s political messages and representations 

of societal discordance raise many questions about 

the social role of art. Are such topics appropriate, for 

instance, and permitted to be explored in the realm of 

art? Writer and photography critic David Levi Strauss 

once responded to this line of questioning by stating: 

“The world’s great history paintings have been doing this 

for at least the last three and a half centuries . . . [and 

from another perspective] there are of course those 

who say that such events as genocide should not be 

represented at all, that any representation is bound to 

falsify and trivialize it.”20 Jaar’s stance doesn’t necessarily 

look to art history to justify his use of the sociopolitical. 
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Instead, he offers firsthand accounts and/or scholarly 

research that make it difficult to refute his intent. 

Jaar’s work intertwines the disciplines of architecture, 

psychology, sociology, politics, and journalism, 

among others, and by way of art, they coalesce into 

unified experiences. Presenting photographs through 

unconventional installation displays, Jaar is a borderless 

storyteller who attempts to convey to us all one critical 

message: what it means to be human.
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UNMASKING THE FLAW: 
And from the Flaw was Photography born,

whose destiny it was to divide black from gray from white, to 

replicate differences, and to reproduce the Flaw.

—Diane Arbus

he juxtaposition of culture, a formulated societal  

understanding of what is real and acceptable versus 

what is not, with nature, an unrefined, spontaneous, and 

genuine state of existence, arises in the photographs 

of Eugène Atget and Diane Arbus. Nature is inherently 

flawed, and viewing these latent flaws with a lack of 

technical photographic grace creates a distinctive archive 

centered around the concept of the flaw. Rather than 

striving to make their photographs the epitome of technicality 

and beautifully accurate tonality, Atget and Arbus were 

unconcerned with the technical elements of photography, 

resulting in a photographic voice of straightforward,  

unpolished essence, establishing an archive of flaw. 

Based on the aesthetic of “[wanting] to see the real 

differences between things”1 and “not evading facts, 

not evading what it really looks like,”2 this new archive 

becomes one of unique and definitive details, sometimes 

occurring accidentally and by chance. Subjects are no 

longer tied to their cultural constraints but instead are 

scrutinized through the lens, equated through imperfect 

composition, and realized in the much larger context of 

physical nature and ephemeral existence. Both Arbus and 

Atget have captured profound images which contribute 

to this conceptual archive of flaw. Looking at Atget’s work 

from Arbus’s perspective unmasks the effects of Atget’s 

unintentional flaw, and Arbus’s intentional archive of flaw 

resonates in Atget’s archive of “chanced” flaw.

 Walter Benjamin wrote in 1931 that the Parisian 

photographer Eugène Atget “began the liberation of the 

object from the aura,” speaking to Atget’s unique mastery  

of documenting Paris as abandoned, decaying, and lost 

during the turn of the twentieth century, when the common 

focus of photographic art was on the ambient character 

and the myth of Paris, the beauty and the grandeur, the 

“exotic, romantic, show-offish resonance.”3  Atget’s striking 

photographs of the lesser-known spaces of the city, its 

surrounding towns, and les habitants of these areas,  

usually from the working class, display a keen attention 

to the publicly suppressed elements of the environment.  

As a publisher (a title which Atget referred over  

“photographer”), Atget tended not to manipulate his 

photographs according to any sort of twentieth-century 

technique. Instead, his early photographs (which he 

referred to as documents) are more the result of chance, 

lacking careful technological composition and precise 

detail. This unplanned effect of the flawed image—the 

underdeveloped, overexposed, accidental production  

of a series of documents intended for functional use as  

reference tools—emphasizes a stark reality, a “liberation . . . 

from the aura,” not present in the photographs of his  

colleagues.4 This liberation speaks to a release from  

cultural constraints and what society preferred to define 

as reality. The result is an exposure of those realms  

suppressed by culture. 

 This understanding of the photograph as non-

technical, chance-based, and accidental characterizes 

the aesthetic of the New York School of photography, 

prominent in the 1950s and 1960s, from which Diane 

Arbus emerged as a key figure. Mainly focusing her  

120mm Rolleiflex, a medium-format twin lens reflex  

camera passed over by most photographers in favor  

The Intention & The Effect of 

Eugène Atget & Diane Arbus
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of the smaller, more portable 35mm camera, on the  

subculture of New York City, Arbus created a series of 

photographs that emphasized the unknown, the misunderstood, 

and the provocative through their detailed yet unintentional 

“flaws,” as Arbus termed them. The flaw, “an infinite, 

unhierarchical number of irreducible differences,”5 results 

from focusing on the subject rather than the technique, 

fills the “gap between the intention and the effect,”6 and 

becomes the photograph’s anchor to the real. This  

perspective created through the flaw, and the individuality  

subsequently exposed, whether of people or spaces, 

unmasks the nature underlying culture. This revelation, 

so shockingly portrayed in Arbus’s photographs of the 

excessive and the freak, is also subtly masked in Atget’s 

stark, documentary photographs of architecture and 

landscape. These photographers brought to the surface  

a kind of subculture—the lesser-known spaces, the 

lesser-known lifestyles, the intensity of emotions and  

experiences that often go unrecognized or glossed over 

in the work of other photographers. Culture is created 

by man and society and often excludes many difficult 

aspects of the world and of life itself which society would 

prefer to ignore. It is these excluded aspects that Arbus 

and Atget focused on, intentionally or accidentally, comprising 

the “flaw.”

 The archive of the flaw also evokes the concept 

of a distinct focal point of emotional and unexpected 

complexity, the uncanny punctum, prominent in the 

photographs of Atget and Arbus. Arising solely from 

what is “captured by the trace upon the negative”7   

and not always what is to be expected or understood, 

the punctum throughout this archive relates to flawed 

individuality in both people and architectural spaces, 

conveying an eerie sense of loss and decay in the face of 

evolution and progress, immortalized in the frame of the 

photograph, emphasized by the repetition of its presence 

in the majority of the images as well as the multiplicity 

and dynamism of this conception in a single image. Very 

often there is not a sole punctum in Atget’s images, as 

he “created a composition . . . that somehow attacks the 

visual process,”8 drawing the viewer’s eye to all areas of 

the photographic plane. This “visual energy pulling in two 

directions”9 contributes to the movement and depth of 

the photograph, leading to a sense of confusing tension 

within the composition itself. The final interpretation of 

the photograph is reliant upon the viewer’s perception  

of how each subject twists within the mind to create  

a unique understanding, but the presence of the buildings  

and spaces that are “not lonely, but voiceless”10 will 

always instill an underlying theme of loss in perpetual 

struggle with evolution.

 Atget’s photographic career began in the late 

1880s just outside Paris. His camera, lenses, and  

photographic printing process were outdated, as his  

career relied on a large-format view camera with tripod and 

the diminishing practice of albumen printing, invented in 

the 1850s and nearly obsolete by the 1920s. His aim as  

a “publisher” was to create factual documents from 

which artists could draw inspiration, according to the 

sign at the entrance of his studio.11 His evolution as a  

photographer, however, is easily traced through his  

images, which “[moved] from the prosaic to the poetic,”12   

eventually focusing more on his personal aesthetic views 

after World War I rather than the calculated, sellable documents  

he created earlier in his life that were intended for 

contemporary artists. Over the span of Atget’s career, 

which came to an end in 1927 upon his death, his  

photographs gained attention from the surrealists  

(especially Man Ray and Berenice Abbott) around 1925 

and indirectly influenced the later New York School 

through his effect on Walker Evans, who adopted many 

of Atget’s aesthetic techniques during the late years of the 

Depression.

 An early 1898 albumen print entitled “Children 

Playing, Luxembourg Gardens” depicts six children and 

their nanny compositionally placed in the center of the 

image, though the nanny commands far more attention 

than the playing children, as she stands taller and directly 

engages Atget’s camera in an expression of questioning 

concern and protection. In many of Atget’s images  

involving people, their inclusion is purely the result of 

chance; however, this view purposely centers around 

them, making it a rarity.13 The blurring of the image 

around the edges suggests Atget’s lack of attention 

regarding the technical, bringing the focus to the nanny, 

to the small children, to the foreboding darkness of the 

trees in the background, lining a path to a blurred hori-

zon. This strong contrast in tonality, from the black of the 

woods to the white of the gravel in which the children play, 

contributes a stark eeriness to the image, suggesting that 

something is askew and that the tranquility of the children  

may not last for long. Atget most likely intended this 

photograph to portray how the space was used, but the 

nanny, frozen in time, commands the attention in this  

image; she scrutinizes the lens, staring back at it, her 

gaze removing the photograph from the idyllic to the 

palpable. 

 This same foreboding darkness is present in the 

albumen print “The Facade of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre” 

(1898), which depicts a chapel rebuilt in 1651 after a long 

active history. The height of the aged, weakened stone 

walls on either side of the cobblestone path, directing 

the eye to the pitch darkness of the entrance, the small 

rounded window, and the pointed arch giving way to  

a bleak white sky create a “palpable sense of claustrophobia, 

a kind of nightmare where the only exit is to plunge into 

the blackness of the church.”14 Appearing almost as if 

emerging from a tunnel, the top of the image is darkened 

by Atget’s flaw, the lack of careful positioning of the 

subject on the glass negative, which emphasizes the 

environment and contributes greatly to the overwhelming 

feeling of being trapped in a very vertical, nearly 

abandoned, deteriorated space. 

 “France Triumphant, Versailles,” an albumen 

print from 1904, compositionally focuses on a fountain in 

Louis xiv’s garden; rather than viewing it from the front, 

Atget preferred to arrange himself to the side, capturing 

the shadowed face of a defeated rival. Fallen leaves cover 

the lower steps of the fountain, emphasizing this sense 

of loss evident in the sculpture and mirrored by the grey 

tonality of the image and the towering, cold trees. The 

punctum of this photograph initially rests on the rival’s 

bowed head, which then draws the eye down to the 

scattered, literally decaying leaves below. These leaves 

create the flaw, engaging the fountain with the very real 

invisible dimension of death, juxtaposing the natural with 

the sculpted rock intended to convey cultural, historical 

events, physically littering the myth with remnants of the 

passage of time. 

 The “resplendent grandeur [that] gives way to 

autumnal sadness”15 in “France Triumphant” is echoed 

in Arbus’s 1963 photograph “A widow in her bedroom, 
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N.Y.C.” Amidst an abundance of Asian furniture and  

Buddhist sculptures, a woman in her sixties sits in front 

of a heavily draped window, a clear expression of heavy 

grief, separation, and loneliness in her eyes. This expression 

of awareness, despite the contradictory cultural opulence 

of her foreign decor, becomes the punctum, and it is difficult  

to look away from the commanding depth of her loss. 

The intense natural emotion communicated in her eyes 

presents the flaw, exposes her, makes her vulnerable, and 

overpowers and devalues any sort of cultural boundary 

established by the possessions around the room. Her 

questioning, silent, and telling gaze engages the camera, 

not letting go, anchoring the photograph and the viewer 

in piercing poignancy. 

 Atget frequently took to photographing in the 

streets, focusing his lens on both the middle class and 

the generally undocumented petits-métiers in their work-

spaces. The 1901 albumen print “Ragpicker, avenue des 

Gobelins” was grouped with a series of images portraying 

trades rather than individual workers, though the trade is 

not the punctum of this image.16 Instead, the ragpicker’s 

eyes, although half obscured in shadow, confront the 

camera and draw attention to the flaws in the man’s 

unshaven face, the dirt on his jacket, the weathered 

hands that pull a giant carriage heavy with the city’s 

waste, emphasized by the lack of focus on the 

background, bringing this man and his undesirable job 

into even sharper view. Atget’s intention to document 

necessary, unappealing professions and vanishing  

lifestyles resulted in the unintentional flaw of this 

photograph capturing individual personal suffering,  

denounced professions, and scenes of Old Paris of  

interest to artists. 

 Venturing to the outskirts of Paris into the zone, 

as it was commonly referred to, allowed Atget access to 

images of the decrepit living spaces of les petits-métiers 

he photographed struggling in the streets, incorporating  

an ignored and gritty truth into his images.  In 1912 

he made an albumen print entitled “Ragpicker’s Hut,” 

depicting the crude shelter of hardworking, independent 

people who masked their poverty with discarded  

embellishments.18 The flawed overexposure, almost 

blending the faded wooden boards and tacked-up burlap 

sacks of the walls with the sky, emphasizes the darkness  

of the entrance and the interior of this marginal home. 

The boots at the corner of the hut, almost invisible 

among the debris of the upper-class, indicate that this 

space was lived in, personalized, and important despite 

its dilapidated and curious appearance. The visual process  

encapsulates an abundance of focal points, pushing the 

eye to travel from one stunning element to another. It is 

impossible to view in a glance the photograph as a whole, 

as the details are commanding and ultimately direct the 

viewer to question what’s inside.

 Atget’s traveling punctum resonates in Arbus’s 

image “A House on a hill, Hollywood, Cal. 1963,” in which 

Arbus arranges herself to show not solely the front view 

of a structure, which appears to be part of a movie set, 

but instead a view that reveals the structure as a facade,  

contrary to the suggestion of the title. The eye moves 

from the facade to the surrounding density of dead 

weeds to the textured, falling sky above. Arbus’s  

atypical composition ensures that the viewer pays specific  

attention to the weeds in the foreground of the image, 

de-emphasizing the illusion of the movies and focusing 

instead on the abandoned real space, “[liberating] . . .  

the object from the aura.”19  Her camera is low amongst 

the weeds, and although the facade is composed centrally 

within this image, intending it as the subject, the composition  

is disrupted by this overwhelmingly visible death of the 

enveloping weeds, indicating that the area has been 

ignored, forgotten, and seems lost.

 In 1925, Atget’s photographs began attracting  

attention from surrealist figures, such as Man Ray, who 

saw in his work inherent “bizarre and unexpected components”20  

that were relevant to the surrealists’ aesthetic. Man Ray’s 

assistant, Berenice Abbott, took a special interest in his 

photographs, and upon Atget’s death in 1927 ensured 

that they were still in circulation, creating a book and 

developing some neglected negatives. One of the images 

she developed around 1954 was a 1925 negative entitled 

“Sideshow Attraction, Fête du Trône,” a display created 

for a Parisian fair.21 This image depicts a collage of a window 

display polarizing an excessively tall man and an excessively  

short man, their difference in size emphasized by the 

juxtaposition of a large chair and a large shoe with smaller 

counterparts. The perceived flaw in both these men, 

inhumanely categorizing them as freaks meant for 

entertainment through ridicule, speaks to the provocative 

role that nature plays in culture, making “monsters . . . 

in the margins.”22 Atget’s photograph finds and uncovers 

these “monsters.”

 Around 1920, late in his career, Atget began 

making images more in accordance with his personal 

tastes, focusing more on the mood and artistic composition 

of the image rather than the documentary style as he 

had employed for years. His series of photographs taken 

at St.-Cloud, a wealthy area on the outskirts of Paris, 

emphasize a more careful artfulness, often accentuating 

the contrast between the sculpted and the natural, as he 

does in the 1926 image “St.-Cloud (No. 1262).” As a result 

of generally creating his photographs during the light of 

early dawn, this photograph has a misty, ethereal mood 

emphasized by the softly silhouetted figures of the statue 

and the tree. This decision to photograph the subjects 

against the dawn light, as silhouettes from behind as  

opposed to lit from from the front, removes any differences 

in color or texture and allows the viewer to focus on the 

flaw of the more organic, irreducible differences in shape 

and form, with one object almost seamlessly blending 

into the next in their close proximity. This blurs the  

distinction between culture and nature, “synthetic and 

. . . natural,”23 alluding that the two can often be equated 

under certain circumstances.

 Atget shows a different juxtaposition of the 

natural with the cultural in the matte albumen print 

“Storefront, avenue des Gobelins“(1925). The image 

shows a cluster of four mannequins in a store window, 

the glass reflecting the surrounding environment. Atget 

began experimenting more with the effects of reflections  

later in his career, utilizing them as an intentional artistic 

tool as opposed to generating an unavoidable, chance  

occurrence. An image such as this was no longer intended  

to provide factual details about storefronts in Paris, and 

instead offers interesting commentary on the intertwining 

of nature and culture. The dancing, exaggerated, smiling, 

identical mannequins epitomize the 1920s Parisian  

woman in both elegance and style, but they are veiled 

with the reflected landscape and architecture of the 

neighboring museum, thereby equating them with the 

natural.24 However, this nature is flawed, as it is a reflection,  

an imitation, placing it in the category of the cultural. 
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By this point in his career, Atget was “fully conscious of 

what his finished plate would show,”25 suggesting that 

this layering of reflection over physical, this appearance 

of double exposure, was intentional. There is no single 

subject in this image, with no single punctum on which 

to center attention, as the repetitive mannequins are 

in visual competition with each other and also with the 

reflection, resulting in a very dreamlike essence  

characteristic of surrealism.

 Atget’s archive of flaw evolved throughout his 

photographic career. Initially deprioritizing technical 

perfection, resulting in documentary images that did not 

fully cover the negative as well as over- and underexposure  

of images, Atget unwittingly removed the subject from 

cultural constraints through unconsciously capturing the 

flaw. His late-career photographs eventually evolved to 

portray this focus as a less accidental, more calculated 

juxtaposition, utilized as an artistic tool to convey  

a mood or underlying commentary about the subject. The  

documentarian approach of portraying factual representations  

of subjects also contributed to the flaw by allowing the 

“gap between . . . intention and . . . effect.”26 Atget’s  

intention to simply capture the milieu of Old Paris and 

the rarely documented people of this environment 

produced the profound effect of these jarring underlying 

details, unmasking the strength of human persistence. 

Arbus’s conception and willful incorporation of the flaw 

into her own work unlocks new interpretations of Atget’s 

images, while Atget’s raw aesthetic resonates in Arbus’s 

approach. The blatant, uneasy facets of reality depicted 

in her archive defy the accepted culture, directing 

attention to the ignored aspects of human nature. Each 

photographer was gifted in removing cultural excess to 

establish firm ties with otherwise suppressed realms, 

equating each subject with the basic and simplified  

“irreducible difference”27 falling between the compositional 

imagination and the actual impact of light on the negative. 

Technique and culture assume unimportant roles in the 

photography of Arbus and Atget; instead, the focus is on 

revealing the importance of the role of nature, the role of 

the flaw, so easily masked beneath the culture and the 

technique.
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