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Orhan Pamuk’s portrayal of the conflict between Islamic book illustrators’

traditional model and a foreign model, respectively coded black and red, in
his novel My Name is Red

Estelle Alma Maré
Tshwane University of Technology
E-mail: mare_estelle@fastmail.fm

I dedicate this research to the memory of Johannes Heidema
who loved the colour red.’

Orhan Pamuk situated his novel, Benim Adim Kirmizi, translated as My Name is Red, in late sixteenth-
century Istanbul, at the zenith of the Ottoman Empire during the reign of Sultan Murat I1I (1574-95).
Its multi-layered plot comprises a love story and two murders. Conversely, the article focuses on the
characters who as miniaturist painters practice the traditional art of book illustration, and also on
those involved in the production of the secret book, following the Venetian model, which the sultan
commissioned to give an account of himself, his reign and possessions. The Leitmotif throughout
the novel is what black and red signify in relation to the traditional as opposed to the foreign model.
In unfolding events and views expressed on art, the life-world, culture and religion of traditionalist
illustrators and those influenced by Western art practice are respectively coded black and red.

Key words: Orhan Pamuk, My Name is Red, Ottoman book illustration, black/red

Orhan Pamuk se uitbeelding van die konflik tussen Islamitiese boekillustreerders se
tradidionele model en ’n vreemde model, respektiewelik as swart en rooi gekodeer,

in sy roman Benim Adim Kirmizi, in Engels vertaal as My Name is Red

Orhan Pamuk se roman speel af in die laat sestiende-eeuse Istanbul, gedurende die regeringstyd
van sultan Murat III (1574-95), waartydens die Ottomaanse Ryk 'n hoogtepunt bereik het. Die
gelaagde intrige behels 'n liefdesverhaal en twee moorde. Die artikel fokus egter op die karakters wat
as miniaturistiese skilders die tradisionele kuns van boekillustrasie beoefen, asook op dié betrokke
by die produksie van 'n geheime boek, uitgevoer onder die invloed van die Venesiaanse model,
waarvoor die sultan opdrag gegee het om voorstellings te bevat van himself, sy regeringstyd en
besittings. Die Leitmotif van die roman het deurgaans betrekking op wat swart en rooi met betrekking
tot die tradisionele, in teenstelling met die vreemde model, beteken. In ontplooiende gebeure en
uitsprake oor kuns word die lewenswéreld, kultuur en godsdiens van tradisionalistiese illustreerders
met di¢ wat deur die Westerse kunspraktyk beinvloed is, gekontrasteer, en onderskeidelik as swart
en rooi gekodeer.

Sleutelwoorde: Orhan Pamuk, My Name is Red, Ottomaanse boekillustrasie, swart/rooi

rhan Pamuk, a Nobel Prize laureate (2006) and author of the novel Benim Adim Kirmizi

(1998), translated as My Name is Red, devoted himself to painting until the age of twenty-

two. It therefore comes as no surprise that when he changed course and became a writer
instead, he would retain his interest in painting. Situating his novel in the late sixteenth-century
Istanbul, at the zenith of the Ottoman Empire during the reign of Sultan Murat III (1574-95), its
multi-layered plot comprises a love story and two murders, the latter qualifying it as a “krimi” in
which the murderer is only identified in the end.? However, these aspects will not be dealt with
as of primary interest for the present research. Conversely, the article focuses on the characters
who as miniaturist painters practiced the traditional art of book illustration (also referred to as
illumination), and also those who had an interest in the production of the secret book which the
sultan commissioned to give an account of himself, his reign and possessions in depictions that

SAJAH, ISSN 0258-3542, volume 33, number 1, 2018: 1-12



“closely resemble life itself” (205, reference to page number in the novel). The inclusion of the
sultan’s portrait in the representational or naturalistic® style of contemporary Venetian painters
caused acrimony among the illustrators who belonged to an Istanbul workshop practising the
expression of traditional Islamic painterly, moral and religious values. Compliance with foreign
ideals was rejected so intensely by the murderer that his opposition to collaborators of the
sultan’s book resulted in violence.

In the novel the reference to the sultan’s portrait is, of course, a fiction. However, traditional
depictions of him in his milieu as well as focussed portraits by Venetian painters exist in
diverse representations which reveal the difference between the venerable model* of figurative
representation, derived mainly from Persia and Afghanistan, and the foreign, personalised style
of Italian Renaissance portraiture (figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1 Figure 2
Sixteenth-century miniature illustration Portrait of Sultan Murad by an anonymous
of Sultan Murad III viewing a parade of Venetian painter (retrieved from the public

two horse riders (retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
domain https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Murad_iii).
Murad_iii).

Four book illustrators (called by their nicknames: “Elegant”, “Butterfly”, “Olive”, and
“Stork™) and the director of their Istanbul workshop, Master Osman, as well as various other
unrelated persons and fictitious personages, feature alternatively as narrators of chapters in
the novel. The illustrators’ traditional ideas about their art are juxtaposed with those of other
characters, mainly Enishte Effendi, who is in charge of the compilation of the Sultan’s book.
Enishte’s assistant, called “Black”, who practised as a miniaturist in Persia, returned to Istanbul
when summoned by Enishte to help him oversee the commission. Black’s status is ambiguous;
most probably he accepted the invitation because he was in love with Enishte’s daughter,
Sekhure, and not from conviction about the exposition of a new style of painting.

Two murders are committed — the victims being Elegant, who contributed to the sultan’s
book and Enishte, the compiler. The violent deeds of the murderer, one of the workshop’s
practitioners who remains anonymous until the end of the novel, can all along be identified
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by his black® coded statements about art. Indeed, he tells the reader: [T]ry to discover who I
am from the colour of my words” (120). The murders he committed were motivated by his
passionate resistance to contemporary Venetian (also referred to as Frankish’) influence, because
he believed that the innovations of the collaborators of the secret book threaten traditional
Islamic artistic ideals.

Pamuk allows the characters who are involved with traditional painting as well as those
assisting the compiler of the new book — and even those who are not directly involved, but
have an interest in art — to express their opinions in reveries and arguments. The anti- and pro-
arguments of the various characters for the inclusion of a naturalistic portrait of the sultan in his
commissioned book are coded: either black or red®, albeit sometimes in complementary hues
of red or black, such as crimson or dark blue. The miniaturists who were not a homogenous
group, may be differentiated according to their views on the art of book illustration and the craft
of calligraphy. A lengthy analysis of statements and arguments by characters to whom chapters
are assigned will reveal that these often contain references to and preferences for either black
or red. Moreover, Pamuk’s subtle manner of ascribing coded views regarding culture, religion
and art to the array of characters he introduces will disclose why he chose the title My Name is
Red for the novel. Thus, the present analysis leads to a most interesting insight dealt with in the
conclusion, which reviewers have overlooked.

A close reading of a selection of many wide-ranging statements about black or darkness
reveals what the venerable model, that achieved greatness in the annals of Islamic art, comprised
of sixteenth-century miniature book illustrators in Istanbul, and why the artists there who
cherished traditional Islamic and artistic values viewed Venetian Renaissance painting as a
foreign imposition that posed a threat to their established art and cultural values. The reason
for this, according to Enishte, is because Venetian paintings more closely resemble life itself:
“[Venetian painters] don’t paint the world as seen from a balcony or a minaret [...] they depict
what’s seen at street level, or from the inside of a prince’s room” (205-6). This implies that
in portraiture the sitter is depicted in his proper locus by which he will be recognised and
remembered. Therefore, the compiler of and contributors to the secret book who followed the
Sultan’s command for the inclusion of his portrait and depictions of his belongings aspired to
“closely resemble life itself” (205). They presumed that naturalism could sanction a stylistic
renewal for the sake of gratifying the sultan who wished to be remembered as he was.

At this point it should be noted that a convention supposedly forbidding naturalistic
representation of animals, humans, including the Prophet, cannot be deduced from the Koran.
Tharwat Ukashah (1981: 5) pertinently states: “The Koran has only one passage (Sura V 92)
which could be constructed by later theologians as a condemnation of figurative art.”

Colours of the life-world representing the secular realm

The Leitmotif throughout the novel is what red and black, a colour and a non-colour as opposites,
signify as events unfold and views are expressed, thus coding the fictional life- world, late
sixteenth-century art, culture and religion as expressive of one or the other. Halfway through
the novel, the author inserts a pivotal panegyric on “red” (chapter 31, entitled “I am Red”, 224-
8) in which the narrator announces that he has been everywhere and is everywhere. Red, he
argues, is the colour that gives life to the world; it is everywhere because “Colour is the touch
of the eye, music to the deaf, a word out of the darkness” (225). Indeed, this pertinent colour
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is present where life and vibrant art are celebrated in the world described in the novel. On the
level of secular life in Istanbul, red predominates. Red features in the settings in which various
characters live and interact: most pertinently in the love story of Black and Sekhure, in the flow
of blood and red ink when Enishte is murdered, and also in the private lives of members of the
group of illustrators, albeit opposed by black in the life and art of the murderer — as discussed
below.

The presence of red is encountered ubiquitously in the secular life-world of Istanbul. For
example, the wares displayed by Esther, a Jewish street peddler, are prolifically coloured. “When
I spread open my blanket a bouquet of color would bloom”, she says (156). Subtly she enquires
of Black if he wants to buy a “red sash of Atlas silk?” (40) for his beloved Shekure, who has a
penchant for red clothing, as in the following references related to her: “I left the black corner
of the closet [...] removed the red broadcloth vest from the chest and put it on” (168), and: “I
quickly removed my mother’s old robe and put on the fur-lined red one” (176). Recognisably, the
relationship between Black and his beloved Shekure is coded, most pertinently when referring
to the belated document granting Shekure the status of widow that contained “obedient armies
of black-ink letters” (238), which cleared his way to marry her. This causes Black to express his
intense happiness that even exceeds the joy of a red experience: “Neither by painting the walls
of the courtroom red, nor by situating the picture within bloodred borders could the blissful
inner radiance I felt at that moment be expressed” (238-9). Furthermore, a depiction he made of
lovers in a traditional story is converted into a fantasised wedding picture of him and Shekure,
which she describes: “I all in blue, he all in red” (47). However, this did not transpire when she
eventually married Black: then Shekure “was dressed in bright-red wedding gown™ (243).

Red not only livens up the material world; it is also the colour of vital blood that, if
shed, could cause death. For example, Shekure’s son refers to “our uncle’s red sword” (173),
giving the sword a dual meaning of being a beautifully crafted object that can nevertheless be
transformed into an active tool for defence or attack. In the same way in which a human being
may die violently a beautiful functional object can be destroyed, as Shekure remarks mournfully:
“The red velvet cushion my father [Enishte] sat upon [...] had been torn apart [when he was
murdered]” (224).

The narrator-personage called Red furthermore testifies to the colour’s creative force when
applied in the art of book illustration: “[A]s I bring my color to the page, it’s as if I command
the world to ‘Be!” (228).” For the world of a work of art to “Be!” implies its resemblance of
the ever-changing visuality of the real world shaped by the creative vitality of people. On an
abstract level, red applied in an artistic sense is an antidote to blackness that inhibits visual
enjoyment. Blackness inhibits change, as will be expounded by more detailed analyses of the
art practice and ideas of the characters beholden either to the illustrator’s traditional workshop
or the Sultan’s innovative book.

The media of pictorialisation in sixteenth-century Ottoman
book illustration and calligraphy’

Red ink

When he returned from Persia Black presented a solid bronze Mongol inkpot, which would be
“Purely for red” (26), as a gift to Enishte, foreseeing its use in the experiment with the foreign
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model. In a conversation with Olive, the murderer, Enishte refers to the inkpot: “Black brought
it all the way from Tabriz. It’s for red” (199). Explaining the origin of the pigment he explains:
“[TThe secrets of red paint” were brought to Istanbul by the Mongols, “which they had learned
from Chinese masters” (204). Because innovative technical influences were absorbed over time
Ottoman art became great in its own right. Since meaningful art is never stagnant Enishte’s
endeavour with the present book for the sultan is likewise facilitated by new techniques of
representation appropriated from Venetian art.

When Olive struck Enishte with the inkpot the latter in the throes of death experienced
a vision that “all colours had become red. What I thought was my blood was red ink; what I
thought was ink on his hands was my flowing blood” (210). The colour of the crime and the
object which caused it became interlinked. Thus, it is ironic that Olive later reminiscences about
the scene of the murder he remembers the destruction of an illustration which he disapproved of
disappearing in “the slow spread of a deadly red seeping from a bronze inkpot” (465), “bleeding”
the inkpot dry. Blood and ink became synonymous in Olive’s observation of his destructive
deed. However, this is a foreboding that the new influence will live on:, will “Be”, as coded by
the character Red.

Red as a vital colour in art in the works of the “great masters” (92) was, according to Master
Osman, a secret which they took to the grave. However, he is more informed about of Allah’s
intention with the colour: “This color red”, Osman states, is the colour Allah revealed directly
only “when He let the blood of his subjects flow” (380). As in the death of Enishte and the
destruction of an illustration in the sultan’s book, the flow of blood in death and the destruction
of coloured works of art when the Mongols plundered Baghdad in 1258 seem equivalent. As
related by Stork, libraries were destroyed and tens of thousands volumes were thrown into its
great river, causing “the flowing waters of the Tigris, [to turn] red from the ink bleeding out of
the books” (85). Obviously, those lost books were created by illustrators fond of colours, to be
simultaneously revealed and destroyed by “bleeding”, like the illustration obliterated by the ink
that seeped from the bronze inkpot.

Black ink

The traditional practice of book illustration comprised calligraphy (in black ink) and illustration
(in colour), both being a speciality according to the talent or inclination of practitioners. Moreover,
patrons were likewise divided in their preference; for example it is known that “Sultan Siileyman
Kahn the Lawgiver [1494-1566] favoured calligraphers over illustrators” (94). Consequently
commissions that expressed a choice for either caused some illustrators to vacillate. A case in
point was Elegant’s ambiguous application of colour to his drawings. According to Enishte “he
coloured everything navy blue so it would look richer!” (112). This hybrid practice resulted in
Elegant’s compromise of the traditional black-ink style with the addition of navy blue — which is
almost black. Even looking “richer” as a substitute for colourfulness by the use of bright colours
such as red, was nevertheless eschewed by Olive, the traditionalist, who took his revenge on
Elegant. After the demise of Elegant, Olive’s first victim, he experienced life as if rewritten in
black ink and confessed that he needed to appease the djinns and demons that demanded of him,
like of “men of constant sorrow”, to “seek blackness, misery and disgrace” (146)."°



Butterfly, the quintessential painter: his colourful life-world and art

In the times Sultan Siileyman Kahn “unfortunate miniaturists of the day would recount [...] how
illustrating surpasses calligraphy” (94), even though these unfortunates nevertheless also had
to mastered calligraphy. This was true of Butterfly, the versatile artist who was a true colourist,
but also adept at outline drawing. When commissioned to draw a horse in the black style, he
describes himself engaged in the process: by skilfully producing two arcs that “became the
horse’s ample stomach, solid chest and swanlike neck”, which, if one did not see him execute
them, would have thought that “this artist is no illustrator [even when drawing a horse], but a
calligrapher” (335). Indeed, he is an illustrator, but also able to apply the gestural movement of
writing to depict a living creature.

When he suspects that Olive and Stork want to incriminate him, Butterfly equivocates by
expressing his sympathy with conservative preferences: “[W]e shouldn’t forgo the old models”
(114), identified as both calligraphy and illustration. Master Osman identifies Butterfly as the
quintessential painter in the Istanbul group of miniaturists, as “a true miniaturist”, “a master of
color” who “confidently applies his bright, pure colors” (313). Nevertheless, Butterfly’s mentor
has reservations about his pupil: “But as with all lovers of color, he gets carried away with
his emotions and is fickle” (316), a judgement that implies distrust of an illustrator who loves
expressive colour in art. As a person Butterfly lives in a sensuous and colourful world in which
his life and art are in osmosis. The colour red is especially revealed in references to his domestic
life. While in conversation with Black seated “beside him on the red cushion” (81), he is aware
of his “wife’s red sash caught like a sin in the corner where she dropped it” (82) when rushing
out to avoid Black’s company. The sash reminds him of his wife’s warmth, in contrast to Black’s
refusal to buy a red sash for his beloved from the peddler. The conversation with Black includes
a reference to Butterfly’s double-leaf painting for the Book of Festivities portraying the Prince’s
circumcision ceremony, of which the artist says: “I’d painted the lute players in shades of red”
(81). He also refers to his depiction of a debt prisoner’s “longhaired daughter, sorrowful yet
beautiful, clad in a crimson mantle” (81). After Black’s visit Butterfly reminiscences that he
intended, but never told Black about “the hidden logic of red within the picture” (81). What
is this hidden logic? Master Osman explained colour as an expression of emotion; Butterfly,
however, refers instead to the “logic of red”, which denotes the measure of the painter’s ingenuity
and originality (not the fickleness of which Osman accuses Butterfly), attributes denied by the
“old models”, which in late sixteenth-century Istanbul, were jealously venerated and guarded
for the sake of conformity, to which Butterfly nevertheless pays lip service for fear of being
incriminated by Olive and Stork.

Olive and the allure of blackness

Olive may be identified following a clue he himself gave the reader with the enticement, “try to
discover who I am from the colour of my words” (120). In many respects he is unique among
the group of illustrators. Master Osman attests that as a person he is different from them. When
he once paid an unannounced visit to Olive’s home he was disgusted by what he saw: “Unlike
my work area and that of many other miniaturists, his was a filthy confusion of paints, brushes,
burnishing shells, his folding worktable and other objects” (311). However, as an artist Master
Osman pertinently assesses him as “magnificent when he worked in black ink” (312). Olive
himself expresses a preference for work in black ink to sell on the cheap: “I quickly completed
drawing of an opium addict from memory, having dipped my reed pen into Black Hasan Pasha
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ink” (145). Moreover, he seemingly approves of a similar demented theme chosen by an artist
of Isfahan who, “Working in the Chinese black-ink style [...] introduced the terrifying demons”
(189). Black, however, knows the truth that artists who sell pieces on the cheap “simply draw in
black ink [...] with nary a brushstroke of colour” (67), and therefore his judgement of Olive is
not as favourable as Master Osman’s.

Olive’s preference for black ink painting signify his veneration for the “old model” of
the Iranian and Afghanistan master illustrators. In conversation with Black he explains: “To
know is to remember what you’ve seen”, and “painting is remembering the blackness” (92)."
This echoes Master Osman’s traditionalist theory of art that when an artist truly resigns his
individuality to a manner not distinct from others and follows Allah’s time, “‘blindness’ will
emerge. It’s the farthest one can go in illustrating; it is seeing what appears out of Allah’s own
blackness” (73).

Thus, “The great masters [who] perceived that colour and sight rose from darkness,
longed to return to Allah’s blackness by means of colour” (92). This seemingly contradictory
statement may be explained as follows: “[F]or traditionalist Islamic painters ‘blindsight’, based
on memory, becomes insight, as expounded by the murderer who consigned Elegant to the
grave. This self-righteous artist [Olive] is convinced that his own manner of painting follows the
tradition of the old masters: ‘My paintings reveal what the mind, not the eye, sees. But painting,
as you know quite well, is a feast for the eyes’ (341). Consequently, ‘What the eye sees in the
world enters the painting to the degree that it serves the mind’, and furthermore, ‘[B]eauty is
the eye discovering in our world what the mind already knows’ (341). What the mind knows is
innate knowledge that enables an artist to discover in a subject a quality that the eyes recognise
as superior to a subject merely copied from reality. Such ‘true talent’, according to the murderer,
‘resided in a sighted miniaturist [such as Black Veli, an old artisan] who could regard the world
like a blind man’ (348), that is, with an inner eye trained by memory” (Maré 2016: 101).

In the end, Enishte realises that he was “absolutely unacquainted with the inner world of
this magnificent artist [Olive] whose splendid lines and magical use of colour had been familiar
to me for years” (200). In this statement Enishte, when facing the murderer, equivocates about
Olive’s illustrations as based on calligraphy as a linear craft, but also incorporating colour. To
praise Olive seems to be a strategy of the threatened Enishte to appease him with a flattering
judgement of his art: “You always prepare and apply the glossiest, most vibrant, most genuine
colors” (204), and, for good measure, exaggerates Olive’s status: “You know you’re the greatest
of painters after Bizhad and Mir Seyyid Ali” (204).'* Perhaps Enishte had in mind what Black
had explained explicitly, that “opponents of colour [...] maintained that true art consists of
calligraphy alone and that decorative illumination was simply a secondary means of adding
emphasis” (71), like the navy blue which Elegant added to an illustration.

Most ironically, Olive recalls the sacrifices and patience of old traditional illustrators who
claimed that “red ink applied to the forehead stopped aging” (468). However, to stop aging
could actually have a sinister meaning: that the colour red prevents a miniaturist who strained
his eyes to enter into Allah’s darkness.

Olive confesses that the illustration he took from Enishte’s book after his demise,
intrigued him “despite the splendour of the red that ruled the painting” (485). Having been
partially blinded when captured, and behaving like the old masters of Herat [in Afghanistan]
who contributed to the venerable model that Olive so admired, he recounts: “Excitedly, I walked
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through the pitch-black rooms of the lodge, oil lamp in hand, making way for my own pale
shadow. Had the curtain of blackness begun to fall over my eyes [...]? How many days and
weeks, how much time did I have before going blind? (484). While staring by the light of an oil
lamp at the colourful illustration that motivated him to commit a murder Olive recollects: “His
[Enishte’s] shadow, cast on the wall, was equally as black and frightening” (194). And: “I felt
for the first time that God had forsaken me and only Satan would befriend me in my isolation”
(485). However, the threat of darkness after the second murder is much worse than after the first
when he confessed his need to appease the djinns and demons that demand of him, like of “men
of constant sorrow”, to “seek blackness, misery and disgrace” (146)

Opposition to “That odd and suspicious Red” (252)

Black opines that “opponents of colour [...] maintained that true art consists of calligraphy
alone and that decorative illumination was simply a secondary means of adding emphasis™ (71),
a reference to Elegant who “coloured everything navy blue so it would look richer!” (112).
However, being at heart a traditionalist (as his nickname “Black” reveals), and not an admirer
of the foreign model, Black’s ambiguity is revealed in a pertinent statement which sums up his
theory of art: “It is indeed important that a painting, through its beauty, summons us toward
life’s abundance, toward compassion, toward respect for the colours of the realm which God
created, and toward reflection and faith” (70). On a mundane level, he nevertheless admires an
anonymous miniature painting of a barber with “his assistant dressed in red” (69), but when
Esther the peddler offers him a red sash for his beloved, he declines, saying “Nay” (40).

A traditionalist painter serves to elevate the world in which Allah has dominion over the
earthly realm. For those who search for Allah’s vision of his created realm, blindness and
memory harmonise. While most miniaturists generally feared blindness, a belief persisted that
blindness was not a scourge, but, as related in a story told by Olive, it is “rather the crowning
reward bestowed by Allah upon the illustrator who had devoted an entire life to his glories; for
illustrating was the miniaturist’s search for Allah’s vision of the earthly realm”. Continuing the
narrator avers: “Thus Allah’s vision of His world only becomes manifest through the memory
of blind miniaturists” (97). One has to draw the tantalising conclusion that blind miniaturists are
only deprived of physical sight, but not of a vision of Allah’s world.

When Master Osman discusses a painting done in his workshop on which illustrators had
collaborated he confesses to Black: “I was terrified by the passion of red in one bustling picture.”
An artist whom he could not identify had applied a peculiar red to the painting, “and the entire
world revealed by the illustration was slowly suffused by this colour.” This “arcane logic” of
the foreign style he suspected originated from “an eccentric book-lover like my Enishte [who]
forces these same illustrators to paint with new and untried techniques. How can you determine
the artists responsible for each design with such certainty?” (304). This begs the question if,
alternatively, it is possible to identify artists who negated themselves by adhering to the old
model.

Enishte’s conversion to the foreign model: the freedom of colour in art and death

Enishte says to Black that when he had seen the portraits of Venetian masters he realised that
“Lips [...] must be nodes of expression — each a different shade of red — fully expressing our
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joys, sorrows and spirits” (166). Lips coloured in different shades of red are a vocal means of
expressing a sitter’s individualistic and authentic emotions.

When Enishte died and his soul ascended he experienced that — as in art — emotion is
enhanced by colour. Then, he experienced that “abruptly all was colour” (213). The artistically
innovative Enishte relates his ascent to his new life-world of heaven as if enjoying a painting:
“The whole world was made up of colour, everything was colour”. In the afterworld he felt
relieved from restrictions: “I humbly felt the presence of an absolutely matchless red” (278), and
then, “Within a short period, red imbued it all” (279). His panegyric for red celebrates death as
an intense continuation of a life devoted to art.

Most remarkably, Enishte’s colourful death is in stark contrast to the sinister life and death
of Olive.

Distinguishing between the venerable model vs. the foreign model
Institutional conservatism

Enishte voiced the wisdom that “The birth of a new style is the result of years of disagreements,
jealousies, rivalries and studies in color and painting” (203). This insight he gathered from
experience with a rival group represented by Master Osman who categorically expresses a
biased opinion: “The reason we don’t like anything innovative is that there is truly nothing
new worth liking” (282), an attitude that can only lead up a cul de sac, in the same way that
the traditional belief that “[t]he identity of the miniaturist is not important” (70), will lead to
stagnating conformity, echoed in Olive’s pronouncement: “I believe that style [or] anything that
serves to distinguish one artist from another, is a flaw” (119).

Summing up the events that led to the murder of her father who had attempted an innovative
model of figurative representation, Shekure regrets that her father’s illustrated book for the
sultan was never completed; some finished pages found scattered on the floor were transferred
to the Treasury where they were randomly rebound with unrelated material. Then she laments
the artistic disaster:

Thus withered the red rose of the joy of painting and illumination that had bloomed for a century
in Istanbul, nurtured by inspiration from the lands of Persia. The conflict between the methods of
the old masters of Herat and the Frankish masters that paved the way for quarrels among artists and
endless quandaries was never resolved. For painting itself was abandoned; artists painted neither
like Easterners nor Westerners. The miniaturists did not grow angry and revolt, but like old men
who quietly succumb to an illness, they gradually accepted the situation with humble grief and
resignation. They were neither curious about nor dreamed about the work of the great masters of
Herat and Tabriz, whom they once followed with awe, or the Frankish masters, whose innovative
methods they aspired to, caught indecisively between envy and hatred (501).

An enlightened view would be to celebrate art as dynamic, as an evolving and unpredictable
event to which various individual artists contribute. A “new style” (referred to by Enishte
above) should not be directly substituted for the “old style or model”. Rather, change should
be a process, “the result of years of disagreements, jealousies, rivalries and studies in color and
painting” as Enishte rightly avowed. As a society and its culture evolves new aesthetic values
and innovative influences from flourishing artistic practices elsewhere should be allowed to



“nurture” (Shekure’s terminology), modify, or even take precedence over ideas beholden to a
long-functioning tradition that has become static.

Conclusion: cultural and aesthetic symbolism of black and red

White is a colour: it reflects all the colours of the visible light spectrum to the eyes. In contrast,
black is not a colour. A black object absorbs all the colours of the visible spectrum and reflects
none of them to the eyes.

Technically, red is defined as a physical wavelength most sensitive to light between 620 and
740 nanometres. Throughout human history it intrigued viewers with its various manifestations
such as reflections of gold and in flames, resulting in auburn, vermillion, ginger, etc., intrigued
viewers. According to the linguist Guy Deutscher (2010: 90) a large sample of languages reveal
that “the only rule that has remained truly without exceptions is that red is always the first colour
(after black and white) to receive a name”. Therefore it comes as no surprise that red objects are
often valued as culturally important.

The values of black and red expressed in literature or represented in the visual arts do not
have literal or scientific connotations, but are often expressive of symbolic opposites. When
Henri Bleyle, called Stendhal, entitled his novel Le rouge et le noir'* the reader may presume that
“red” and “black” refer to the coexistence of opposites in the historical setting of the narrative
in post-Napoleonic France. Red refers to the vitality and distinctive uniforms of the military
and black to the unworldly, colourless garb of the clergy, respectively implying a vita activa
and a vita contemplativa. An analogous coding of red and black in Pamuk’s novel, My Name
is Red, may imply a reference to Stendhal’s novel.'> However, the “active” (red) and “passive”
(black) attitudes in late sixteenth-century Istanbul rather translate into the calligraphy and book
illustration practitioners’ conflicting progressive and conservative mind-sets.

The outcome of the narrative, that the “red rose of the joy of painting”, as Shekure phrased
it after her father was murdered, withered into the darkness that strove to institutionalise the art
of painting. Olive forced red, the colour that reflects light and the joy of creativity, violently into
the demise of blackness.

One dares to observe that Orhan Pamuk associates himself with the colour red by naming
the novel My Name is Red. Clearly, he himself'is the voice speaking in chapter 31. Red is a colour
that reflects liveliness in the secular, earthly realm. In art its creative purpose is as expressed
in the quotation, assigned to “Red” as the artist: “[A]s I bring my color to the page, it’s as if I
command the world to ‘Be!” (228).” To apply colour to the blank page, creates a representational
world with a life of its own.

Coda

Thirteen years after the publication of Pamuk’s novel Wendy K.M. Shaw (2011: 1) investigated
how the art of painting changed when the Ottoman Empire was on the decline: “During the
nineteenth century, a new Western modality of art entered the Ottoman visual culture. Inspired
by the materials, methods and practices of viewing of the Western artistic tradition, it adopted
a form of Western art while modifying its content.” Moreover, not only the Ottomans were
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affected by this trend; “cultures around the world have amalgamated Western and modern
practices with local ones” (Shaw 2011: 1).

During the twentieth century Western artists, in turn, appropriated influences from the
East, Africa, Oceania and elsewhere, once again changing its modality to affect the course of
its tradition. While the spirit of place and local cultural traditions shape art to a large extent,
influences that motivate artists to appropriate from other traditions may be a stimulus for
innovation, a change of style and the expanding of contents.

Notes

1

Johannes Heidema (1941-2017) was a scientist 6
with an informed interest in art. He was one

of the founding members of the Art Historical

Work Group of South Africa in 1983. He

actively served as one of SAJAH’s committee
members and attended our conferences in

Pretoria and Johannesburg. See Leoni Schmidt’s

In Memoriam for Johannes in SAJAH 32(1),

2017.

Johannes Heidema reviewed my article, in

SAJAH 31(1) and suggested that I extend my
research to deal with the multiple references to

red and black in Pamuk’s novel. Even though
Johannes set out some guidelines for me, this

article proved to be a challenge — albeit a 7
rewarding one.

For a summary of the contents, see the review,
entitled My Name is Red, in encyclopedia.

com: www.encyclopedia.com/arts/educational-
magazines/my-name-is-red. 8

The term “naturalism” is preferred to “realism”

in the art historical context of the article that

refers to sixteenth-century Venetian painting

that expresses fidelity of representation,

albeit not always free of idealisation and
beautification. 9

I borrow the phrase “venerable model” from

Crosby (1997: 22), who referred to the view

of reality that most Medieval and Renaissance
Western Europeans accepted as correct: “1

shall call the old view the Venerable Model,
‘venerable’ because it is indeed old and 10
deserving respect.”

“Effendi” is a title of respect used in the

Ottoman Empire, equivalent to the English 11
“Sir”. It follows the personal name and

is generally given to members of learned
professions, or it may indicate a definite office,

as in the case of the book illustrators.

11

Black is not, stricktly speaking, a colour. A
black body absorbs light. To obtain a black
pigment a combination of pigments that absorb
most colours are mixed together. The resulting
black pigment reflects almost no light and
cannot be classified as a colour. For example,

a black pigment results from a combination of
several pigments that collectively absorb most
colours. If appropriate proportions of three
primary pigments are mixed, the result reflects
so little light as to be called “black”.

In contrast, white is a colour that reflects all
the colours of the visible light spectrum to the
eyes.

In this article black and red are described as
“coded” — by which is meant that they are
references to abstract categories that signify
opposing interpretations of life and art in
Pamuk’s novel.

The Western or Venetian style is often referred
to as “Frankish” or the artists who practice it

as called “Franks”. The Franks were actually

a confederation of German tribes who had
succeeded in establishing a permanent kingdom
in Europe.

Red is one of the additive primary colours

of visible light, also comprising green and
blue. It is a colour at the longer wavelengths
(approximately 620-740 nanometers) end of the
spectrum of visible light, next to orange, at the
opposite end from violet.

For a discussion of the differences between the
sixteenth-century art of the Islamic world and
Renaissance Italy, see Maré (2016).

I borrow the term “pictorialisation” from
Baxandall (1985: 33), who stated that, for him,
it refers in painting to the “deployment of the
resources of the medium — the ordering of
colour, tone, edge and figure — not just the bare
registration of the subject matter”.



12 Throughout the novel references to black are
unpleasant, such as the following:

Allah circles the names of the damned in black,
as the character “Death” — a painting, not a
person — in chapter 24 warns: “[S]ome of your
names would be circled in back” (154).

Art that is not understood will be destroyed:
“Child princes will scrawl over the illustrations
with toy pens. They’ll blacken people’s eyes
[...] doodle in the margins with black ink. And
religious censors will blacken out whatever is
left (207).”

In the sultan’s treasury Black and Master
Osman looked at an album in which “the
miniaturist known as Black Penn [...] make the
devils” (401).

In the sultan’s treasury: “the dust covering
everything that dimmed the red colour reigning
in the cold room” (364).
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Colour in variegated contexts: the Wachowskis’ Sense8

Bert Olivier
University of the Free State
OlivierGl@ufs.ac.za

In Sense8 (a play on ‘sensate’), a television series by the Wachowski siblings, colour functions
at several levels, including those of the expressionistic-emotive, perceptual (or sensory-literal),
gender, race and nationality. This paper explores these different senses of the percept (and concept)
of colour in the series, as well as the interrelationships among them. In the process Deleuze and
Guattari’s notions of ‘percept’ and ‘affect’, as being inseparable from art, as well as the notions of
‘cinelogic’ and ‘cineaesthesis/synaesthesis’ are employed to render an interpretation of the series
which highlights the thoroughgoing thematisation of colour at the various levels referred to. In brief,
this amounts to visually based insights pertaining to the perceptual constitution of humanity as a
veritable ‘rainbow species’, variegated along lines of gender, race, nationality, power, affect and
empathy. It also yields a grasp of the ‘cinelogic’ of ‘cineaesthetically/synaesthetically’ configured
scene-sequences, for example that the pairing of two lesbian lovers — one transgender white and the
other gay black — enacts an enriching interpenetration of human ‘colours’, and that this is exemplified
in the signifying structure of certain scene-sequences. Ranciére’s notion of the ‘distribution of the
sensible’, and Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of ‘assemblage’ further enables one to elucidate the role
of colour in the series in question. Furthermore, the diverse composition of the cluster of ‘sensates’ —
individuals who have a spatiotemporal limit-surpassing connection with one another, enabling them
to be physically ‘present’ with one another across thousands of kilometres — embodies a microcosm
of the human race in all its diversity.

Key words: affect, cinema, colour, diversity, percept, Sense8

Kleur in skimmel-verbande: die wachowskis se Sense8

In Sense8 (‘n woordspeling op ‘sensate’), 'n televisiereeks geskep deur die Wachowski-susters,
funksioneer kleur op verskillende vlakke, insluitend die ekspressionisties-emotiewe, perseptuele
(sensoriese), geslags- ras- en nasionaliteit-gedrienteerde. Hierdie artikel eksploreer die verskillende
betekenisse van die ‘persep’ (en begrip) van kleur in die reeks, sowel as hul onderlinge verbande.
Deleuze en Guattari se idees van ‘persep’ en ‘affek’, wat onlosmaaklik is van kuns, word saam met
die begrippe van ‘kine-logika’ en ‘kinaesthesis’ benut ten einde die televisiereeks in terme van die
veelvlakkige tematisering van kleur te interpreteer. Kortweg het dit betrekking op visueel-gebaseerde
insigte rakende die perseptuele konstituering van die mensdom as ’n ‘reénboog-spesie’, wat ten
opsigte van geslag, ras, kultuur, nasionaliteit, mag, affek en empatie verskil. Aan die hand van ‘n
proses van ‘kine-logika’ en ‘kinaesthesis’ maak dit ook ’n interpretasie moontlik van byvoorbeeld
tonele van twee lesbiese minnaresse — een ‘trans-geslag’-blank, en die ander homoseksueel swart —wat
’n verrykende bekenis van die wedersydse interpenetrasie van ‘kleure’ moontlik maak, soos verder
paradigmaties beliggaam in bepaalde toneelsekwensies. Ranciere se begrip van die ‘verspreiding
van die sensoriese/sin-like’, asook Deleuze en Guattari se idee van ‘agentskap-samestelling’ dra
verder daartoe by om die rol van kleur in die televisiereeks te verduidelik. Verder verteenwoordig
die uiteenlopende samestelling van die ‘sensates’ — ’n groep individue wat ’n supra-sensoriese
verbintenis met mekaar deel, wat hulle in staat stel om liggaamlik bymekaar teenwoordig te wees in
weerwil van duisende kilometers onderlinge skeiding — *n mikrokosmos van die menslike ras in al
die verskeidenheid daarvan.

Sleutelwoorde: affek, diversiteit, kleur, persep, rolprent, Sense§

he Wachowskis (previously brothers, now transgender sisters, Lana and Lilly), who
are known mainly for their directorial work on The Matrix, have created a 12-episode
Netflix television series — commencing its second season in May 2017 — called Sense8
(Wachowskis 2015), which is a homophonic play on the word ‘sensate’, with its connotations
of perception or apprehension through the senses. (A sensate being in the ordinary sense of the
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word is an embodied being capable of sense perception, and in the case of humans, thought
as well.) Secondly, however, Sense§ indexes the number (eight) of individuals that belong to
a ‘cluster’ of ‘sensates’ — singularly ‘gifted’ humans who can hyper-sense one another, and
whose psychic (empathic, sympathetic, telepathic and teleportational) interconnectedness is
accompanied by the capacity to negate three-dimensional space by traversing it in virtually
instantaneous fashion across the globe, presencing materially in proximity of the other members
of their cluster. Although not exclusively the case when one of them is in (usually dire) need
of assistance by the others — specifically by one or more with a special talent, like persuasive
‘acting’, or martial arts expertise — it usually happens when this is the case. The series belongs
to the genre of biological science fiction, elaborating on the possibility of humans evolving
to the level of ‘sensates’. The fact that the creators (and directors of the majority) of Sense8
episodes, Lana and Lily Wachowski, are transgender individuals, who have exchanged their
masculine gender-subjectivities for transgender feminine subjectivities, has undoubtedly played
a major role in the sensitivity towards gender that is inscribed in the interpretable constituents
of the series as a serial cinematic artwork. This is not my primary concern in the present paper,
however.

Sensed tells the story of eight young individuals (‘sensates’), scattered across the world, who
become aware of being (or perhaps becoming) hyper-connected — empathically, telepathically,
and also by teleportation — when their ‘sensate mother’, Angelica, triggers their psychic
interconnectedness, committing suicide immediately afterwards to prevent their traitor sensate
nemesis, ‘Whispers’, from tracking them down through her. They have visions of her suicide,
which is understandably disorienting and confusing, but gradually, through the intervention of
another, older sensate, Jonas (Angelica’s erstwhile lover), they discover their newly emergent
status as ‘sensates’, and their ability to communicate as well as make physical contact with one
another across continents, as they struggle to defend themselves against adversaries of all kinds,
of whom ‘Whispers’ is the most lethal. The first episode is likely to be very confusing to viewers
who are, at the time of first viewing, uninformed about the series’ theme; things only start falling
into place from the second episode onwards. I shall here concentrate only on the first season of
Sense8, although at the time of writing a 2016 Christmas Special has appeared, and the second
season is slated to be screened by Netflix from May 2017.

What makes the series significant from the perspective of the theme of colour, is the racial
(‘colour’), gender and national composition of the group of sensates whose chequered history
of self-discovery as a member of a ‘sensate’ cluster one witnesses, as well as the way in which
colour in different senses is thematised visually by the Wachowskis. The most obvious level
on which ‘colour’ functions in the series is obviously the literal one — black, white, brown,
yellow, green, blue, and so on — with the racial and gender-implications of the term coming close
second, although, thematically, the latter level is primary. This is already apparent from a basic
personal description of the eight ‘sensates’ in question: Nomi (white American transgender
gay female); Will (white heterosexual American male); Sun Bak (Korean female, presumably
heterosexual); Capheus (or ‘Van Damme’; a black Kenyan heterosexual male); Lito (Latino
Mexican homosexual male); Riley (white Icelandic heterosexual female); Wolfgang (white
German heterosexual male); and Kala (Indian heterosexual female). Given such a veritable
spectrum of ‘colour’ differences and what they suggest in multidimensional ways, I propose
to proceed as follows. First two paradigmatic scene-sequences will be interpretively analysed
insofar as this allows one to engage with the thematics of ‘colour’ in the series. Then the focus
will shift to a discussion and elucidation of the Deleuzo-Guattarian notions, ‘percept’ and
‘affect’, which Deleuze and Guattari link distinctively with art, as well as the concepts of what
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I call ‘cinelogic’ and ‘cineaesthesis’ (which is homophonically associated with ‘syneaesthesis’),
before demonstrating the heuristic fecundity of these concepts with respect to the television
series under scrutiny.

My approach in the analysis and interpretation of the series in question is largely a
combination of semiotic and hermeneutic practices — that is, subjecting image-sequences and
texts (philosophical or theoretical), understood as configurations of diverse signifying elements,
to close interpretive scrutiny along the conceptual avenues suggested by the concepts referred
to above. I should stress further that I do not feel constrained to employ a ‘single’ theoretical
perspective, but instead feel free to interweave different theoretical lenses in the poststructuralist
manner of thinkers such as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (whose 4 Thousand Plateaus
[1987]) is paradigmatic in this regard). After all, every theory is just one perspective on what
they call the ‘virtual’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 118), and every theory constitutes the world
differently in terms of ‘actuality’, highlighting different aspects of events and phenomena under
investigation. Moreover, this does not amount to relativism; it is an approach rooted in the
recognition of the unmitigated complexity of what is all too glibly called ‘reality’, which cannot
be adequately understood by using only one theoretical tool. Rather, like Derrida’s ‘bricoleur’,
one has to avail oneself of every available instrument that is useful, even if, when one wields
it, one should do so in a manner that emulates the “engineer” (Derrida 1978: 360-361). Those
unmitigated ‘modernists’, or worse, positivists, who believe that one theory can capture
‘everything’, might well cling blindly to this impoverishing perspective, without realising that
it is just one perspective among others, something which has been definitively demonstrated
by Nietzsche (1968: 59-87) in the 19" century already. Such epistemological myopia is hardly
forgivable.

Paradigmatic scene-sequences in Sense8

In the second episode of the first season of Sense8, Nomi — who is a transgender woman, and
used to be called Michael before undergoing surgery to modify her gender status — and her black
lesbian lover, Amanita, prepare for a Gay Pride procession through the streets of San Francisco
in the United States. Before embarking on it, Nomi sits in front of her laptop, talking about the
significance of her first participation in such a parade — clearly, it has great symbolic meaning
for her, and what she says before departing for the parade, sums up her unwitting initiation into
the emerging ‘new’ group of eight sensates: “I was a me; today I become a we”. This is the
essence of being a sensate, and paradigmatically captures what should ideally be the case for all
human beings; although at a conscious level, Nomi intends it as a statement of her having joined
the LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex) community. Her statement is also
an audiovisual ‘percept’ and ‘affect’: a graphically and auditorily constitutive ‘component’ of
Sense8 as a serial cinematic work of art, to which viewers’ perceptions correspond, every time
this scene is perceived.

The scene of the parade opens onto a street lined by large numbers people of all colours
on the sidewalks, and an equally variegated procession of marchers, including a colourfully
dressed marching band, and participants on motorcycles moving down the street. Not only are
the people ‘variegated’ in terms of race; the scene is overwhelmingly colourful in the literal
sense — huge ‘rainbow flags’ of sorts set the tone of the parade, and the way that participants
and onlookers are dressed, displays their awareness of the importance of colour in all its gender,
cultural, political and literal, or ‘natural’ senses. As Kaja Silverman contends in her insightful
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phenomenological analysis of the indissoluble bond between sense perception and the value of
the visible world (appropriately titled World Spectators; 2000), it is ‘sense’ in the encompassing
meaning of the word that imparts value to the perceptible world in which humans live — we need
to ‘look’ at, or ‘listen’ to the variegated sights and sounds surrounding us every day to be able to
experience the world as being valuable. This, I contend, is what the Wachowskis have achieved
with Sense8, and the scene-concatenation referred to here, encapsulates this oft-overlooked, but
axiologically indispensable function of sense and sensing — in fact, it is exemplary in this regard.
Nomi herself, riding pillion on the motorcycle handled by Amanita, is wearing a bright pink
bikini top, and their faces are adorned with brightly coloured paint. Those in the marching and
motorcycle procession, together with the people lining the street make up a veritable rainbow
collection of humanity, with many waving coloured rosettes, pom-poms and streamers
(figure 1).

Figure 1
Nomi (with the blonde hair, on the pillion) and Amanita (with the black hat) on their motorcycle (second
from the left) in the Gay Pride parade (photo credit: Netflix and the Wachowski sisters).

It must also be pointed out that, although this scene-sequence occurs near the beginning
of the second episode of the series, and culminates in Nomi falling off the motorcycle pillion
in a faint when she locks eyes with someone on the sidewalk — Jonas, a sensate from a different
cluster who is trying to alert her to the danger confronting her and her cluster — it is thematically
paradigmatic of the series as a whole. Not only does it embody what was observed above
concerning the significance of its concentration of colours, it also foregrounds the theme of
interconnectedness — that of the gay and transgender people participating in this ‘pride’ march.
But it also emphasises the interconnectedness among the members of the cluster of eight
‘sensates’ (to whom Nomi belongs), as well as with other sensates from different clusters,
represented here by Jonas, who has come to alert Nomi to the danger posed to their cluster, and
to her in particular, by a group of people (led, ironically, by a sensate called ‘Whispers’) trying
to trace and neutralise their ‘sensate’ power. In the final analysis, however, it indexes the implied
interconnectedness among all human beings, regardless of race, gender or culture, and beyond
this among all living beings, animals and plants included, which together comprise the ‘sensate’
community of Earth’s creatures.

The second audiovisual scene-sequence that invites scrutiny here is the series’ introductory
sequence, which powerfully engages the viewer’s attention, not least because of its use of colour,
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combined with beautiful music (for the variety of songs used in Sense8, see Music under Works
cited). This introduction (Rackl 2015) includes an astonishing sequence of 108 scenes from
cities and natural phenomena in several countries around the world — as far as I could tell, those
countries of which the eight ‘sensates’ at the centre of the narrative are citizens and where the
action takes place. To get an idea of the colourful variety unfolding before viewers’ eyes, the
opening scene, of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco at sunrise, morphs into a series of
aerial shots of Chicago, natural scenery in Iceland, London’s cityscape, the Berlin Bode Museum
dome, Nairobi in Kenya, Mexico City, Seoul in South Korea, and a bridge in Mumbai, India,
followed by almost one hundred more. The time of day at which these shots were recorded
also vary from early morning to late afternoon and evening or nocturnal shots, imparting an
even greater spectrum of chromatic hues and shades to them, given the different quality of light
emanating from artificial light-sources at night, compared to daytime shots. Weather conditions
also vary from one shot to the next, with an accompanying change in colour. Taken as a colour-
differentiated whole, these 108 scenes, like the Gay Pride parade discussed earlier, functions
paradigmatically as a kaleidoscopic metonym of the series in its entirety, insofar as the sensory
differences between nature and culture, night and day, Eastern and Western culture, and different
genders (one shot shows two gay men, with multi-coloured hair and beards, messily sharing
an ice-cream) are highlighted in less than two minutes, preparing viewers for what is to come.
As the viewer experiences the successive episodes of SenseS8, she or he — being repeatedly
exposed to this cinematic introduction before every episode — will therefore ineluctably discover
that, predominantly the visual images comprising each episode unfolding in diegetic space,
resonate with the images comprising the opening sequence. An Indian procession in honor of
the elephant-god Ganesha, dusty scenes from Nairobi and the high-tech sprawl of Seoul, for
instance, chime with scenes in various episodes, all of them resplendent with the colours of the
Wachowskis’ cinematic palette. More specific references will be made, below, to the pertinence
of colour in the course of conceptualising the series interpretively.

Percept and affect

The notions of ‘percept’ and ‘affect’ comprise part of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophical
investigation of the differences among art, science and philosophy in their monumental What is
Philosophy? (1994). The following excerpt is a particularly apt, and dense, articulation of the
ontological status of percepts and affects as constituents of artworks, from literature through
music, cinema and photography to sculpture, architecture and painting. Referring to works of
art, they write (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 164):

It is independent of the creator through the self-positing of the created, which is preserved in itself.
What is preserved — the thing or the work of art — is a bloc of sensations, that is to say, a compound of
percepts and affects. Percepts are no longer perceptions; they are independent of a state of those who
experience them. Affects are no longer feelings or affections; they go beyond the strength of those
who undergo them. Sensations, percepts, and affects are beings whose validity lies in themselves and
exceeds any lived. They could be said to exist in the absence of man because man, as he is caught in
stone, on the canvas, or by words, is himself a compound of percepts and affects. The work of art is
a being of sensation and nothing else: it exists in itself.

What strikes one immediately here as being pertinent to the television series under
discussion is its lapidary pronouncement that an artwork “is a being of sensation and nothing
else”. This resonates with the connection between art and the use of the concept ‘aesthetic’,
which derives from the ancient Greek words, aisthesthai, that means ‘to perceive’, and aisthéta,
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denoting ‘perceptible things’. Clearly, works of art unavoidably involve perception through
the senses, which chimes with the title of the series, SenseS, in a conspicuously serendipitous
manner, given the manner in which the hyper-sensory relationship among the ‘sensates’
highlights the sensory dimension of human existence. Regarding Sense8§ — a television series,
or aesthetico-ontologically, a series of cinematic artworks; in Deleuze and Guattari’s terms it
is constituted by a discernible concatenation and configuration of percepts and affects, which
retain their ‘independence’ regardless of who perceives them. These percepts and affects are
constitutive of Sense8 as cinematic art; without them it does not exist as art. And colour is not
merely an important property of numerous percepts and affects in the series; one might say that
colour predominates in many of these, perhaps even that it is the dominant percept and affect
throughout the audiovisual unfurling of the narrative, not necessarily in a foregrounded manner,
but sometimes pervasively, to include non-focal areas in the cinematic frame.

How should one understand a specific scene in these terms? The first paradigmatic scene-
sequence discussed above provides a telling instance of percepts and affects. With Nomi on the
motorbike’s pillion, and Amanita in control as they ride among the other motorcycles comprising
part of the Gay Pride parade, what one sees in the guise of visual images are percepts and affects
— here the percept of two liberated women (one gay and the other transgender) exuberantly
waving and laughing with their fellow participants in the parade and the people lining the
sidewalks. To be specific: their colourful visages and outfits are not merely what we perceive, or
our ‘perceptions’ of them; they are ‘percepts’ that are inseparable from their ontological status as
elements of a cinematic work of art. Nor is their exuberance merely an ‘affection’ or mood, a set
of feelings; it is an ‘affect’ comprising another element of its cinematic being. Both of these, the
percepts and affects which are constituted by their cinematic images, are what the perceptions
and affections (feelings) of viewers correspond to when they are in the process of viewing this
scene-sequence. And my contention is that colour is inseparable from percepts and affects such
as these in Sense$.

This is not only true of colour in the literal sense, of course, although the related instances of
significance pertaining to colour are inseparable from colour in the primary, chromatic, sensory
meaning of the word. As intimated before, the literal sense of colour functions metaphorically,
too, for the diversity of races, cultures and genders comprising human society, and by extension
beyond that, the sheer, incomprehensible multiplicity of life-forms on planet Earth. Colour has a
singular racial imprint, as it were, too, of course, which is conspicuous in the diversity of races
that the eight centrally important sensates and those from other clusters who interact with them
represent. Riley, who is Icelandic, is her homeland’s snow-white metonymy with her white
hair (tinged with purple strands) and virtually transparent white skin, with Nomi’s fair skin not
far removed from Riley’s; Capheus (Van Damme), the Kenyan, is at the other end of the racial
colour spectrum, while the complexions of Indian-born Kala (as well as Jonas, the ‘guardian’
sensate from a different cluster), Lito, the Mexican, and Korean Sun Bak, respectively, descend
on the scale of dark-skinned to less so. Of the remaining two sensates, the German, Wolfgang,
with his blonde hair, is the incarnation of Aryan looks, while American Will Gorski fits the
bill of ‘Caucasian white’ perfectly. There are some scenes where most of them interact across
continents — such as the marvellous scene where they all sing the famous Four Non-Blondes’
song, “What’s going on?” — and at least one scene, at the end of the first season, where they
are all, literally, ‘in the same boat’. Taken together, they constitute a micro-cosmic percept, and
simultaneously affect, of humanity in its variegatedness. When the group of sensates interact,
and particularly when they are seen ‘in one boat’ off the Icelandic coast, what one perceives and
feels as viewer corresponds, and responds to, their images as percept- and affect — registered
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in the cinematic percept(s) one perceives their diversity at all the levels pointed out, while the
cinematic affect functions as correlate for the alternating feelings of sadness, joy, suspense,
admiration and vicarious fear on the part of viewers as the narrative unfurls in the distinctively
chromatic diegetic space that is SenseS. One might say that, once having gone through the
(sometimes difficult and disconcerting) process of discovering and accepting their own radical
‘sensate’ difference from other humans, their mutually supportive interaction exemplifies
what humanity in its entirety could, and perhaps should be: paradoxically ‘different’ in (racial,
cultural and gender) colour, and yet ‘the same’ in terms of their shared humanity. Their colour-
differences do not stand in the way of their solidarity.

Ulrich Beck’s notion of the ‘cosmopolitan’ enables one to elaborate on this question of
colour as a percept and affect. In ‘A new cosmopolitanism is in the air’ (2007), Beck (who first
became widely recognised for his book, Risk society; 1992) puts forward seven ‘theses’ as an
answer to the question (2007: 2): ‘How does our understanding of power and control become
altered from a cosmopolitan perspective?’ Here he understands ‘cosmopolitan(ism)’ verbally, as
the process of ‘cosmopolitanization’, or “the erosion of distinct boundaries dividing markets,
states, civilizations, cultures, and not least of all the lifeworlds of different peoples™ (2007: 1;
bold emphasis in original). This resonates conspicuously with what has already been pointed
out with regard to the ‘overcoming’ of normal sensory limits between and among the sensates
in the television series under consideration. One might therefore also formulate the effect (on
viewers) of the colour-related percepts and affects emblazoned in the series as ‘the erosion
of distinct racial, gender, cultural and ideological boundaries ordinarily dividing people and
individuals from one another’. In Beck’s idiom Sense8 could then be understood as a cinematic
serial artwork that furthers the process of ‘cosmopolitanization’ at a fictional cinematic level,
and in such a way that the constituents of this cinematic fiction, namely ‘percepts’ and ‘affects’
— corresponding as they do to viewers’ perceptions and affections (experienced feelings) —
potentially have a transformative effect on such viewers, given the pervasive thematisation of
colour in the sequence of televisual episodes.

Cinelogic and cinaesthesis

‘Percepts’ and ‘affects’ are related to what I have elsewhere called ‘cinelogic’ and ‘cinaesthesis’
(Olivier 2012: 306-316). The former pair of cinematic constituents always functions according
to the process marked by the latter pair. By ‘cinelogic’ [ understand the logic according to which
cinematographic image-sequences generate interpretable meanings on the part of viewers, while
the term ‘cinaesthetic’ indexes the fact that this ‘cinelogic’ always operates more in the realm of
the ‘aesthetic’ (as previously specified in relation to perception and sensation) than the ‘logical’,
insofar as the latter has to do with words and thought. In brief: the meaning-generating process
of ‘cinelogic’ is of a ‘cineaesthetic’ kind, which, in turn, ‘works’ with ‘percepts’ and ‘affects’ as
cinematic constituents. It is striking that the homophonic qualities of the words, ‘cinaesthesis’
and ‘synaesthesis’, further enrich the former concept in the context of cinema. Something has
‘synaesthetic’ qualities when it is accessible by, or implicates more than one of the senses,
for example Jean Sibelius’s ‘synaesthetic’ symphonic composition, Finlandia, which, via its
auditory signification by means of sound-percepts and -affects, conjures up visual images of
Finland’s spectacular landscapes. These processes are also demonstrably at work in SenseS.

Ifthis sounds all too abstract, a specific instantiation of these processes at work, or in action,
should clear things up, especially as far as colour-imprinted percepts and affects in Sense§ are
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concerned. Towards the end of Episode 4, the series of events occurring in the hypersensorily
conjoined lives of the eight sensates (and concomitantly, in those of their friends and family
members, with whom they interact on a continuous basis), culminate in an extended succession
of scenes where both visual and auditory percepts and affects merge in a process that exemplifies
cinelogical and cinaesthetic flows.

The events concerned are, briefly, that Sun Bak, while practising for kickboxing, is
struggling with the question, what she should do about her brother, whom she has exposed
as having embezzled large sums of money at her father’s large Korean company, where they
both work. Will, the Chicago policeman, is trying to work out how, using his space-surpassing
sensate abilities, he can help Nomi escape an imminent lobotomy in a San Francisco hospital,
engineered by ‘Whispers’ (the sensate who, through a sinister organisation, is systematically
trying to destroy the hypersensate abilities of other sensates). Riley, the Icelandic disc jockey,
is sitting on a wall overlooking what looks like Hyde Park in London, while Kala is lying in
bed in her family home in India. Lito is lying in bed next to his sleeping lover, Hernando, and
Daniela, a close friend who acts as Lito’s cover ‘girl-friend’ to protect his film-career, and in
faraway Kenya, Capheus (Van Damme) is driving his mini-bus looking for potential passengers.
Wolfgang and his friend, Felix, are in a bar in Berlin, celebrating a recent success, when Felix
and a bevy of young women with whom they are partying, succeed in twisting Wolfgang’s arm
into performing the infectious Four Non-Blondes’ song, “What’s Up?” (also known as “What’s
going on?”) in Karaoke fashion. The Wachowski’s could not have chosen a better song to register
the growing solidarity, not only among the newly emerged cluster of sensates’ members, but by
implication that which arguably exists among the vast majority of the human race (the so-called
99%) in the face of the various kinds of persecution and oppression that they face on a daily
basis. It is a song that gives lyrical-musical expression of the deep-felt need for a global social
revolution of the kind that Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have written about extensively
in their work (see particularly their 2001 and 2005 publications). Its lyrics make this quite
clear, together with a sense of helplessness on the part of the singer-subject (which implicates
everyone who sings along when they hear it being performed):

“What’s Up?”

Twenty-five years and my life is still
Trying to get that great big hill of hope
For a destination

I realized quickly when I knew I should
That the world was made up of this brotherhood of man
For whatever that means

And so I cry sometimes
When I’'m lying in bed

Just to get it all out
What’s in my head
And I, I am feeling a little peculiar

And so I wake in the morning
And I step outside
And I take a deep breath and I get real high
And I scream from the top of my lungs
What’s going on?
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And I say, hey yeah yeah, hey yeah yeah
I said hey, what’s going on?

And I say, hey yeah yeah, hey yeah yeah
I said hey, what’s going on?

oh, oh oh
oh, oh oh

And I try, oh my god do I try
I try all the time, in this institution

And I pray, oh my god do I pray
I pray every single day
For a revolution!

And so I cry sometimes
When I’'m lying in bed
Just to get it all out
What’s in my head
And I, I am feeling a little peculiar

And so I wake up in the morning
And I step outside
And I take a deep breath and I get real high
And I scream from the top of my lungs
What’s going on?!

And I say, hey, hey, hey hey
I said hey, what’s going on?

Twenty-five years and my life is still
Trying to get up that great big hill of hope
For a destination...

The characters join in singing along with Wolfgang, some of them ‘tuning in’ to his
singing, others materialising in his presence — particularly Kala, with whom he develops a love-
relationship — or in spatial proximity to others in their cluster. In tandem with this, the flow of
intertwined auditory and visual percepts and affects happens according to the cinelogic and
cineaesthesis of percepts and affects, resonating with one another regarding their perceptual
significance for the narrative. As in the rest of the series, colour is a major percept, reinforced
here by the lyrics of the song, which lend themselves to being chromatically ‘incarnated’, as
it were, in every different visually presented situation. The fact that Wolfgang starts singing
Karaoke in a bar or club, surrounded by Felix and other people, mostly women, and that they
sing along with him exuberantly, waving their hands, laughing and encouraging him, is a fitting
micro-cosmic depiction of festive solidarity among human beings, and one that chimes with the
overall theme of empathic, synaesthetic connection among the sensates. As the scene-sequence
progresses, it switches from Wolfgang in the club to Sun Bak under the shower, Riley on a wall
overlooking a London park, Will in front of his laptop in Chicago, Capheus driving in Nairobi,
Lito lying next to Hernando and Daniela, Nomi lying in an operating theatre in San Francisco
and Kala sitting on the roof of their family home in Mumbai, India (figure 2) — all of them
synchronised in song. It is Kala who materialises on the stage next to Wolfgang, in a green and
purple top, with yellow jeans, appropriately embodying India’s sensuous affair with colour.
Every time the scene changes, the notable percepts and affects change, from people celebrating
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in a club (with dynamic chairoscuro play of light and shadow adding to the colour-alternation),
to a woman dancing and singing in a shower, and the other scenes described above.

Figure 2
Kala sitting on the roof of their family home in Mumbai, singing along with Wolfgang and the other sen-
sates in the “What’s Up?” scene-sequence (photo-credit: Netflix and the Wachowski sisters).

As before — in the paradigmatic scene-sequences analysed earlier — it is not only the
panoply of colours (red, blue, green, purple, yellow, grey, black, brown, and so on), but also
the racial, gender and cultural diversity assembled on the screen, in specific scenes as well
as consecutively, which imparts to colour such a decisive function as percept- and affect-
constituent. What it signifies ‘perceptually’ and ‘affectively’ is nothing less than the (possible)
actualisation of the romantic wish underpinning the lyrics of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony,
the so-called “Ode to Joy”, which proclaims all human beings ‘becoming brothers’ (and by
implication ‘sisters’). The cinelogic involved concerns the way that these percepts and affects
— corresponding with perceptions and accompanying feelings of viewers — interact with one
another, nuancing, strengthening and modifying their sense or meaning reciprocally. The process
is also cinaesthetic insofar as the perceptual dimension of the unfolding narrative is unique to
the cinema: moving, signifying images accompanied by meaning-amplifying sound. Nor can
one overlook the synaesthetic qualities of the moving percepts and affects: when Wolfgang and
Kala are singing the words, ‘And I take a deep breath and I get real high; And I scream from the
top of my lungs — What’s going on?!’, the visual and the auditory aspects merge synaesthetically
in a percept-cum-affect that embodies frustration with the so-called ‘brotherhood of man’, on
the one hand, as well as the vital energy of the ‘multitude’ (Hardt and Negri 2006), on the
other, which indicts and challenges its oppressive rule. Clearly, this encompassing cinelogical,
cinaesthetic process is not devoid of a political dimension or implications, as I shall further
argue below.

Ranciére on the distribution of the sensible

The work of Jacques Ranciére is particularly pertinent to gain a better understanding of
the specifically political or cratological (power-related) functioning of what has already been
discussed above, namely a serial cinematic artwork that belongs to what is commonly called
the ‘aesthetic’ domain. In Ranciere’s work the meaning of ‘aesthetic’ and its relation to the
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political is submitted to a radical poststructuralist critique. This is not the place for a lengthy
elaboration on his thought, so a succinct account of this particular aspect of his work will have
to suffice. Whereas most people would hesitate to bring together politics, as the realm where
power of a certain kind is wielded, and aesthetics, as the sphere where matters of art, beauty and
taste belong, this is exactly what Ranciere (2009: 1), revisiting the ancient Greek meaning of
the word ‘aesthesis’ (the capacity to perceive in a way that ‘makes sense’), does. In doing so,
he demonstrates that perception is not innocent or neutral regarding power-relations: although
it is not the only mode of perception open to one, you usually perceive a palace — like the one
at Versailles in France (Olivier 2014) — not simply as a building with lots of gold inscribed
on it, but as one that is redolent with perceptual signs of (royal) hierarchical power, with its
implications of elevation and exclusion. This mode of perception demonstrates, as Rancicre
(2009: 1-2) points out, that — unlike the ancient Greeks, for whom ‘aesthesis’ meant both to
perceive and to ‘make sense’ of what one perceives — Immanuel Kant distinguished among three
ways of ‘making sense’ of what is given in sensation, and that two of these involve hierarchical
arrangement. First, cognition subordinates sense by prioritising knowledge of what one sees —
a palace designed by an architect according to certain conventional rules, an idea imposed on
space and raw materials, and so on. Conversely, sense can subordinate cognition, which, for
Kant, means that desire takes command, constituting the palace as “an object of pride, jealousy,
or disdain” (Ranciére 2009: 2; this is the perceptual mode referred to above as ‘not innocent
or neutral’). But there is a third possibility; it is this one that interests Ranciere, and it is also
the one that is pertinent to my interpretation of the television series under scrutiny, which, in
a nutshell, can be phrased thus: colour is the metonymy of the ‘distribution of the sensible’ in
Sense8. What does this terse statement mean?

The third way, distinguished by Kant, of ‘making sense’ of what is given in sensation
(perception) — in this case, the percepts and affects comprising Sense8 as cinematic artwork — is
one that neutralises the hierarchies, perturbing the subordinating effect of prioritising one or
the other of the faculties, and in the process inserting a moment of radical ‘dissensus’ into the
perceptual field. Ranciere (2009: 2) puts it as follows:

There is a third way of looking at the palace, a way that sees it and appreciates it neither as an object
of knowledge nor as an object of desire. In this case, neither faculty rules over the other; the either/
or no longer works. The two faculties agree with each other without any kind of subordination. The
spectator may think that the magnificence of the palace is sheer futility; he may oppose its pomp and
vanity to the misery of the poor or the sweat of the workers who built it for low wages. But this is
not the point. What is at stake here is the specificity of a distribution of the sensible that escapes the
hierarchical relationship between a high faculty and a low faculty, that is, escapes in the form of a
positive neither/nor.

The ‘neither/nor’ is ‘positive’ insofar as it ‘rattles’, and undermines the foundations of
hierarchical subordination to asymmetrical power, in so doing creating the possibility of radical
equality. How does it do this? In Ranciere’s (2009: 3) terms, “There is a dissensus only when
the opposition itself is neutralized”. Hence, although, or precisely because, the ‘distribution
of the sensible’ is not (as seen above) innocuous in ‘aesthetic’, or perceptual, terms, such a
radical ‘redistribution’ of the sensible as that effected by ‘dissensus’, brings about an unheard-
of equality in the aesthetic/perceptual field, because the opposition between what was formerly
mutually exclusive, is neutralised and things are brought into a different kind of ‘play’. In the
case of Sense8 this means the opposition between individuals as an aggregate of ‘me’s’ (egos)
is transmuted into a ‘we’ (the eight sensates), and by implication, the opposition between races,
genders and cultures into a cosmopolitan humanity characterised by equality. As a well-meaning
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critic has reminded me, one could take this further in the direction of a cosmopolitanism that
is not anthropocentric, but ecocentric instead, and would therefore include not only humanity
in all its ‘colour’-diversity, but the variegated panoply of all living creatures. The work of Rosi
Braidotti (2013) and other ‘posthumanist’ thinkers (such as Deleuze and Guattari) encourages
one to think in this direction. In Sense8 colour, which is inscribed in chromatically coded
percepts and affects, and functions cinelogically and cinaesthetically, is the metonymy of such
eco-equality.

Assemblage(s) of colour, and more

In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari (1987: 79) write that “subjectifications are not
primary but result from a complex assemblage”. Nowhere is this better illustrated than in Senses.
What it means is that someone does not first ‘become’ a kind of unitary subject and then enter
into complex relations of reciprocity that constitute ‘assemblages’; the subject is always already
an ‘assemblage’ of sorts (Olivier 2006). When Nomi says that she used to be a ‘me’, but on the
day of the Gay Pride parade became a ‘we’, this is articulated in terms of the reciprocal relations
of empathy, sympathy and telepathy (as well as ‘teleportation’; this is what casts the series as
biological science fiction). But what Deleuze and Guattari emphasise is that, even for ordinary
mortals not yet evolved as sensates, subjectivity is always already a matter of a complex tension
among different registers or subject-positions, for example the virtual, the actual, the discursive,
and so on. To be able to state how the concept of an ‘assemblage’ helps one understand the role
of colour in Sense8, one should note Deleuze and Guattari’s description of its features (1987:
88):

On a first, horizontal, axis, an assemblage comprises two segments, one of content, the other of
expression. On the one hand it is a machinic assemblage of bodies, of actions and passions, an
intermingling of bodies reacting to one another; on the other hand it is a collective assemblage of
enunciation, of acts and statements, of incorporeal transformations attributed to bodies. Then on a
vertical axis, the assemblage has both territorial sides, or reterritorialized sides, which stabilize it,
and cutting edges of deterritorialization, which carry it away.

What can one learn from this regarding colour in Sense8? First, horizontally, as a serial cinematic
artwork, Sense§ is an assemblage — a complex ‘machinic assemblage of bodies...’, and so on,
which means it works like a machine in terms of interacting parts; as well as (more pertinently for
this paper) a ‘collective assemblage of enunciation...’, and so on — that is, percepts and affects
of which colour is a constituent of major significance. Moreover, regarding the vertical axis, it
comprises territorial (stabilising) as well as deterritorialising (destabilising) aspects — in other
words, percepts and affects that impart a recognisable ‘being’ to it (‘this is what it means...’), and
those that disrupt its stable ‘being’, enabling viewers to inscribe it in an open-ended multiplicity
of contexts of interpretation (‘It also means this...”). Specifically, as far as colour goes, Sense8
functions as an assemblage along both of these axes: it is a ‘machinic assemblage’ insofar
as ‘multi-coloured’ bodies, actions and passions intermingle with one another in complex,
unpredictable ways, at every moment of interacting constituting the assemblage anew, and
differently. It is also an enunciative assemblage to the degree in which the percepts and affects
comprising its narrative, functioning in terms of cinelogical and cineaesthetic processes, carry
one another’s indelible signifying ‘trace’, which affects the meaning or signification of all such
percepts and affects reciprocally. Some viewers might want to understand the series in terms
of a single, coherent interpretation, for example the evolutionary, based upon those (territorial)
markers that impart stable interpretations, while others would perceive in it constantly fluctuating
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‘meanings’, as indicated by (deterritorialising) markers, only one kind of which would be the
evolutionary, while others include gender-related, cultural, racial, and identity-related percepts
and affects. Describing it as an assemblage in Deleuzo-Guattarian terms means that it is
recognised as something irreducibly complex at spatio-temporal, hermeneutic and semiotic,
as well as chromatic levels, and most importantly, that this assemblage-status is not the result
of an arbitrary aggregation of atomistically conceived elements into a totality; its very ‘nature’
or character, ontologically speaking, depends upon the open-ended interaction of all of its
constituents, and any part or element can only be identified in terms of its simultaneous relations
to all the other constituents of Sense8 as an assemblage. It is even more complex than it seems if
one adds viewer-responses or perceptions to its assemblage-structure as unpredictable ‘virtual’
(not yet actualised) and ‘actual’ possibilities of interpretation, which would be inseparable from
the series at the horizontal and vertical axis-levels. Moreover, colour in the multivocal sense of
the word would be a major factor influencing these viewer- interpretations.

Conclusion

In retrospect, what I have tried to show in this paper is to focus on colour in the serial television
series, Sense8, in order to demonstrate the many levels at which it functions to impart interpretable
meanings to its narrative — even if some would contest that it has ‘meaning’, preferring to see
in it a concatenation of anarchic sensory elements; arguably, this is also a ‘meaning’ of sorts.
To be able to accomplish this objective, some paradigmatic scene-sequences were analysed to
highlight the cardinal role of colour in the series. Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of ‘percept’
and ‘affect’ were clarified, and the way these apply to percepts and affects in the series in
question was demonstrated, followed by a similar clarification and demonstration regarding the
concepts, ‘cinelogic’ and ‘cineaesthesis’, previously developed by myself in a different context,
as markers of the meaning-generating process according to which cinema ‘works’. Ranciere’s
suggestive phrase, ‘the distribution of the sensible’, together with his notions of equality, the
aesthetic and dissensus, were employed to foreground the “political’ implications of colour in
Sensed8, and finally Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of ‘assemblage’ enabled one to understand the
complexity of the way that colour functions in the series under discussion. Finally, through the
dynamism or becoming of this series the Wachowskis have succeeded in presenting viewers
with an important challenge, namely to optimalise the rich potential encapsulated in human
diversity — as embodied in their use of colour, and in the diverse members of the sensate cluster
— instead of allowing ideological barriers to enclose different races, genders and nations in the
hermetic circle of their own ‘colour’-prejudices.
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Bert Olivier discovered philosophy more or less by accident, but has never regretted it. Because
Bert knew very little, philosophy turned out to be right up his alley, because of Socrates’s teaching,
that the only thing we know with certainty is how little we know. Armed with this docta ignorantia,
Bert set out to teach students the value of questioning, and during the 1980s and ‘90s he wrote in
opposition to apartheid. In addition to Philosophy his other great loves are the arts, architecture,
literature, psychoanalysis and social theory. More recently he has harnessed what little knowledge he
has in intellectual opposition to the dominant economic system today, namely neoliberal capitalism.
In 2012 NMMU conferred a Distinguished Professorship on him, and at present he is Extraordinary
Professor of Philosophy at UFS. His motto is taken from Immanuel Kant’s work: Sapere aude! (Dare

to think for yourself?).
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Rediscovering the artisan techniques and intricacies of water gilding

Johann Oppermann
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This article deals with the rediscovering of the old decorative craft and technique of applying gold
leaf, better known as gilding (doratura) from professional Italian artisans at various small bottegas.
The allure of gold as colour and the gold leaf technique as a handicraft have inspired many artists from
diverse cultures to rediscover and further develop new and ingenious technologies. Centuries later
the doratura technique had not change much, as the doratori (gilders) still use the very same primary
materials, faux finishes and techniques already used by master artists and artisans in fourteenth-
century Italy. The purpose of this article is to discuss gold as a colour, the history of gilding, different
types of gilding, the skills and expertise of the gilder, the materials required, the processes used, as
well as surface preparation and a few special, sophisticated craftsmanship techniques. Like any skill,
the craft of doratura requires meticulous practising of the craft, thus enabling a practitioner to trade
eventually as an expert and professional gilder.

Key words: doratura, doratori, gilding, gold leaf, gilding artisan

Herontdekking van die vakmanskap en tegnieke van blad-vergulding

In hierdie artikel word die ou handwerk- en verguldingstegniek (doratura) deur professionele
Italiaanse vakmanne in 'n aantal klein werkswinkels herontdek en bespreek. Die aantrekkingskrag
van goud as kleur en die goudbladtegniek as 'n tipe handwerktegmiek het baie kunstenaars van
verskillende kulture geinspireer om oor eeue heen nuwe en vernuftige tegnologieé te herontdek en
verder te ontwikkel. Met verloop van tyd het die doratura-tegniek nie veel verander nie, aangesien
die doratori (verguldingsvakmanne) steeds dieselfde basiese materiale en faux-tegnieke gebruik wat
reeds in die veertiende eeu deur Italiaanse meesterkunstenaars en vakmanne gebruik is. Die doel
van hierdie artikel is om nie alleen na die belangrikheid van goud as kleur te kyk nie, maar ook na
die geskiedenis van vergulding, verskillende tipes vergulding, die proses en materiale wat gebruik
steeds gebruik word, asook die oppervlakvoorbereiding en ‘n paar gesofistikeerde vakmanstegnieke.
Soos met enige vaardigheid, vereis doratura die vaardigheid en behendigheid van n vakman om
uiteindelik as ‘n professionele verguldingsvakman te kan optree en werk.

Sleutelwoorde: doratura, doratori, vergulding, goudblad, verguldingsvakman

rom the earliest of times, humans had the urge to decorate and enhance objects that

they used and admired on a daily basis. Gold leafing or gilding (doratura) is a delicate

and laborious art. It is a fascinating technique whereby thin sheets of metal, referred to
as “leaf”, is applied to a prepared surface. Gilding as a craft requires specialised equipment,
tools, and materials such as a gilding cushion (cuscino per doratori or klinker), a stainless steel
gilder’s knife (coltello), a gilding brush, some glassine paper and a variety of agate burnishers
(see figures 3 and 6). By using different gilding techniques, an everyday object is magically
transformed into a celestial object. The overall effect would have been entirely different if the
object or the surface was covered with red or black paint for example. A golden surface would
immediately add a glamorous feeling of preciousness.

I have always admired the doratori (the gilders) for their love of intricate detail and
vibrant colours. My fascination with gilding and the art thereof, started at the age of ten when
I first visited a great aunt and saw an art collection framed in rich and ornate antique frames.
From the start, I was thrilled by the gorgeous and elegant Baroque frames and soon after that
started collecting small gilded frames. I have found a few in secondhand stores and at antique
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markets. Through a number of years, I have collected frames in various sizes, as well as other
gilded objects. As I grew older, I became interested to know more about all types of gilding,
started collecting different shades and types of gold leaf (sheets and rolls) and artisan tools, and
to engage with and start doing this dying craft. With time my interest in doratura expanded, and
I also started practising gilding.
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Figure 1
A typical gilder’s bottega (photo by the author).

During my recent trip to Florence, I was fortunate to not only visit a few doratura and
restoration bottegas but also to attend a beginners’ class in doratura presented by a master
craftsman (figure 1). Here I, learned the basics of traditional water gilding the historically correct
Florentine way. By working in these bottegas with professional experts in restoring and gilding,
one may save yourself many hours of experimentation.
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During my introductory and hands-on course on gilding in 2017, I learned the basics of
water gilding with 22-carat gold leaf, Dutch metal leaf as well as silver leaf. Common metal
leaf (schlagmetal) or Dutch metal leaf is a combination of 90% copper, 10% zinc, and other
metals beaten to thin sheets; this is used to imitate gold leaf. Dutch metal leaf is substantially
less expensive than real gold leaf (figure 2). It is usually sold in books of square leaf sheets that
are interleaved with tissue paper. Because it is thicker than the actual leaf, this is much easier
to handle. The basic course included the use of traditional gilding tools and gold size, various
decorative techniques to finish, oxidise, tone and the antiquing of the gilded surface. Imitation
gold tends to oxidise very quickly and needs to be treated with natural or synthetic varnishes to
preserve its colour.
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Figure 2
Schlag gold (photo by the author).

By doing this craft, one may not only escape life’s vicissitudes, but it will also help to
confirm one’s identity. Once one discovers the joys of gilding, one will find the living-world
much more vibrant. One may update one’s skills by reading the latest books on the specific
topic, visit an exhibition or even visit the bottegas of master artisans and share mutual interests,
or even better, work as an apprentice in a gilder’s bottega. As a novice, the apprentice was
traditionally inaugurated with the tasks of sweeping floors, cleaning the tools and grinding the
colours for the master. Once one becomes more familiar with the basic techniques; one can
experiment with variations and even experiment with more advanced gilding techniques. After
some time an apprentice will start applying the gesso and working it to a very smooth surface.
After roughly ten years’ of apprenticeship, a person could eventually open his or her bottega and
be paid for work produced.
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Explaining doratura

Doratura is the Italian word for gilding a surface or an art object. It is, in essence, the process of
applying gold or silver leaf to a prepared frame or moulding, as done by master gilders, frame
manufacturers and dealers. Gilding is fundamentally a highly skilled technique and process with
the purpose of covering different objects and various surfaces, such as wood, metal or stone, to
increase their value and enhance their forms. The precious technique of water gilding-guazzo is
an expensive, complicated and lengthy technique that utilises specific materials such as chalk,
bole, natural animal glue, gilder’s tips and extremely fine square sheets of real gold leaf to create
a brilliant golden surface. Patience and expert skills are also required.

Figure 3
The gilder and his materials — a book with gold leaf, a gilders tip,
a gilders cushion, a gilders knife and a few burnishers (photo by the author).

The gold leaf is positioned carefully between layers of thin tissue paper, available in
booklet form for use by the gilder (figure 3). Oil gilding, on the other hand, is much cheaper, not
as time consuming and also a more straightforward technique. The oil gilding sheets or “transfer
gold leaf” are gold leaf that are stuck onto sheets of paper. These gold leaf sheets are transferred
by rubbing them onto the surface. Oil gilding has a matt finish and cannot be burnished. When an
old frame is restored, it is customary to reburnish the parts that were polished initially (see figure
8). With a new frame or work, it is up to the gilder to decide which parts he or she would like to
be shiny. Usually, this would be the highest parts of the piece. Both the concave places (called
hollows) and the convex areas (referred to as beads) are traditionally burnished. However, the
most difficult areas to burnish are the broad, flat areas.
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Figure 4
An old gilded frame with detailed surface decoration (photo by the author).

Gold leaf decoration can be applied as to various surfaces such as picture frames,
period furniture and cabinetmaking, decorative painting, calligraphy, illuminated manuscripts,
bookbinding, leather articles, pottery, glass, porcelain and interior decoration.

Old frames and the reconstruction of missing parts

The perfect condition of an old gilded frame is critical for the gilder and the restorer. If there are
any loose parts, it should be taken apart, rejoined or replaced. The gold leaf on an antique frame
must be cautiously cleaned with mild soap and water and then left to dry. Any shiny painted
surfaces need to be dulled by rubbing a fine abrasive paper or steel wool over it, before a new
coat of paint is applied.

Minor scratches and hairline cracks are filled by applying thinned plaster of Paris with a
soft brush. If an old plaster frame needs repairing, the damaged portion should be removed with
a putty knife. Then modelling clay is pressed into an identical section of the moulding to create a
mould (compo mould), which is then filled with plaster of Paris to the depth of the damaged part.
Once dry, the clay is peeled away and the casted piece fitted to the damaged section. After that,
the edges of the casted piece is filed to perfection and glued with white glue to the old plaster
frame. The cracks are filled with plaster of Paris, requiring that the restored section be sealed
with thin shellac before gold leaf is applied.
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A short history of the craft

The oldest text depicting gold leaf plating is the Book of Art (Il Libro dell’ Arte) that was written
and illustrated in the fourteenth-century by the Tuscan artist, painter, and teacher, Cennino
d’Andrea Cennini. In this manual Cennini provides instructions on how to paint, the grinding
of pigments, preparing panels for painting, from frescos to gilding, and many other techniques
(fresco and egg tempera) from the late thirteenth to the mid-fourteenth-century. Many of the
paint pigments, formulas and compounds are still kept secret by the employers and supervisors
as they provide their workmen with the materials pre-mixed, and ready for use. The beginner
gilder will doubtlessly be clumsy in handling the gold leaf, but this difficulty may soon be
overcome. At present, the old water gilding technique is still in use, although it is incredibly
scarce and only practised by highly skilled and trained craftsmen.

Surface preparation and technique

The surface needs to be carefully and patiently prepared and any porous surfaces sealed before
gilding can commence. If the surface to be gilded is not prepared correctly, it will be slighted
and would require to be regilded within no time.

Preparing the gesso (Bologna plaster or chalk)

In essence, gesso is a liquid mixture of powdered whiting (chalk) and glue that was developed
during the early Italian Renaissance to prepare imperfect surfaces for gilding or painting. The
surface is firstly covered with several layers of Bologna plaster (gesso). A smooth gesso ground
is needed to polish the metal leaf to a true gleam and a high lustre.

After the rabbit skin glue is placed in distilled water to soak, it is slowly melted in a bain-
marie. The simmering water in the double boiler will gently and uniformly heat and dissolve
the rabbitskin glue. Once the Bologna plaster (gesso di Bologna) is sifted, it must be slowly
and carefully mixed with the rabbit skin glue mixture. Once the paste is mixed to an even
consistency, this is applied smoothly with a brush, a modelling tool or a palette knife onto
the surface that needs to be gilded. Several layers of gesso need to be applied smoothly to the
surface. After each thin layer is applied, and dried, the surface requires to be sanded down with
very fine sanding paper (#400 to #600 paper is required). This abrasive procedure will ensure
that the surface to be gilded is perfectly prepared and flawless.

Bolo (bole): the preparation and application of the coloured base coat

Once the gesso is dry and sanded to perfection, several layers of Armenian clay boletus (bole)
is painted over the gesso surface to act as a base coat or primer for gilding. A commercial pre-
mixed (with distilled water) extra fine gilders clay (bole) is also obtainable from shops and
suppliers that stock gilding materials. An brilliant gilded surface is a direct result of applying the
finest gilder’s clay, for example, Charbonnel gilder’s clay.

Armenian boletus is a very smooth and soft clay that contains iron oxide. It is a preparatory
coloured coat to disguise the item’s exact material. Bole is available as a powder or a premixed
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paste in several colours such as red-brown, terracotta, yellow (similar to yellow ochre), black,
blue, grey and white, which is prepared by the master gilder.

Depending on the specific colour bole used for the underpainting, the colour of the
burnished gold leaf will be different. A red or yellow bolus underpainting are usually used
for gold leaf, while black bolus underpainting is used for silver leaf, a finish that is known as
oxidised silver. However, different pigments might be added to the bole to create a specific
colour, and moreover, the bole will further enhance the quality, lustre and tone of the gold during
the burnishing process.

Once the bole is dry, rabbit skin glue or size must be painted over the bole to stick the
gold leaf to the frame. Rabbit skin glue can be made by soaking 80 grams of animal collagen
glue (hide glue, rabbit skin glue granules or technical gelatin) in one litre of cold water for about
30 minutes. The solution is then warmed slowly until the glue is completely dissolved. Once
dissolved, the pot is placed in a hot water bath (maximum 50° C) to keep the solution warm.

One must gradually add small amounts of the thin solution of lukewarm rabbit skin glue size
or a gelatin size to the gilder’s clay mixture. The glue needs to be stirred slowly and thoroughly
in the mixture to prevent the formation of air bubbles. The glue and bole mixture have at first
almost a dough-like texture, but as more glue solution is added, it’s consistency changes to be
more like latex paint. For the best results, one volume of gilder’s clay to two amounts of glue
size is used. The perfect bole solution will add to the ultimate quality of the gilding.

The next process requires that two or more thin coats (no more than four) of this solution
be applied evenly with a brush onto a perfectly smooth substrate, such as gesso. The first layer
will be transparent. Each coat should dry completely before the next one is applied. When dry,
remove any dust and polish the surface with a soft cloth or brush before applying the gold leaf.
The boled surface must be immaculately smooth as any faults or scratches will show through the
gold. If the surface is not perfect, another layer of bole may be applied and polished when dry.

Gold as the light of God

Gold is a symbol of magic, romance, prosperity, sumptuousness, endurance, but also
extravagance and power. Although gold communicates as a warm colour, it can be bright and
happy (illumination and magic), but also sombre and traditional (love and compassion) (figure
5). Because of its wealth and sparkle, gold was used by the masses, the church and the throne
alike to decorate and impress. Contemporary applications of gold leaf include amongst others
the covering of an iPhone with gold leaf, the layering a motorbike for a particular international
rally with gold leaf, the covering of hide, and this is also attached to fabrics.

The precious and costly metal and chemical element, gold, has the atomic number 79 and
the chemical symbol Au (from Latin: aurum) awarded to it. Unlike other metals, it does not
tarnish and decay as easy through exposure to weathering, air and acids. Over time gold was
associated with glitz, glamour, divinity, a specific radiance, and to exist and be perfect forever.
Gold is melted at a temperature of above 1000° C, and it can be melted several times without
losing any weight or other characteristic.
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Figure S
An old gilded frame with a warm, antique finish (photo by the author).

Gold is a very malleable substance with a more subtle patina than brass or copper. Through
time a thin coat of gold (less often silver) was applied to paintings, decorative architectural
details, relief designs, or pieces of furniture. Gold leaf is also used in the cosmetic industry for
luxury makeup products. Alimentary gold leaf (edible) is available to garnish, decorate and
enhance votive and festive food, drinks, cocktails and liqueurs at gala dinners, wedding cakes
for high-class weddings and other opulent celebrations.

Gilding is not merely the application of silver or gold paint to a surface, but rather the
application of real sheets of fragile metal to a well-prepared surface. Through the intricate
gilding process and the burnishing of the real gold leaf, an ordinary object will reflect light, and
be transformed to have the appearance of a solid golden object. When light shines on the golden
surface, it encapsulates it. Gilding, in essence, is thus an extreme alchemy that fools the eye of
the beholder to think that he or she is perceiving a golden object or surface.

When the process was first applied, gold was rolled in sheets and then hammered manually
or with automatic hammers to obtain thin sheets of leaf. The gold or other precious metal sheets
was beaten by a goldbeater (battiloro) between pieces of leather to form golden leaves of
extraordinary thinness that is used for gilding or silvering.

Gold leaf is available in a variety of shades or colours from white and lemon coloured
to more orange and reddish tones, depending on the carat value and the copper or silver alloy
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content. Although pure gold leaf is 24-carat gold, it is also the most durable, due to the higher
gold content. Silver leaf contains pure silver that tarnishes quickly and consequently, requires a
sealer coat. Pure gold, on the other hand, will not tarnish, but a sealer coat is applied to protect
the surface.

The gilding technique was already used by the Pharaohs of Ancient Egypt to decorate their
tombs, metal objects, wooden furniture and other holy relics — their gold leaf was almost the
thickness of foil in comparison with present-day gold leaf. During the Middle Ages, gold leaf
was used to create backgrounds in miniature paintings, decorative elements on furniture, gilded
ornaments in religious manuscripts and to create a feeling of a robust and vibrant golden surface.

Gilding was used by diverse cultures from all over the world such as China, Japan, ancient
Greece and Rome. Small pins and tacky egg white (gl/air) were used by these cultures to apply
the gold leaf around the contours of the object. Gold represented spiritual, transcendental light
(Pacht 1986: 141) and expressed divine intelligence (Cirlot 1971: 119) for the medieval society.
During the Byzantine period, the Church inspired the creation of domes, architecture, mosaics,
and icons that were all brushed with the light of God. Minute reflections of Medieval life and
devotion were captured in the many illuminated manuscripts that saw the light during this period.
Gold became an intrinsic element of the many borders, illuminated pages, and backgrounds that
were created for spiritual expression (Pacht 1986: 141).

During the early Italian Renaissance (late thirteenth century), gold leaf was used to
decorate spiritual and religious altarpieces and the halo’s of saints and to decorate tables at
lavish banquets. During the Baroque, Rococo and Empire periods gold leaf was used to decorate
or thoroughly cover a piece of furniture or a frame.

Gold leaf is manufactured in many countries such as Germany (Deffner and Johann),
America (SeppLeaf) and Italy (Manetti). Two different types of gold leaf are available - real
gold leaf (precious) or imitation (non-precious) gold leaf. Real gold leaf is real gold that has
been hammered into thin sheets by goldbeating. The thickness may vary from one manufacturer
to the other. It has a lower thickness than imitation leaf, and the colour is determined by the carat
value of the gold. The gold leaf is very elusive and can blow away with the slightest movement
or even breath. Thus windows and doors should be kept shut when working with this delicate
material.

Imitation gold leaf is a metal alloy that imitates gold. A variety of gold leaf shades are
available in the precious and non-precious ranges. Imitation gold is slightly thicker and tends to
oxidise quickly. Gold leaf is available in many different tints — from green gold (high content
of silver) to a warmer, red gold (higher copper content) depending on the amount of silver and
copper added to the mixture. Imitation leaf require a sealer coat to prevent it from tarnishing.

Applying the gold leaf and water gilding guazzo on the wet bole
Through the technique of gilding, a water-based adhesive (a wetting solution or so-called gilder’s
water) is used to adhere the gold leaf to the bole surface to be gilded. To apply the gold leaf,

the following materials are needed: a gilding pad, a stainless steel gilder’s knife, a squirrel hair
gilding brush, a wetting brush and wetting solution (see figure 3).
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Before gilding can start, the gilder’s water must be prepared. Gilder’s water can be ordinary
water, water mixed with egg whites, or a size made from rabbit skin glue which is dissolved
in water. Each gilding school has its secret recipes to do this craft. Gilding water or wetting
solution is prepared by mixing one-part alcohol, methylated spirits, or methanol, with two parts
distilled or boiled water, and a small amount of lukewarm 1: 23 gelatine solution. Use a very
clean nylon wetting brush to apply the solution over the boled surface.

A water-based gilding adhesive (size) can be applied as evenly and smoothly as possible
on a small section of the prepared bole. Size may be used for both interior and exterior leaf
work. The correct selection of leaf, its gold content and thickness will ensure a long lasting
gilded ornament. It is vital that the surface is smooth, as any irregularities in the surface will
show through the gilding. Once the size is almost completely dry but slightly tacky (degree of
readiness), it is ready to accept the leaf.

The gold leaf booklet should then be placed on a suede-covered gilding cushion. The
cushion is a simple wooden base that is padded with cotton and covered with suede, sheepskin
or chamois leather. The sheets of gold leaf must then be carefully transferred to the gilding
cushion where it is cut or divided to the required size using a gilder’s knife (figure 3). The knife
should regularly be polished with rouge paper to keep it free from grease or damage as a slightly
dented blade will tear the gold instead of cutting it. Any traces of grease or static is removed by
rubbing the blade swiftly across the cushion.

Cut the pieces of gold leaf slightly larger than the area you wish to gild. The extra bits of
leaf can be collected in a film cartridge for small repairs at a later stage. It might be tricky to
use a tweezer to transfer the minute pieces. Alternatively, you can rub an ordinary paintbrush
through your hair to collect enough static electricity to hold a small piece of leaf. The tip can
also be brushed over a skirt or a trouser leg.

The different sizes of gold leaf pieces are picked up with a gilder’s tip brush, and it is then
carefully placed onto the wetted (sized) surface of the frame or the object that is being gilded.
A gilder’s tip is both an essential and a traditional tool. It is a thin, flat brush made of almost
see-through squirrel or sable hair that is set between two pieces of cardboard. It does not have a
handle like a standard brush (see figure 3). The gilder’s tip brush is available in different lengths
of hair (short, medium or long) and it is used to lay the leaf.

The gilder needs to spread a thin layer of petroleum jelly or essential oil on his or her
forearm or wrist. The edge of the gilder’s tip brush should be swiftly flapped through the greasy
surface. Alternatively, the tip brush is flapped through the artist’s hair to pick up a little grease
and static to easily pick up an entire leaf of gold with a double tip, but that in itself require much
experience. The tips must be kept spotless and dust-free. Take care not to let the tip come in
contact with the wetted surface; for, if it does, the gold will stick to the tip and thus cannot be
transferred. The gold leaf is gently blown into place, taking care to prevent the formation of air
bubbles under the surface. Once down, the gold leaf cannot be moved. For best results, the leaf
needs to overlap by about 2-3 mm.

Place the frame or object on a large, clean sheet of paper or newspaper to dry. After the
surface has dried sufficiently, the gold leaf should be pressed lightly onto the surface with a small
ball of absorbent cotton wool or a clean, dry brush to fit the contours of the frame. With this
action, the loose particles of gold leaf skewings will be caught by the sheet of paper. Brush the
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frame thoroughly to give a clean surface. These bits of the loose leaf particles (skewings), can
also be picked up with the gilder’s tip brush and used to patch the bare spots and imperfections
on the gilded frame. Once the frame is well skewed, the leftover skewings is gathered in a
cardboard box and stored for future use. Only leaf that has been water-gilded can be burnished.

Burnishing (polishing) the gilded surface with an agate stone

Burnishing of the gold leaf refers to the polishing of the recesses of intricately carved golden
surfaces with an agate burnisher, using forward and backwards motions once the gold leaf'is dry.
This passing over the gold leaf will enhance the lustre thereof. If too little pressure is applied,
nothing will happen, while too much pressure will rub off the gold. Do not attempt to burnish
oil gold (transfer leaf), as the leaf will come off when rubbed.

The following tools are needed to burnish the gilded surface: an agate burnisher of the
right type and grade, linen rags and acetone. After about two to three hours, burnishing can
commence. Experts will merely tap the gilded surface and listen to the sound to tell whether it is
ready to be burnished. If there is any trace of dampness in the gesso, the agate will rip the surface
instead of polishing it. If the surface is reburnished after a few days, the gloss will be heightened.

Figure 6
A selection of burnishers on the gilder’s working table (photo by the author).
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The burnishing tool consists of a polished agate that is mounted on a wooden handle.
Burnishers are available with a variety of uniquely shaped agates to burnish almost any surface
(figure 6). Each agate point is formed specially to burnish from the most delicate detail to more
significant, flat surfaces. Hematite burnishers will provide a superior and almost mirrored polish
on raised gesso gilding. One large and one small burnisher are required to do the polishing of
most surfaces.

The tips of the burnishers are cleaned with a piece of silk. Utmost care must be taken not
to drop the agate burnishers. This should never touch a rough surface, as any damage on it will
also damage the gold during the burnishing process.

Once the gilded surface is dry, it must be rubbed lightly with some paraffin wax. Once
done the intricately carved frame is ready to be burnished with an agate burnisher using slight
pressure. Without this light wax coating, the burnishing might be extremely difficult or even
impossible. After burnishing, the underlying clay layer (bole) may become visible through the
delicate leaves of gold. Ensure that all surfaces are treated. The burnishing action will enhance
the golden surface, and if the surface is burnished once again after a few days, the gloss will be
heightened. Excess gold is cleaned by scraping or brushing it away with a sharp pointed knife.
The gilded areas can also be neatened with a fine line of paint or ink.

Tone, antiquing and adding patina to the surface

If the surface seems too shiny, it can be toned down by applying a little clear or coloured varnish,
some stain, or a patina layer to the surface. The patina refers to the adding of chemical or
mechanical means to artificially age the gilded surface and giving it an antique look.

Once the gold leaf is thoroughly dried on the frame, a coat of antiquing glaze or artist’s
oil paints of a contrasting colour is applied over the surface. Once the surface is clean and dry, a
base paint needs to be applied evenly with the grain of the wooden frame. A raw wooden frame
should be sealed with a coat of shellac before the antiquing base coat paint is applied. Two coats
might be necessary in some instances to cover the frame well. The final coat should be left to dry
for at least 24 hours before the antiquing glaze is applied.

The different glazes can be bought ready to use, or gilders can mix their glazes by
combining oil colours, linseed oil, turpentine, and a drying agent. Whites, pale colours, and
golds are usually antiqued with brownish tones such as raw umber or raw sienna, while intense
colours, aluminium, and silver are traditionally glazed with lampblack oil colour. Wipe off
excess glaze from the surface and crevices with a soft, lint-free cloth or a clean and dry brush
until the desired effect is achieved. A weathered look is obtained by removing excess glaze.
Both real and imitation gold leaf can be covered and treated with the following surface patinas:

. Apply Judea bitumen, rubbing it in the crevices and rubbing off the excess colouring to
change the patina and enhance the antique feel of the gilding project;

. Artist’s oil colours like burnt umber or raw sienna can also be applied to create an antique
effect. Allow it to dry thoroughly before applying a sealer or varnish;

. Use wood stains — wipe off the excess stain to give a more subdued effect;

. A metal finish is antiqued by rubbing it with a rottenstone mixture (ripoli). Rottenstone is

a decomposed, ground limestone powder (available from hardware stores) which is mixed
with diatomaceous, amorphous, or crystalline silica to give an illusion of greyish dust
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when an antiqued surface is required. Mix the rottenstone with floor wax and apply it with
a rag on the gilded surface;

Copper verdigris finish;

Crackle varnish is used to create a crackled surface;

Use the engraved chalk technique to engrave foliate corners, thereby adding value and
visual beauty to the picture frame;

Prezzemola decoration is a gilding decoration that consists of the depiction of small leaves.
This decoration is often carried out at the corners and in the middle of the sides on a dark
lacquered background.

Punched work decoration (bulinatura) is performed by using a burin, a type of punch, to
engrave or indent small points on a flat golden surface. The background of this punched
decoration is usually matte in contrast to highly burnished golden embellishments next
to it. This type of decorative pattern is carefully planned and drawn on tracing paper.
Once the tracing is placed over the frame, patterns can punched with a small hammer and
variety of rounded burnishers on the gilded surface (figure 7, see also figure 4).

Figure 7
Part of an antique frame showing the gilded decoration and some
delicate punched decoration (photo by the author).

As soon as the desired effect is achieved and the surface thoroughly dried, two to four

coats of high lustre varnish, satin varnish or shellac varnish is applied to seal and protect the
delicate surface of the gilded frame or another gilded object from tarnishing. If the glaze already
contains varnish, it is not necessary to varnish it.

Closing remarks

The basis of the gilding profession is the careful planning and professional preparation of
the surface to be gilded. The gilder is often an experienced painter and embellisher who has
practised the craft of gilding under a master gilder.

With this article, I have made an effort as a more experienced craftsperson to take up the

craft of gilding (doratura) and to try to keep this Italian technique alive. By gilding a wide range
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of decorative items, for example, frames and furniture to tiles, and corbels, these items obtained
a timeless appeal which is just as popular as hundred years ago. Furthermore, the irresistible
charm of gold as a colour of wealth and privilege was discussed and illustrated by picture
frames, plaster mouldings and raised carvings. The most appealing highlight of this craft is that
a relatively cheap items are restored and transformed into objects of real beauty and intrinsic

value.
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Architecture and identity: colours, textures and materials
that speak of South Africa

Gerald Steyn
Tshwane University of Technology
E-mail: steyngs@tut.ac.za

The quest for regionalism has not yet generated a particular interest in the colour of buildings, which
in pre-industrial architecture usually had specific meaning. This article explores the idea that colours,
textures and materials can, as intrinsic aspects of regionalism, signal Africanism in the broadest
geographic terms. A selection of South African buildings was arranged along a spectrum of regionalist
architectural approaches, ranging from literal to figurative. The present study subsequently revealed
several distinctive ways in which colour was used to proclaim identity, place and memory. The result
is a number of applications of colour that could enhance Africanness through Critical Regionalism
in South African architecture.

Key words: Africanist architecture, colour in architecture, regionalism

Argitektuur en identiteit: kleure, teksture en materiale wat van Suid Afrika spreek

Die soeke na regionalisme het nog nie 'n besondere belangstelling in die kleur van geboue, wat in
voor-industri€le argitektuur spesifieke betekenis gehad het, ontketen nie. Hierdie artikel verken die
opvatting dat kleur, tekstuur en materiaal wesenlike aspekte van regionalisme is en, in die wydste
geografiese sin, ook sprekend is van Afrikanisme is. Verskeie Suid-Afrikaanse geboue is geselekteer
en gerangskik volgens ’n spekrum van regionalistiese argitektoniese benaderings wat van die
letterlike tot die figuurlike strek. Hierdie studie behels verskeie toepassings wat identiteit, plek en
herinnering kan oproep. Daaruit kan enkele toepassings van kleur wat Afrikanisme deur middel van
kritiese regionalism in Suid-Afrikaanse argitektuur bevorder, afgelei word.

Sleutelwoorde: Afrikanistiese argitektuur, kleur in argitektuur, regionalisme

nstances where colours signal identity, place and memory include the pinkish hues of

Portuguese coastal villages, the yellow tints of Italian hill towns and the whitewash of the

Adriatic Coast architecture. And as Pieter Matthews (2013: 9) recounts: “Mud walls with
bold geometric patterns reveal that we are in Africa.” But what is the situation regarding formal
contemporary architecture? Even before the advent democratic rule in South Africa in 1994,
the notion of architecture with an African identity has been enthusiastically debated, especially
in academia, but never resolved in practice. There are, however, a number of clues on how to
approach the issue, some from beyond our borders. Describing the buildings of the well-known
Senegalese architect, Pierre Goudiaby Atepa, as the “realizations of Afrocentric architecture”,
the African American author and architect, David Hughes (1994: 83), states that Atepa uses
colour, forms, imagery and space in “a unique, qualitative way”. Using that statement as a term
of reference in order to contribute towards the discourse on an architecture with an African
identity, this article explores the notion of colours, textures and materials that speak of Africa.

This concept is, of course, not far-fetched. Bendetto Gravagnuolo (2010: 30) highlights
Le Corbusier’s “tactile observation” during his visits to the Mediterranean in the early part of
the 20™ century, “of the grain and color of the materials in the light of their natural setting”.!
After abandoning the stretched, smooth whiteness of Purism around 1930, he applied his
interpretation of that “grain and color” consistently to his buildings, although ironically they
were seldom located in the Mediterranean. Currently, colour does not feature prominently on
the architectural agenda. Despite Postmodernism on one hand and Critical Regionalism on the

other, liberating International Style modernism from its limited palette of expression, the focus
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is still mostly on form and space.? Even the highly normative 4 Pattern Language (Alexander
et al 1977) has no suggestions for exterior colour, although it does allocate four pages (out of
1171) to recommending warm colours inside rooms.

In this regard, Juan Serra’s project — reported on in his article entitled “The versatility
of color in contemporary architecture” — is unquestionably overdue; his research aims “to
re-establish the importance of color in the design of architecture, overcoming some former
theoretical and practical preconceptions stemming from the modern era” (2013: 344).
Comprehensive guidelines that could inform Serra’s pursuit are relatively rare. An outstanding
example is Harold Linton’s Color in Architecture: Design Methods for Buildings, Interiors and
Urban Spaces (1999); highly informative and practical, it treats colour exclusively as a technical
issue with an aesthetic application, and without any cultural pretentions.

In order to move beyond the prevailing homogenisation of architecture and the perpetuation
of placelessness, the current ideal is to achieve an architecture that is appropriate to place and
culture. Suggesting that South Africa is a “society intent on reinventing and reinterpreting itself”,
’Ora Joubert (at a presentation to the Pretoria Institute for Architecture on 13 June 2014) referred
to “Africanist” rather than “Afrocentric” architecture. Since the term “African architecture”
could be a simplistic geographical signifier and “Afrocentric architecture” arguably too self-
centred and exclusionary, the term “Africanist architecture” is used in this study, in order to
frame architecture that has been the product of place and local culture, while still recognising
the technological advantages of globalisation.?

Methodology

A discourse on Africanist architecture, place and culture is essentially linked to locality and the
identity of the builders, whose skills are fundamentally rooted in vernacular traditions and by
implication, in their contextual framework. It is a paradox that while Le Corbusier (1887—-1965)
and a few others, including Jern Utzon (1918-2008) and Aldo van Eyck (1918-1999), were
inspired by vernacular traditions, they ignored possible cultural associations and applied colour,
for instance, as a purely aesthetic consideration, and certainly not as a way of communicating
anything, least of all meaning. This approach reflects Amos Rapoport’s (1990: 84) assertion that
modern urban environments and buildings communicate meaning much less effectively than
traditional urban and architectural spatial organisations: “In those latter, location, height, domain
definition, scale, shape, color, and the like all have unequivocal meaning.” Christian Norberg-
Schulz (1985: 94) makes the definitive claim, that “the landscape of vernacular architecture is
the concrete landscape of daily life”.

In contemporary architectural academia, regionalism is discussed nearly exclusively
in terms of the dogma of Critical Regionalism as advocated by Kenneth Frampton and the
Liane Lefaivre-Alexander Tzonis team. Literal interpretations of the vernacular — buildings by
architects that look like those built by the people themselves — are harshly condemned by these
critics.

Figure 1 illustrates the difference between a literal interpretation and Critical Regionalism.
The recently-restored al-Murraba Palace in Riyadh was completed in 1945 and is an example
of traditional Najdi architecture, complete with central courtyard and surrounding loggia. The
National Museum of Saudi Arabia, also in Riyadh, is a modernist interpretation of the vernacular,
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including two internal courtyards. Designed by the Canadian firm of Moriyama and Teshima
Architects, it opened in 1999. Apart from the courtyards, its most prominent architectural
element is the curved western wall of local limestone, which glows with the red of the setting
sun. The wall is also symbolic of the canyon wall, a distinct feature in the desert. It is interesting
that Sigfried Giedion (1954/2007: 311-9), who became a convert to Regionalism after World
War 11, argued that an architect need not be a native of the area to be able to represent its specific
conditions. The National Museum of Saudi Arabia provides irrefutable evidence of that claim.

Restored al-Murabha Palace, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
central courtyard

The National Museum of Saudi Arabia, extermnal courtyard
Moriyama and Teshima, 1999

Figure 1
The extremes in vernacular, both in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
(photos by the author).

In comparison to the somewhat narrow critical regionalist dogma, the taxonomy framed by
Suha Ozkan (1985/2007: 103), onetime secretary general of the prestigious Aga Khan Award for
Architecture, is sufficiently inclusive for the purposes of this study: “[Regionalism is] the main
critical movement, as a reaction specifically to internationalism or implicitly to modernism”,
explaining that “The regionalist approach recognizes the vernacular modes of building at the
one extreme, and abstract regionalism at the other. Even though it covers such a wide array of
attitudes, regionalism has respect to the local culture, to climate, and at times technology, at its
core”. The case studies selected represent distinctive examples within Suha Ozkan’s spectrum,
but with more elaboration on abstract modern regionalism, essentially the equivalent of Critical
Regionalism (see matrix below).
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Colour theory in architecture

A particular colour is certainly not simply experienced as similar to or different from any other
colour. Angela Wright (2008) proposes that colours have distinct psychological properties: red
— among other sensations — communicates energy; blue denotes serenity; green equilibrium
and peace; and white purity and cleanness. But over time, colour can become cultural in its
implications and, therefore, a mental conception. Rapoport (1990: 112) suggests that [while] “All
humans can discriminate color”, their perception and interpretation of meaning vary culturally.
For example, the colour of mourning may be white, black or purple.

There are also climatic constraints; bright colours seem best suited to overcast skies. In
bright sun, mut ed tones or an off-white cream finish are preferable to pure white. In addition,
Francis Ching (1996: 171) points out that the quality of natural light “varies with the time
of day, from season to season, and from place to place”, obviously influencing how colour
is experienced. Further to that, colour is certainly also influenced by variations of light and
shadow, and between built-up, flat and hilly landscapes.

But observing colour is even more complex than that. Jenny Quillien (2008: 93) stresses
that “Rarely will a perfectly flat color give light. It is likely that, within an area, the color will
vary from point to point so that the overall color comes from the blend”. Considering all these
variables, the application of colour as a cultural expression is required to balance art and science.
As Bryan Magee (2010: 9) so eloquently explains:

The creative artist, like the philosopher, is fully committed to a truth-seeking activity, trying to see
below the surface of things and acquire a deeper understanding of human experience; however, he
publishes, or publicly presents, his insights in a different form from the philosopher, a form that relies
on direct perception and intuition rather than on rational argument.

Conservative vernacularism

Vernacular architecture is a bottom-up mode of production within a community, without official
intervention and based on roughly similar typologies. Conservative vernacularism results when
professionals design buildings that imitate the local vernacular. The well-known Egyptian
architect, Hassan Fathy (1900-1989), was its most famous advocate, relentlessly trying to revive
a vernacular mode that was threatened with extinction (Ozkan 1985/2007: 104). The colours he
used were those of his materials: earth and sometimes stone.

Doreen Greig (1971: 69-70) insisted that a “distinctively South African’ urban architecture
was largely limited to “some applied decoration designed to give local colour”. However,
by using “the natural materials” — stone, timber and brick — architects have created houses
that appear organically integrated with the surroundings. This aligns with Christian Norberg-
Schulz’s (1985: 95) suggestion that “material and colour serve to visualize given environmental
characters, and thus to relate the building to an inhabited landscape”. The outstanding pioneer
of this approach was Norman Eaton.

Whereas Norman Eaton designed Greenwood House (1948-1953) in the Pretoria

Regionalist idiom, the servants’ village “consciously evokes African morphology”, according
to Marguerite Pienaar (2013: 83) (figure 2). Moreover she notes the difference between the
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rounded and random rubble stonework of the said village and the rectangular-shaped rubble
stonework of the house (2013: 99), and observes that “the space making, forms and materials are
compellingly reminiscent of Great Zimbabwe” (2013: 101). However, the spatial organisation,
the verticality of the rondavels (thatched round huts) and the towers, the binding perimeter wall
and the rough stonework are all typologically identical to the Matakam homesteads of northern
Cameroon. In reality, Eaton’s scheme makes no reference at all to South Africa’s traditional
architecture. But, similar to Matakam homesteads, the stonework contributes to blending the
building with the site.

Figure 2
The Village at Greenwood House, Norman Eaton, 1951
(photo provided by Morné Pienaar).

Most natural, local materials would allow a building to blend with its site. This phenomenon
is a characteristic of the OvaHimba, a semi-nomadic, pastoral people who live in the Kunene
region of northern Namibia. For the Himba, the colour red symbolises the colours of earth and
blood. The women cover themselves with a paste of butter fat, ochre and herbs, which gives
their skin a reddish colour. The women, their pottery and their huts all have exactly the same red
hue (figure 3). Interestingly, they employ different names for different shades of some colours,
notably blue, green and red.

The beehive huts of the OvaHimba, built exclusively by women, consists of mopane
wooden frames plastered with a traditional mixture of red clay and cow manure. At the directly
opposite side of the continent, the Swazis, with ready access to vegetative materials, use wood,
grass and reeds to construct their domes and screens. In both instances the colour and texture
are derived from the material used, which were obtained in the immediate vicinity of the site.

45



i vl S e e S T e el g = .
Himba hut, Mamibia Swazi homeslead

Figure 3
Domed huts (photos provided by Heinrich Kammeyer and André Roodt).

Whereas domes and beehives in particular are associated with nomads, rondavels are
accepted as the dwellings of a settled community. The Tswana homestead is the earliest recorded
example of the architecture of the Bantu-speaking people encountered by European travellers
in the early 19" century (figure 4). Evidence of Tswana towns and their ruins were found from
present-day Kuruman up to the Rustenburg-Pilanesberg-Zeerust region. Of the early observers,
William Burchell (1824: 517) in particular describes all the houses at Dithakong (near present-
day Kuruman) as thatched round huts constructed of earthen walls. Travelling beyond that area,
Robert Moffat encountered many ruined and deserted towns and commented that the standing
walls “were generally composed of clay with a small mixture of cow-dung, and so well plastered
and polished with the former that they had the appearance of being varnished” (Wallis 1945: 8).

Although the huts were without exception constructed of thatch over earth walls, walling
materials for lapas (courtyards) varied from woven branches and wooden stakes at Dithakong,
to stone rear lobes and wooden or reed front lobes at Kaditshwene, to enclosures exclusively
of stone at Buffelshoek. It is clear, therefore, that while spatial organisation was consistent, the
materiality of the lapa walls (but not those of the rondavels) varied from site to site. It still does.
It is also important to note that the lapas were the true living spaces and remain so in parts of
rural southern Africa.

Figure 4
Chief Senosi’s compound in the Marico Valley by John Campbell
(source: Campbell 1822: 244).
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The thatched rondavel remains the dominant building type in rural Africa, and southern
Africa is no exception. In parts of the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal as well as in the urban
villages of Botswana, most of the rondavels look exactly like those first recorded by Europeans
(figure 5.1). The majority of the rondavels occupied by black households are still build with
wattle-and-daub or mud bricks, thus retaining their natural feel and patina. In some cases Black
owners choose to paint their rondavels (usually a tone of green and blue), but because of the
way they respond to the site, they provide a good fit with their immediate African surroundings
(figure 5.2).

Figure 5.3 visibly illustrates that the outside surface of the walls of the mud hut clearly
represents a skin, while the walls of the lapa represents a screen, and both can be expressed
according to circumstances.

In some instances where white people have appropriated the typology for resort buildings,
their choice of materials, finishes, decoration and the relationship to the natural landscape
immediately reveals the lack of authenticity (figure 5.4). The illustrated example of ersatz resort
architecture shows flat rather than rounded stones and reticulated, rather than raked joints or the
dry-stacking that would have been aesthetically more Africanist.

5.2 Painted rendavels

= = " = B g WS T .
5.3 Nata Village, Bolswana 5.4 Kwalata

Figure 5
A range of rondavels (photos by the author).

Decoration: the skin of the building

The most characteristic way of manipulating the skin, represented by the earthen walls, in a
way that inevitably enhances Africanism is by decorating it. Wall decorations were scarce at
Dithakong. Burchell (1824: 458) merely recounts the clumsy paintings of animals, painted with

white clay, by the younger wife of the chief. At Kaditshwene there was extensive and careful
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decoration in spite of threats from Mzilikazi raiders. John Campbell (1822: 224) reported that
some of the houses in Kaditshwene were painted yellow on the outside, and remarked that one
hut was painted red and yellow “with some taste”, which may indicate decorative patterns.
Campbell’s painting of the interior of Chief Senosi’s private hut is unique (figure 6).

Figure 6
Interior of Chief Senosi’s hut by John Campbell
(source: Campbell 1822/2005: 269).

Stefan Eisenhofer (2010: 15) maintains [that] “there was in Africa no separation between
‘art’ and ‘craft’”. In Africa, decoration and symbolism are interrelated. This is confirmed by
Simon Hall (1998: 250) who identifies Sotho-Tswana decoration as symbolic markers of
territory (figure 7). In his well-known book, entitled African Fractals, Ron Eglash (2005: 200)
agrees with Eisenhofer. He observed that Sotho-Tswana women used the geometric structure of
flowers — intrinsically associated with the “regenerative power of women” — to affirm identity,
territory and boundaries.

Figure 7
Decorated homesteads in Lesotho
(photos provided by *Ora Joubert).

48



Ndebele wall decorations became especially popular among tourists in the mid-20™"
century. It is speculated that the Ndebele could have adopted these from the Pedi. Chris van
Vuuren (1983: 162) found that that the patterns of early wall decorations are related to those
of traditional beadwork, both practised exclusively by women, with white usually being the
base colour in both. Steps, triangles, cross and diamond patterns, as well as the ubiquitous
“razor blades” have remained popular patterns. Basic colours that were originally prepared from
natural materials are black, white and grey, but have more recently been augmented with green,
blue and red by means of synthetic paint (van Vuuren 1983: 166-7). It is noteworthy that colour
combinations vary regionally.

The significance of Ndebele patterns is widely questioned, with many authors, including
Adrienne Hoard (2000), venturing that they could have constituted an “expression of both cultural
resistance and continuity”. In that sense, Ndebele architecture may be described as survival
through design. Today, with the advent of tourist orientated cultural villages, the symbolism is
uncertain (figure 8). Franco Frescura (1981: 26) is, therefore, probably correct when he suggests
that the Ndebele homestead, extensively decorated and with an intricate layering of courtyards
and built-in benches, clearly set out to impress visitors, in contrast to the Tswana bilobial
dwelling that sets out to outline a territorial statement.

Figure 8
The Mapoch Ndebele Cultural Village, 40km north-west of Pretoria
(photo by the author).

Interpretive vernacularism: uShaka Marine World,
Durban, Boogertman + Partners Architects, 2004

Interpretive vernacularism, or neo-vernacularism, also revives vernacular architecture for
contemporary functions, relying heavily on image-making; the purpose being to create a specific
ambience. For that reason it has been pursued mainly for tourism and cultural facilities (Ozkan
1985/2007: 105). Early proponents, in the mid-1960s, were Francois Spoerry who designed Port
Grimaud, near St Tropez, as a neo-Venetian “lagoon town” and Jacques Couélle who designed
the famous Hotel Casa di Volpe on the Costa Esmeralda, Sardinia, as “an ancient Mediterranean
fishing village”. In South Africa, the Palace of the Lost City at Sun City that opened in 1992
is the epitome of this genre. It is promoted as the legacy of an ancient, mythical city, “Africa’s

49



kingdom of pleasure, where fantasy becomes reality”. Apparently it was the architect, Gerald
Allison of the American firm, Wimberly Allison Tong & Goo, who created the “Legend of the
Lost City” (Van Eeden 2004: 22)!

uShaka Marine World in Durban, which opened in 2004, is considerably less extreme in
form and storyline. Apart from the water features, the complex offers shops, restaurants and a
wide range of entertainment facilities. Zunaed Ballim, representing the architects of Boogertman
+ Partners, simply declared that the design of uShaka was based on Zulu iconography and
building forms (figure 9).° Ozkan (1985/2007: 105) cautions that neo-vernacularism “did not
generate any noteworthy or great architecture”. This is an interesting observation; in spite of
the fact that it is perhaps the best-known complex and most popular destination in Durban,
neither Ora Joubert’s 10 Years + 100 Buildings (2009), nor Roger Fisher and Nicholas Clarke’s
Architectural Guide South Africa (2014), both seminal compendiums, make any mention of
uShaka.

Figure 9
uShaka Marine World (photos by the author).

The roofs are mostly thatched domes or double-pitched saddle roofs. Walls are painted a
yellowy cream or oxblood red. The patterns painted on columns and shields are derived directly
from Zulu crafts and the regalia of Durban’s Zulu rickshaw-pullers. Doreen Greig (1971: 70)
would probably not have been flattering in her critique. She writes of “self-conscious exterior
or interior decorations having only historical or associational interest”, mentioning specifically
“Zulu” beadwork-patterns [Greig’s quotation marks].

Zulu beadwork, an exclusively feminine craft, signals various aspects of courtship and
marriage. At uShaka Marine World the decorations and their colours have been stripped of their
cultural meaning, although they remain recognisably Zulu. This approach is not unique in Africa.
In his pioneering work entitled Afrocentric Architecture, David Hughes (1994: 54) describes a
building in Burkino Faso where the patterns and colours used in the facade treatment were
also derived from textile and basket making. Hughes (1994: 171) adds that the polychromatic
patterns of cultural artefacts such as ceremonial masks “can provide very distinct imagery in
architecture”.
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Concrete modern Regionalism: Northern Cape Legislature,
Kimberley, 2003, Luis Ferreira da Silva Architects

Whereas vernacularism is rooted in small-scale domestic architecture, modern regionalism draws
from the monumental architecture of the past too (Ozkan 1985/2007: 107). Concrete modern
regionalism copies “features, fragments, or entire buildings, in the region”. Ozkan contends
that “when buildings are loaded with spiritual values of symbolic relevance, they become much
more acceptable in their new form, owing to the values attached to the original”. He equates
concrete Modern Regionalism unequivocally with Postmodernism. Ozkan furthermore asserts
that Postmodernism “has not yet developed its own ethos”, which could lead to an “anything
goes” situation.

The Northern Cape Legislature in Kimberley, designed by Luis Ferreira da Silva Architects
and completed in 2003, is situated in the historic township of Galeshewe, adjacent to an informal
settlement. Federico Freschi (2006: 159) calls the buildings “An essay in carefully considered
postmodern formalism” (figure 10): “The complex is characterised by sweeping curves and
organic shapes, coloured and textured to blend with the dour surrounding landscape”.

B

Figure 10
Northern Cape Legislature, Kimberley
(photo provided by Jonathan Noble).
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The complex constitutes a number of disparately different building forms arranged in
a rough crescent around a square and a conical tower; the former ostensibly symbolic of the
Tswana Central cattle pattern with its kgotla (meeting place) in the middle (Noble 2011: 83),
and the latter a focal point in the ensemble seemingly intended to remind the observer of great
Zimbabwe (Freschi 2015), the conical tower in the Elliptical Enclosure.

According to Jonathan Noble (2011: 84), its “architectural language makes use of free
geometry and playful surface treatments”. Finishes include painted profiled metal sheeting and
tinted plasters, “exploring the earthy tones of the top soil found on the site”. Artist Clive van
den Bergh set out to “realise sculptural and decorative designs that could be worked into the
architectural surfaces” (Noble 2011: 90). Van den Bergh drew inspiration from a wide range
of sources, as disparate as San rock art, glacial rock formations, landscape, plants and animal
motifs which he represented mostly as relief or protrusions.

Abstract modern Regionalism

Similar to concrete regionalism, abstract modern regionalism also refers to the forms of the
region, but reinterprets their abstract qualities, such as massing, spatiality and use of light. In
addition, “an attempt is made to define in terms of design elements the prevalent culture of the
reason concerned” (Ozkan 1985/2007: 109). Ozkan’s examples of architects designing in this
mode include two recipients of The Aga Khan Award for Architecture; Rasem Badran (1945-),
as well as Charles Correa (1930-2015) who himself described his approach as “form follows
climate”.

Constitutional Court in Johannesburg, OMM Design Workshop
(Andrew Makin and Janina Masojada) and Urban Solutions, 2004

The Constitutional Court has been lauded as “closest to being a building with a South African
identity” (’Ora Joubert at a presentation to the Pretoria Institute for Architecture on 13 June
2014) (figure 11). Described as “possibly the most significant [public building] to be built since
Sir Herbert Baker’s Union Buildings”, this structure in Johannesburg designed by OMM Design
Workshop (Andrew Makin and Janina Masojada) in association with Urban Solutions, is abuilding
that reflects physical, psychological and political contextualisation. It is also controversial. A
review states that “the Constitutional Court presents itself with certain contradictory messages.
It is an uneasy tension between Western systemic law and the notion of cultural tribal law”. And
“the scale of the building is not prepared to be bold, the fabric is fragmented and the detailing
domestic” (De Beer 2004: 82).* More recently the citation of the South African Institute of
Architects (SAIA) Awards of Excellence, however, reads, “The new Constitutional Court is a
remarkable realisation of small narratives” (SAIA 2006: 24).
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Figure 11
The Constitutional Court (photos by the author).

The building’s materials comprise concrete and metal screens, cream-painted smooth
plaster and red clay bricks. In addition, a colour accent is applied in a unique manner: a
sunscreen along the western facade consisting of rows of 360 mm square individually designed
and coloured swivelling “bead-plates”. The designer, architect Lewis Levin, told Noble (2011:
145-7) that he based these designs on the “fractal geometries of traditional African beadwork”,
as well as Ghanaian Kuba cloth and abstract representations of human figures. Levin describes
how the patinas of the bead-plates (and the sunscreen as a whole) vary all the time, depending
on the angle of the sun and the rotational angle of the bead-plates.

It is probably a coincidence, but the juxtaposition of bright colours as an accent on an
otherwise neutral background — whether intentional or not — is a common African occurrence
(figure 12). Referring to the application of colour in general, Quillien (2008:90) explains the
nature of this phenomenon: “Beauty often comes from a hierarchy of colours that acts a bit like
levels of scale in geometric terms. ... [T]The dominant colors in a village house are brought to
life by the smaller amounts of other colors.” Francis Ching (1996: 79) adds, “A form can be
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articulated by ... differentiating adjoining planes with a change in material, color, texture or
pattern.” This is exactly what happened at the Constitutional Court.

Figure 12
Splashes of colour against neutral, natural backgrounds
(photos by the author).

Walter Sisulu Square of Dedication, Kliptown, Soweto,
Studio MAS Architecture and Urban Design, 2005

This competition-winning scheme commemorates the signing of the Freedom Charter in
Kliptown, South Africa in 1955. It consists of two long, narrow buildings flanking a huge public
square, as well as two conical towers. One tower is named Kwashisanyama, which celebrates the
chimney of the ubiquitous home-made drum stove. It is clad in rusted corrugated iron sheeting
from nearby demolished shops.

The other is the Freedom Charter Monument, which was constructed with bricks recycled
from the same shops and also reminds one of the conical tower in the Elliptical Enclosure.
Freschi (2015) refers to this reference as “The spectral presence of Great Zimbabwe”.
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In an interview with Jonathan Noble (2011: 196) architect Pierre Swanepoel said that
the “aesthetics for the scheme was allowed to evolve from available skills and textures of the
surrounding site”. To further enhance this concept, the two flanking buildings were designed as
skeletal concrete frames. Inspired by Basotho traditions, Swanepoel envisaged that infill panels
such as security screens, glazed panels, sunscreens and acoustic panels produced by local artists
and craftspeople would add typical African colours and textures to the concrete superstructure.

Cladding the Kwashisanyama tower in rusted and damaged corrugated iron sheeting
represents memory and meaning (figures 13.1 and 13.2). This is a reference to the texture and
colour of South African shantytowns (figure 13.3).

The Freedom Charter Monument is different. The colour and irregularity of the clay bricks
constituting this simple, but extremely elegant, purposeful structure provides an unmistakeable
sense of eminence, gravitas and, internally, a solemn ambience (figure 13.4).
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13.1 Walter Sisulu Square, conic reof covered with earrugated iron

Studio MAS, 2005
e o8 =

13.4 Walter Sisulu Square,

13.3 llegal squatter selllement
Mamelodi, east of Pretoria Freedom Charar Monument

Figure 13
Corrugated iron architecture
(photos by the author).
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Hector Pieterson Memorial Museum, Johannesburg,
Mashabane Rose Architects and Urban Designers, 2002

The Hector Pieterson Memorial Museum commemorates the 1976 Soweto student uprising,
and in particular, Hector Pieterson, the first student killed by the police on that fateful day. The
finishes are described as “neutral — limited to brick, steel and timber — detracting as little as
possible from the narrative” (Joubert 2009: 130) (figure 14.1) and it is indicated that “The red
brickwork echoes the material of the matchbox houses surrounding the site”. Furthermore: “The
building is also carefully scaled. It is large enough to read as a prominent structure but small
enough not to overpower the surroundings or intimidate visitors.”

The similarities between the Hector Pieterson Museum and Alvar Aalto’s Sédynétsalo
Town Hall are striking (figure 14.2). Both are composed by asymmetrically aggregating human-
scale volumes, each features courtyards and both are constructed of red bricks. Mashabane
Rose’s website explains that the same red bricks that were used to build the surrounding 51/9
township houses in 1948 were indeed used “as a finish on the inside and outside of the building”.
Interestingly, the website adds that the subtitles on the black and white exhibition posters and
“several other architectural elements” were also done in red.

14.1. Hector Pieterson Museum, Johannesburg
Mashabane-Rose, 2002

14.2. Saynatsalo Town Hall
Alvar Aalto, 1951

14.3. Pretoria Art Museum 14 4. High Mussum of Art, Allanta

Burg, Lodge and Burg, 1964 Richard Meier, 1983

Figure 14
Regionalism versus globalism
(photos by the author, except Sidyniitsalo Town Hall
by Kimmo Virtanen via Wikimedia Commons).
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David Hughes (1994: 68) avers that “All architecture is a modification of the environment
and landscape. In this regard, any structure implanted on African soil has a referential African
character. Even more salient is that good architecture should adapt to and harmonize with its
landscape”. In the case of the Hector Pieterson Museum, the red bricks and composition of
volumes allow the building “to fit easily into the texture of Orlando West. Indeed, from many
distant vantage points, the memorial sits quietly and comfortably in its surroundings”.

Similarly, the Sdynétsalo Town Hall shares its red brick facade with many other buildings
that constitute the Finnish built fabric. Red bricks have been the traditional building material
for important buildings in Finland since the 14™ century and dominated these edifices until the
1950s (Ahrén 2003: 9). In fact, in an article entitled “Red Colour & Light in Architecture”,
the author Justyna Tarajko-Kowalska (2010: 96), claims that red brick architecture developed
in the Middle Ages and still “dominates in building facades of many European cities”. The
Dutch introduced bricks to South Africa, clearly emphasising their resilience, versatility and
wide acceptance.

Whereas both these buildings fit their context in terms of colour and scale, the Pretoria
Art Museum (figure 15.3) and Atlanta’s High Museum of Art (figure 15.4) do not. The former
is a beautiful example of International Style minimalism and the latter an example of Richard
Meier’s virtuoso development of the pre-1930 Corbusian aesthetic. Both are essentially iconic
examples of globalisation and universal design expressions, but cannot be associated with
Africanness.

Lessons learned: Critical Regionalism and colour

From the range of architectural expressions proposed by Ozkan, conservative vernacularism —
the replication of a vernacular tradition — solely has value in conservation. Neo-vernacularism
and concrete modern regionalism, regardless of academia’s disapproval, unquestionably are
of value when there is a need for spectacle and/or nostalgia. Abstract Modern Regionalism,
essentially the equivalent of Critical Regionalism, therefore, arguably offers the most suitable
approach for the widest range of contemporary projects.

While the definitions of Critical Regionalism offered by Tzonis, Lefaivre and Frampton
are normatively quite vague (and sometimes quite inconsistent), at least they agree that Alvar
Aalto’s Sdynitsalo Town Hall is a good example. Alexander Tzonis (2006/2007: 216, 218)
proclaims that “there are a number of important public spaces and civic facilities constructed
[in South Africa] during the last decade where the question of regionalist architecture has been
already addressed creatively and critically, especially as it relates to aspects of memory and
identity”. From this perspective, the Hector Pieterson Museum is indisputably just as seminal
as a critical regionalist example as the Sdynitsalo Town Hall. Considering the contextualisation
achieved by using local red bricks, David Hughes’ (1994: 68) proposition that “Any structure
implanted on African soil has a referential African character”, could be reinterpreted as “Any
structure constructed of African soil has a referential African character”.

On an intellectual level, the characteristics of Critical Regionalism is presented in
architectural criticism with considerable ambiguity. However, stripped of ideology and
intellectual pretentions, Diébédo Francis Kéré (in Trangos 2014: 54), a prominent architect
from Burkina Faso, offers a rare and pragmatic definition: “Critical regionalism is the use of

57



innovative approaches to create an environmentally responsible, climatically sensitive and
culturally embedded building.” If one considers his work, his approach is clearly intended to
“explore a valid modernism for different cultural and specific climate settings”, to quote from
Ozkan (2006: 102). His elementary school in Gando, completed in 2007, constitutes evidence
of hisn theory (figure 15). He uses a lightweight metal roof to shade a reinforced concrete frame
filled in with mud bricks manufactured on site. Noteworthy are the brightly coloured shutters
instead of glazed windows.

Figure 15
Kéré’s elementary school in Gando
(photo from Wikimedia Commons).

Richard Hull (1976: 48) commented on the culture of human scale architecture:
“Africans were adept at maintaining a feeling of smallness and rural intimacy, even in areas
of high population density.” When an architectural whole is composed from various human
scale volumes, as at the Hector Pieterson Museum and the Sdynétsalo Town Hall, the facets of
the different volumes reflect light differently depending on the distance to the observer and the
angle of the sun; consequently their colour will be perceived differently.

The wall surfaces of nearly all buildings recognised as critically regional tend to be
conspicuously tactile; or, simply put, to have surfaces that are rough to the touch. Collins (1998:
217) remarks that rough surfaces “delight”, while Pieter Mathews (2003: 19) writes that “The
coarser the texture, the less reflective its qualities, and the warmer and more relaxed that space
appears to be”. In the African built environment there are many inspiring examples of tactility
and colour in the innovative way vernacular architecture utilises materials (figure 16). But, as
mentioned, the very real danger of replicating such examples in formal architecture is that the
project may be perceived as ridiculing the makeshift materials.
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Figure 16
Local textures, colours and materials
(photos by the author; bottom right provided by *Ora Joubert).

The effort to replicate improvised materials is made worse when these materials are
combined in a form that looks deliberately improvised and exaggeratedly irregular to imitate
shack morphology. Just as recycled bricks were used to create the dignified Freedom Charter
Museum and the Hector Pieterson Museum, materials and colours representing a place can also
be used to produce distinguished architecture. A typical example would be that of the flats-
over-shops building in Burlington, Vermont, in the USA, which is enclosed with profiled metal
sheeting, contrasted with a colour accentuated entrance to produce an elegant, economical
building (figure 17).
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Figure 17
Apartments over shops in Burlington, Vermont, USA
(photos by the author).

Lefaivre and Tzonis (2003: 10) contend that “The concept of [critical] regionalism ...
indicated an approach to design giving priority to the identity of the particular rather than to
universal dogmas”. Architecture with an African identity surely also involves imagery, more
specifically the public’s mental images of buildings and spaces that represent Africanism.
David Hughes’ (1994: 83) contention pertaining to forms, imagery, colour and space seems
particularly relevant. However, considering the parameters of abstract modern regionalism/
critical regionalism, imagery should be the product of forms, colour and space, rather than
simply a constituent element. This is probably the crux of the whole argument.

Considering the most pertinent lessons learned from the preceding examples, it is proposed
that the essential elements of Africanist architecture can then be constructed as shown in figure
18. Spatiality includes a privacy gradient (alternatively a journey along a route) and flowing
indoor-outdoor relationships as well as, crucially, buildings in direct contact with the land, as
if belonging to and pushed up from the ground. The overarching principle is that an architect
should consider the building, its related outdoor spaces, the land and the context as a whole.

Materiality
Colour
Tone
Texture
&
s F
Spatiality Form & Shape
Spatial organisation Typology
Inside-outside Morphalogy
Site relations Structure
8 h J
Figure 18

The essential elements of Africanist architecture
(compiled by the author).
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The quintessential African architectural typology is that of the village that comprises
an asymmetric clustering or aggregation of human-scale volumes around courtyards. The
morphology constitutes the irregular configuration and spacing of openings, canopies and other
architectural elements.

Within this triangular construct, materiality and colour specifically are critical aspects.
Lefaivre and Tzonis (2012: 196) in their recent publication, entitled Architecture of Regionalism
in the Age of Globalization, regard the Niyang River Visitor Center in Linzhi, Tibet, as an
outstanding example (figure 19). They note how the architects, Standardarchitecture, responded
innovatively to regional cultural and environmental constraints. Constructed of locally-sourced
stone using traditional techniques developed by Tibetan craftsmen, the complex was completed
in 2011.

The stone walls are painted white; while the architects claim that the colour “interacts
with the sunlight penetrating the building”, they insist there was no symbolism in choosing to
paint the stones white (Lefaivre and Tzonis 2012: 196). However, the nearby Potala Palace, the
historical residence of the Dalai Lama, which is now a museum and World Heritage Site, is also
painted white. With its white skin the building does not resonate with African traditions, but if
the same design could have been constructed in southern Africa, also using stone collected in the
vicinity, it would unquestionably have been acclaimed as an Africanist building; it features the
irregular shape and courtyard that is widely associated with Africanist architecture. Similarly,
the complete integration into the surrounding landscape and close connection with the earth
demonstrate skilful blending with the geographical context.

Figure 19
Niyang River Visitor Center, Linzhi, Tibet, by Standardarchitecture, 2011
(retrieved from the public domain http://www.archdaily.com).

Justyna Tarajko-Kowalska (2010: 92) highlights the point that that “Red colour is one
of the most important architectural colours, whether used for religious or symbolic reasons,
in traditional or contemporary ways, as colour of the brick or bright cover material”. Francis
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Kéré’s elementary school in Gando employs both; the red bricks form the background, while
about a third of the shutters are painted bright red.

Finally, what does the red house, photographed in the Winterveldt, a historic black township
north of Pretoria, 10 years before the end of apartheid, signify (figure 20)? It may be intended as
a symbol of political resistance or is it a creative act by a proud homeowner to proclaim identity
in a sea of identical little houses? Considering the immaculate state of the plot and the careful
arrangement of the curtains, I would suggest it was the latter.

Figure 20
A house in Winterveld north of Pretoria
(photo by the author).

Conclusion

While meaning in the pre-industrial or pre-colonial socio-cultural sense has very little relevance
in 21* century urban settings, there is certainly some resistance to the placelessness resulting
from globalisation and a quest to revive identity in the built environment. Regionalist approaches
allow colours, textures and materials to provide sympathetic links to place, culture and history. It
should be emphasised that within the contemporary abstract modern regional/critical regionalist
framework, Africanist architecture is patently not ethnic branding.

From the examples discussed above it emerges how colours, textures and materials
with associations to the earth and the natural world seem relevant in contemporary practice.
Particularly appropriate are the various shades of red that represent the red of the soil and,
subconsciously, the red of the ox-blood that used to be mixed in with clay for plastering walls.
Certainly shades of red also have associations with the rising and setting sun that signal the cycle
of each day and, by implication, with life as such.

Last, butnot least, local brick, carefully controlled asymmetry and human-scale exterior and

interior volumes afford, with or without brighter coloured accents, an example of a composition
which employs the characteristic of colours, textures and materials that speak of Africa.
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Notes

1 Color and colour are different spellings of the
same word. Color is the preferred spelling in
American English, and colour is preferred in
all other main varieties of English. See http://
grammarist.com/spelling/color-colour/. When
a quote is in American English, that form of
spelling is retained.

The literature is inconsistent regarding the
capitalisation of architectural trends. Generally
trends are not capitalised, except for (say) the
International Style, which is closely associated
with an exhibition. Postmodernism appear
either in lower-case or, as Jencks would have
preferred, as Post-Modernism. Same with
critical regionalism.

As Dictionary.com suggests, “African” means
of or from Africa, and also belonging to

the Black peoples of Africa. The Merriam-
Webster Dictionary offers two definitions

of Afrocentric: (1) centred on or derived from
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Biblical colour symbolism and interpretation of Christian art

Benno Zuiddam
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This contribution seeks to promote an awareness of Biblical colour symbolism for the appreciation of
Christian art, and illustrates its significance for religious Renaissance paintings. From a theological
premise, the visual arts are appreciated as an expression of spiritual values. Applying a classical
philological grammatical method, this article argues for the reception of colour as a creative
manifestation, with the medium (material) that constitutes the colour as part of the message. It calls
attention to the spiritual value of contrast (e.g. black and white, red and blue) and identifies the role
of four specific colours in Scripture: black, white, blue and red, while confirming their later use in
Renaissance pictures and otherwise by the liturgical practices of the Western Church.

Key words: Bible, colour, symbolism, renaissance, contrast, Christian

Bybelse kleursimboliek en die verstaan van Christelike kuns: die geestelike waarde van
kontras, swart, wit, blou en rooi in skilderye uit die Renaissance

Hierdie bydrae bevorder kennis van Bybelse kleursimboliek as ’n belangrike hulpmiddel by die
interpretasie van Christelike kuns, met name die Godsdienstige skilderye van die Renaissance
in Wes Europa. Vanuit 'n teologiese perspektief word die visuele kuns benader as ’n uitdrukking
van geestelike waardes. Met 'n grammaties filologiese metode, maak die artikel ’n saak uit vir die
ontvangs van kleur as ’n kreatiewe daarstelling, waarby die medium (materiaal) wat die kleur daar
stel deel van die boodskap kan wees. Dit vra om aandag vir die geestelike waarde van kontras (b.v.
tussen wit en swart, blou en rood) en gaan nader in op die simboliese rol van die kleure swart, wit,
blou en rood in die Skrif. Die artikel wys uit hoe hierdie kleursimboliek help by die interpretasie van
godsdienstige Renaissance skilderye en bevestig word deur die liturgiese praktyke van die Westerse
Kerk.

Sleutelwoorde: Bybel, kleur, simboliek, renaissance, kontras, Christelik

iblical colour symbolism 1is an important tool for the interpretation of

religious paintings. That this is still insufficiently recognized is evident, both from text

books and specifically Christian approaches to the visual arts. A recent Cambridge
textbook on Renaissance art (Miller 2016) refers to and clarifies many things, but any explanation
of possible symbolic values for colour is conspicuously absent. Even Fergusson’s work on signs
and symbols in Christian art, which is, more than sixty years after its first publication, still
the only English standard work of its sort, is very scanty in its information on colours and
their symbolism in Scripture and the arts (Fergusson 1989: 151-153). Also when individual
Renaissance paintings and their symbolism are discussed in an admirable way (e.g. Bruyn
2005:28-37, Hartau 2005:305-338), one looks in vain for even the mentioning of colours, let
alone any attempt to explain them. In other instances, scholars recognize that the colours in a
particular work must have an important function, but fail to ascertain what function exactly or
which symbolic role is attached to them (e.g. Philip 1967: 61-104, Boczkowska 1977: 197-231).

While art for the glory of God has enjoyed a revival of interest in recent decades, this
has not yet led to study of colour from a Biblical and Church historical perspective. Francis
Schaeffer sought to develop a God-focus for art, as a form of praise, if not worship (2006:18):
“The arts and the sciences do have a place in the Christian life — they are not peripheral. For a
Christian, redeemed by the work of Christ and living within the norms of Scripture and under
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the leadership of the Holy Spirit, the lordship of Christ should include an interest in the arts. A
Christian should use these arts to the glory of God, not just as tracts, mind you, but as things
of beauty to the praise of God. An art work can be a doxology in itself.” However, Schaeffer
mentions the use of colour only in passing (2006: 62). Others, like Duncan Roper do mention and
appreciates colour, but treat colour predominantly as an expression of creative beauty without
considering symbolic or spiritual meaning (1992: 27): “It is my claim that in doing so we have
a much better account of the aesthetic functioning of natural creation. The latter is rich with
nuances, in the shapes of trees, in the awesomeness of vistas, in the sound of waterfalls, creeks
and raging storms, in the movements of birds, not to mention the smells, odours and tastes of
all manner of things, the tender touch of a hand, and the visual effects of colour and shape. As
such these nuances are an integral part of the functioning of natural creation as it is ordered
in the coherence of all its different modes of meaning under the ordering hand of God’s Word
and Spirit.” Similarly Cameron Anderson, while emphasizing the importance of comprehending
colour theory from a practical point of view for evangelical artists (2016: 13), does not attempt
to consider or introduce the symbolic role of colour from a Biblical and historical classical point
of view.

Research design and methodological approach

This prima facia evidence suggests that colour is insufficiently recognized as a tool in the history
of Christian art. In an attempt to embrace a more inclusive art history (cf. Alexander 2007: 194),
this article seeks to address this need from a theological, classical and philological point of view.
Its aim is to propose meaning for the use of specific colours from a Biblical perspective, as
specific symbolism was attached to colours and their expression in Scripture, also as Christianity
functioned in its wider Greco-Roman context.

This is primarily a philological contribution, which seeks to explain colours from a
Biblical and Classical perspective. It does not claim that the Biblical sign language it identifies,
works for all Christian art, but argues that it may be significant for understanding visual art
that operates from a Biblical and Classical framework. As the Renaissance as a period was
inspired by both these influences, if the premise of this article is correct, religious paintings
of this time are likely to reflect symbolic colour values that are also present in Holy Scripture.
In other words, how are colours used and appreciated in the Bible and its Classical context?
And, secondarily by means of illustration: Do these values work if they are tested on religious
paintings of the Renaissance? For the first question, the methodology is philological, aiming at
establishing the accidence and meaning of colours, particularly in their Greek primary context.
The second question will be addressed in a comparative historical way, as the use of colours in
specific paintings is given significance directly from a Biblical perspective, or indirectly as this
Scriptural colour symbolism was utilized in the Christian liturgy.

Symbolism has a long history in the tradition of Christian art has always been profoundly
symbolic. Some believe this is due to the Biblical prohibition of graven images and their
worship (Ex 20). It should be kept in mind, therefore, that even when Christ or the saints are
portrayed in Renaissance painting or sculpture, this is not intended as a real representation of
their person or presence. “Ein Bild Christi dient der Erinnerung an ihn, als Hinweis auf ihn,
ist Ausgestaltung seiner Schonheit, die mit kiinstlerischer Phantasie geschaut wird, und Mittel
religioser Belehrung” (Pfeiffer 1980: 525)". Just like medievalism continues beyond the Middle-
Ages (cf. Diebold 2012: 251), this article argues that Biblical symbolism continues beyond
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Scripture and that its expressions are not merely the domain of Theology, but also of the visual
arts.

To practically illustrate the symbolic values that may be established from primary Scriptural
and Classical sources, this article uses religious Renaissance paintings. In the methodology
used, these have a mere illustrative function, as this contribution does not pretend to explain all
artistic aspects in these paintings. Its methodological aim is that to show that Biblical symbolism
is helpful for the interpretation of these pictures from a spiritual perspective. Religious paintings
from this period are especially suitable, as the Renaissance combined the appreciation of
Classical and Biblical values, Scripture and its Greco-Roman context. The Renaissance is also
unique in the sense that soon afterwards religious symbolism weakened, particularly from the 17%
century onwards. German and Dutch painters at the time also introduced new icons and motives
(Dittrich 1998: 144). Either the French Revolution or the year 1800 is seen as demarcation line
for the demise of religious symbolism in Western Europe (Hermsen 2003: 103). Also symbolism
in the visual arts in general has been in decline since. Only with the introduction of abstract
art came a renewal of appreciation of Christian allegory (Pfeiffer 1980: 525-36), albeit within
a new context of modern and post-modern times. This often misses the former consistency,
clarity and universally understood patterns of the medieval and Renaissance art, which were
rooted in a firm belief in divine presence, truth and revelation. In the new perception, a work of
art is not true because it is an intermediary for truth, but because it is perceived as a true work
of art (Leuenberger 1984: 130). This statement would have been inconceivable in the days of
the Christian Renaissance and appreciated as a departure from a Biblical worldview and value
system.

This contribution is written from a theological perspective and appreciates the visual arts as
an expression of spiritual values. It subsequently looks at colour as manifestation, gemstones as
the colour palette in Scripture and Antiquity and the spiritual value of contrast, particularly light
versus darkness. It then considers the role of four specific colours in Scripture and argues for the
following symbolic values: black as the absence of God and a reminder of his judgement; white
as the colour of God’s presence and holiness, blue for heaven as the seat of God’s authority, red
as cloth of divine authority and reminder of earthly sufferings. These four colours were selected
as their symbolic meaning is relatively straightforward in Scripture. Their use is also confirmed
by the liturgy of the Church, as retrospective section will show. Black, white and red were the
most important liturgical colours in the Western Church and blue functioned prominently in the
Middle-Ages because of its symbolic Biblical associations with heaven.

Scripture: colour as manifestation

Colour in the Bible was in the first place a manifestation. Many of the colours that we today
know in a defined and abstract way were less straightforward concepts in Biblical times. Colours
were often called after their concrete appearance in creation. Where modern Bible translations
speak about red, blue and yellow the words used in holy Writ may actually be precious stones
like jasper, sapphire and topaz.

The significance of gems in Biblical times was tied in probably not with their colour
only, but also with their worth and significance as a precious stone. This is, for instance,
suggested by the use of agate, which was found as the second stone in the third row of the
High Priest’s breastplate or breast-piece (Ex. 28: 19, 39: 12). Usually, an agate does not have
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one specific colour, but the same stone may include red, orange or dark yellow as well as blue
colour combinations. The Hebrew word conveys the idea of a flame, or something that is split
in tongues. This is suitably applied to agate as a form of chalcedony (a fine-grained variety
of quartz), which lines or bands streams of colours together. These may range from white to
dull yellow, red, brown, orange, blue, black and grey. All primary colours, and therefore per
inference possibly all colours, are represented in agate.”

The importance of precious stones as manifestation and reference point of colour is still
insufficiently recognized. John Gage (Color and Meaning: Art, Science, and Symbolism), for
instance, only refers to a 13™ century lapidary of Albertus Magnus (1999: 289), but not to any
Classical sources. Lapidaries, however, have a much longer history and were very much a part
of Classical civilisation and served as a context for Biblical symbolism.

The oldest treatise on stones extent today was written by Theophrastus (Grk. ®edppactoc,
c. 371-c. 287 BC). His booklet On Stones (Ilepi AiBwv) continued to influence other guides on
the subject until at least the Renaissance. This was stimulated by Gaius Plinius Secundus (AD
23 — August 25, AD 79), better known as Pliny the Elder, whose Naturalis Historia (Natural
Histories) built and vastly extended the earlier Greek work. Theophrastus was a native of
Lesbos, a pupil of Plato’s and successor to Aristotle in the lyceum after the latter’s expulsion
from Athens (Watson 2001: 359).

Theophrastus mentions (Caley 1956:46, I1epi AiBwv 8) that some stones are quite rare and
small, such as emerald (smaragdos), jasper (jaspis), sardine and sapphire. He also refers to their
use as seals, to authorize agreements or promises. Some stones however have specific intrinsic
powers, like the emerald which reflect its colour in water and is allegedly good for the eyes
(Caley 1956: 50 ITepi ABwv 23-24). He also distinguishes between male and female sardion and
cyan, where the male is the darker of the two. Agate he regards as a particularly beautiful stone
which is derived from the river Achates in Sicily and was sold at a high price at the time (Caley
1956: 51-52, Tlepi AiBwv 30-31).

Christian lapidaries in the Middle-Ages tend to focus on the breastplate of Moses adorned
with twelve stones symbolizing the twelve tribes of Israel (Ex. 28:15-20), the ornaments in
Ezekiel’s prophecy (28: 13) and the twelve stones that are portrayed as the foundations of the
heavenly Jerusalem (Rev. 21: 18-20). In context these provide contrast with the wicked city of
Babylon, emblem of sin, who is adorned with precious stone as well (see Rev. 18: 16, cf. Reader
1981: 456).

From the fourteenth century several authors, like John Mandeville (1900:106), suggest that
diamonds and other precious stones occur as male and female, beyond masculine and feminine
as gender, actually producing little stones by themselves (Watson 2001: 366). Although Scripture
assigns gender to stones, as it does to all nouns, it does not claim any miraculous multiplication
of stones. Neither did Theophrastus.

Gems as colour palette in Scripture and Antiquity

When one looks at precious stones and their use in the Bible, the following overview emerges.
As today’s names for gemstones are not always equivalent to their antique use, I have added
references to Plinius the Elder (who perished near Pompei in AD79). Plinius is particularly
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useful, because he was a contemporary of the Apostles and lived in the times of the New
Testament. In his Naturalis Historia, Plinius mentions the actual colours that were associated
with these gemstones at that particular time:

Agate® (multiple): Ex 28: 19, 39: 12

Amber* (yellow/orange): Ezek 1: 4, 27; 8: 2

Amethyst’ (violet-purple): Ex 28: 19, 39: 12, Rev 21: 20

Aquamarine® (light blue/green): Rev 21: 20

Carnelian/Sardius (orange/red): Ex 28: 19, 39: 10; Rev 4: 3, 21: 20

Chalcedony (milky gray variants with blue, yellow or brown): Rev 21: 19

Chrysoprase’ (golden green): Rev 21: 20

Crystal (colourless transparent): Job 28: 17, Isa 54: 12, Rev 4: 6; 21: 11; 22: 1

Coral gemstone® (shades of red): Job 28: 18, Ezek 27: 16

Diamond’ (white transparent): Ex 28: 18, 39: 11, Jer 17: 1, Ezek 28: 13

Emerald/Smaragd!® (grass green): Ex 28: 20, 39: 13, Ezek 28: 13, Rev 4: 3, 21: 18

Jacinth (violet blue): Rev 21: 20

Jasper (commonly red, also yellow, brown and green): Ex 28: 20, 39: 13, Job 28: 18, Ezek 28:
13, Rev 4: 3,21: 11,18,19

Onyx (typically black and white): Gen 2: 12, Ex 28: 20, Job 28: 16, Ezek 28: 13

Pearl!!' (white): Matt 13: 46, Rev 21: 21

Peridot/Biblical Chrysolite (yellow green): Rev 21: 19,20

Ruby (red): Ex 28: 17, 39: 10; Prov 8: 11, 31: 10, Job 28: 18, Ezek 28: 13

Sapphire'? (translucent blue): Ex 24: 10; 28: 18; 39: 11; Job 28: 6,16; Song 5: 14; Isa 54: 11,
Ezek 1: 26; 10: 1; 28: 13, Rev 21: 20

Sardonyx (white, red and black stripes): Rev 21: 20

Topaz'? (multiple, including yellow, red or blue): Ex 28: 19, 39: 12, Ezek 28: 13, Job 28: 19,
Rev 21: 20

Turquoise (dull blue to blue-green): Ex 28: 18; 39: 11; Ezek 28: 13

Several of these gem stones are listed both in the vision of Revelation 21 and as part of the
garments of the High Priest of Israel (Ex 28, for the differences see Glasson 1975: 95-100, cf.
Sedinova 2000: 31-47). Church father Epiphanius of Salamis (c. 310-403) reflects on the stones
on the breastplate of the High Priest in the following way (Stone 1989: 474-76):

0) The Names of the Gems and the Patriarchs and the Apostles.And these are the twelve gems and
names which have been written down:

1) Emerald: it is green and yellow-colored; it is found in the river Pison; it is Levi and John.

2) Cornelian: it is pink, of bloodlike aspect; it is found in Babylon; it <is a transparent gem>; (it is) a
spell for health; it is Reuben and Philip.

3) Tpazion: it is red; and it is found in the city Topaz in India; it is Simeon and Matthew.

4) Ruby: which is called carbuncle; it is fire-colored; it is found in Africa; burns at night like fire; it
is Judah and Mattathias.

5) Sapphire: it is crimson pulple; and it is found in India; it is Dan and Paul.

6) Jasper: it resembles the <emerald>, yellow-colored; it is found on the bank of the river T’ork’omos,
on the bank of the Caspian sea; it is Naphthali and Peter.

7) Turquoise: it is blue; and it is found in greater Scythia; it is Asher and Andreas.

8) Amethyst: which is ligron; of which no-one knows the provenance; it is like a bluish sand; some
say that it is brought from the Amazons; it is Gad and Thaddeus.

9) Agate: we do not find things compared with the agate; it is zakekn; again it says that (it is) gold-
colored; and it is found among the Chaldeans; it is Zebulun and Bartholemew.

10) Hyacinth: it is red; it is found around Babylon; it is Issachar and Simeon.

11) Onyx: it is light (colored); it is found in India; it is Benjamin and J<ames>.

12) <B>ezyl: sea-colored, airlike; it is found (in) <Mt. Tauxus> in the bed of the Euphrates river; it
is Joseph and Thomas.
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13) And thus St. Epiphanius explains the names of the twelve gems; and the great Andrew on the
book of the Vision of John (does the same).

14) And the two gems of examination are well known, which people called diamond. And it was on
the ankle-length garment upon the shoulders of the high priest when he entered the Holy of Holies
three times a year, on the festival of Passover and on Pentecost and on the day of Atonement.

15) And whatever the year was going to be, the gems changed to that appearance.

16) Thus, if it (i.e., the stones) became black, it foretold death; and if it was red (it foretold) the
spilling of blood; and if it appeared white, it was a sign of peace.

17) On this account, also in the days of Zechariah the father of John, when he delayed in the Temple
and (then) came forth, the people were waiting expectantly to see the gem. And they saw it sparkling
bright, whitened like the snow, and they were filled with joy, for the shining of heavenly light rendered
the jewel brilliant.

The spiritual value of light versus darkness

The visibility and appearance of colours in the Bible is closely connected with the presence of
light. The very first words that God spoke in Scripture were “Let there be light” (Gen 1: 3). It
is within the created light that all of subsequent creation comes into being. This association of
God with light is a consistent pattern throughout the Old and New Testament. Darkness, on the
other hand is associated with his absence, a fallen world subjected to death sin and the power
of Satan. The contrast between the two is prominent in the prophets. Malachi (4: 2) symbolizes
the activity of God with light: “But unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness
arise with healing in his wings”. Isaiah announces the coming of the Messiah as light breaking
through the darkness (Is 9: 2): “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: they
that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined.” A theme which
is picked up by the evangelists, e.g. Matthew 4: 12-14 (cf. Lk 1: 79). Jesus is the light of the
world (Joh 8: 12): “Then spake Jesus again unto them, saying, I am the light of the world: he that
followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.” God’s light facilitates
re-creation in a world that is overcome by darkness. Likewise his followers should be agents of
light (Matt 5: 14-15). Fallen angels may present themselves as agents of light (2 Cor 11: 14),
but are not.

God’s new heaven and earth will introduce a future where darkness is completely absent
(Rev 22: 5): “And there shall be no night there; and they need no candle, neither light of the sun;
for the Lord God giveth them light: and they shall reign for ever and ever.”

It is only in this full array of light, that creation becomes visible in all its colourful
splendour. This is best illustrated by one of the oldest emblems of colour and light in human
history: the rainbow. Scripture mentions only three people seeing a rainbow. After the great
flood, God introduced the rainbow as a sign of faithfulness and a promise that all of humanity
would never again be destroyed by floodwaters (Genesis 9: 13). In both Old and New Testament
prophecy, God is closely associated with this splendour of colours in the rainbow. Ezekiel, in a
vision, saw a rainbow above the heavenly throne of God (Ezek 1: 27-28), as did John the Divine
(Rev 4: 3). Later on, John also observes a rainbow that encompasses the head of an angel who
carries God’s final plans. These will ultimately lead to the creation of a new heaven and earth,
where light and righteousness will reign, and death and sickness will have disappeared (Rev 10:
1, cf. 21: 4,2 Pet 3: 13).

Colours express the beauty of creation, are intimately connected with the person of
God and his plans, whilst indicating his lasting commitment to humanity. The rainbow makes
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something of the splendour around God’s throne shine through on earth. Consequently, one may
establish an appreciation for the phenomenon of colour in Scripture, which is closely associated
with God as Creator and Preserver of this world. “For in him we live, and move, and have our
being” (Acts 17: 28). In Renaissance paintings God is supposed as the first and greatest Artist,
as well as the source of absolute beauty and goodness (Weissert 2003: 53), a notion this period
shares with modern evangelical authors (e.g. Scheaffer 2006: 18, Roper 1992: 27).

Blackness as God’s absence and judgement

Black, on the other hand, is the absence of colour, or the absence of light to perceive. In the Old
Testament blackness of skin is seen the consequence of judgement or unfavourable conditions
(Job 30: 30, SS 1: 6, Lam 5: 10), while black hair is used in a neutral way (SS 5: 11, Matt 5: 36).
Darkness, however, usually expresses God forsakenness and judgement (e.g. Acts 2: 20).

Figure 1
Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (detail third panel), c.1490-1510, oil on oak panels, 220
cm % 389 cm, Museo del Prado, Madrid (retrieved from the public domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
The_Garden_of Earthly Delights#/media/File:El_jard%C3%ADn_de_las_Delicias, de El Bosco.jpg).

This is perhaps best illustrated by Jesus’s words in Matthew 8: 11-12: “And I say unto you,
that many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and
Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven. But the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer
darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

Darkness sometimes operates with other colour combinations, for instance in Revelation
6: 1-8, which describes the four horse of the Apocalypse, who bring God’s judgement on earth.
The horse 1s white and symbolizes a righteous king with a crown who will ultimately receive
all power. This is followed by a red horse, which stands for bloodshed and removal of all peace
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from the earth. A third horse is black and indicates the gloomy scales of God’s judgement, while
it also has the OT connotation of killing by famine. The final horse is grey or pale and represents
death, followed by hell as it swallows up his victims.

In Scripture, darkness is also a state where the mind is blinded from the will of God: “Then
Jesus said unto them, Yet a little while is the light with you. Walk while ye have the light, lest
darkness come upon you: for he that walketh in darkness knoweth not whither he goeth” (John
12: 35). Darkness is a state that Jesus came to dispel: “I am come a light into the world, that
whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness” (John 12: 46). The aim of apostolic
preaching is defined as “to open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, and from
the power of Satan unto God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among
them which are sanctified by faith that is in me”(Acts 26: 18).

In the early medieval period this contrast and spiritual play between light and darkness
played an even greater role than the use of colours. Gage comments (1999: 69-70): “Thus the
world of colour in the early Middle Ages was an essentially unstable one in respect to hue: the
only fixed points are those of light and dark. What are the consequences of this for the history of
art? The most obvious consequence of this pre-eminence of light and dark is that we shall not be
able to expect an early medieval colour-symbolism or iconography based upon hue”.

This subtle play with the forces of darkness and light is also reflected in the Christian art of
the Renaissance. Jan van Eyck’s painting of “The Virgin with Chancellor Rolin” is an excellent
illustration (Ward 1994: 34):

As Christ is lifted toward Rolin the motion will bring him in front of the dark column that his legs
and raised arm al- ready cover. The central columns are associated with the Old Testament and loss of
eternal life by their connection to the wall decorated by Old Testament scenes, by their visual effect
of blocking passage between the two background cities and between the chancellor and the Virgin
and Child, and by their dark color. Christ as the dawning sun appears to be re- placing the era of
darkness, just as the crowning of the Virgin covers over the Old Testament scenes at the right.

Figure 2
Jan van Eyk, Madonna of Chancellor Rolin, detail, c. 1435, oil on panel, 66cm x 62cm, Musée
du Louvre, Paris (retrieved from the public domain: https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/
De_Maagd_van_kanselier_Rolin#/media/File:Eyck_madonna_rolin.jpg).
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White as symbol for holiness

While black is generally regarded as the absence of colour, white technically is a blend of all
colours, the sum of them all. This becomes beautifully visible in the rainbow, when the humid
atmospheric conditions bend the rays and all the colours of the spectrum become visible to the
human eye. Of course, the scientific technicalities behind the splendour of light were not realized
in the days before Newton. Mixing paintings that reflect light is a very different business from
the constitution of light itself. Still, at an aesthetic level the idea of white as the sum of all colours
is most agreeable with the Biblical connection of white and the holiness of God, the Creator of
all. Uberto Decembrio (1350-1427) wrote a recently rediscovered essay on shining white ‘De
candore’, which seeks the pre-eminence for white pigments. In cataloguing the colour white
he stressed the importance of the colour white in ancient History and Scripture (fols 1287)'
and its manifestation in Creation (fol 126"-128, while it is also symbolic for the light of reason
and intellectual freedom (see McManus 2013: 253).'5

White is the personification of light, and as such is often used as a symbol for holiness,
cleanness, purity and righteousness (2Chr 5: 12; Dan 7: 9; Matt 17: 2; Mark 9: 3, 16: 5; Luke
9: 29, John 20: 12, Acts 1: 10, Rev 1: 12-14, 4: 4, 6: 11, 19: 8,14 20: 11; cf. Dan 11: 35, 12:
10, Ps 51: 7, Is 1: 18, Rev 3: 18, 7: 9, 13-14). His close encounters with God, caused Moses
face to radiate with light, which suggests a radiant white (Ex 34: 29-34). A similar occurrence
takes place in the life of Jesus at the mount of transfiguration (Matt 17: 2) where Jesus “was
transfigured before them: and his face did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white as the
light.”

In the New Testament, the holiness and righteousness of believers is seen as a consequence
of Jesus’s sacrifice. For this reason red also functions as a cleaning agent that leads to white:
“And one of the elders answered, saying unto me, What are these which are arrayed in white
robes? and whence came they? And I said unto him, Sir, thou knowest. And he said to me, These
are they which came out of great tribulation, and have washed their robes, and made them white
in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev 7: 13-14).

Blue for heaven as the seat of God’s authority

The assignment of symbolism to individual colours in Scripture, however, is more difficult,
though not impossible. Take the colour blue, for instance. This is used some fifty times in
the Bible, but in the Old Testament only. There it is the concrete manifestation rather than an
abstract colour that is referred to. In the Authorized Version, the Hebrew word in question,
tekeleth (n29D), is taken to refer to a sapphire stone, which is indeed blue. Modern translations
suggest it rather refers to a cerulean mussel, which was used to dye materials (Strong 1991:
124), in which case the colour is violet rather than blue, although most continue to translate
with blue. It is probably best to stick to the sapphire, as translation for tekeleth, as the Greek
Septuagint consistently renders sapphire (e.g. Ezek 1: 26 ®g 6paoig AiBov canpeipov opoimpua,
“the appearance of a stone of sapphire”). The Vulgate Bible of the Renaissance artists certainly
read the same (“quasi aspectus lapidis sapphyri similitude”).

Blue is almost always associated with heaven or the dwelling place of God. The colour is
quite prominent in Scripture when the Lord reveals himself to Moses and the leaders of Israel,
at the time when the Law is given to Israel (Ex 24: 10, cf. 25: 3, 38: 18, Num 4: 6-12, 2Chr 2: 7,
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Ezek 1:26). Blue often comes in a context of worship and service to God (e.g. Ex 28: 6, 8, 13,
31, Num 15: 38-40).

When a pagan palace is described the association of 137D is not necessarily the same,
although it could hold true that also in pagan cultures the heavenlies and their blue colour was
connected to the world of the gods (Esther 1: 6): “Where were white, green, and blue, hangings,
fastened with cords of fine linen and purple to silver rings and pillars of marble: the beds were
of gold and silver, upon a pavement of red, and blue, and white, and black, marble.” For the
first portion of this verse, the LXX reads a different original and the three stones that are used
to describe this pavement (éni MBootp®dTOL GROPAYdiTOL AlBOV Kol TVVivoy Kol Ttapivov AiBov)
do not include a sapphire.

Figure 3
Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (detail first panel), c.1490-1510, oil on oak panels, 220
cm % 389 cm (87 in x 153 in), Museo del Prado, Madrid (public domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
The_Garden_of Earthly_Delights#/media/File:El_jard%C3%ADn_de_las_Delicias, de_El_Bosco.jpg).

An example where the heavenly association does not apply for obvious reason is Ezekiel
23:6, where blue refers to the raiment of pagan adulterers. This seems a far cry from heavenly
values. While the Authorized Version translates “clothed with blue”, and modern translations like
the New International Version follows suit with “warriors clothed in blue”, there is no sapphire in
the ancient Greek translation. The Greek has a verb based on “hyacinth”, which admittedly was
understood as blue in classical times (Liddel and Scott 1996: 1840), or bluish red (Epiphanius
classified the colour as a form of red), but does not have the ‘heavenly’ blue association of
the sapphire. The Septuagint translates “clothed with blue” (évdedvkdtag vaxivOiva) and this
hyacinth is used to illustrate that the spiritual adultery took place with royalty or the leading
families of Assyria. This makes every sense in the world, particularly if one takes hyacinth as
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a form of red (Epiphanius), and is confirmed by the following verse (23: 7), which explains
that she committed adultery with the upper class selection of the sons of Assur. The Revised
Standard Version correctly tries to bring out this colour distinction by translating: “warriors
clothed in purple”, rather than blue.

A third possible exception to the general association of blue with heaven is suggested
by Jeremiah (10: 9): “blue and purple is their clothing: they are all the work of cunning men”.
However, as with the passage from Ezekiel, while the Masoretic rendering has n37p, the original
Hebrew vocalisation may have been different. It was certainly understood to be different in the
second century before Christ. This is why the Jewish translators of the Septuagint, like they did
with the Ezekiel passage, translated with hyacinth and not with sapphire. Their version reads:
“[They are] all the works of craftsmen, they will clothe themselves with blue and scarlet” (¢pya
TEYVITAV TAVTA VAKIVOOV Kol Toppupay EVOUGOLGY QOTA").

These instances suggest that there is a lot more consistency in meaning and use of colours
in the original text of Scripture. When there is no intention to express the heavenly connection
of blue, the association with a sapphire is lacking in the divine text. Conversely, whenever the
sapphire is felt to be there by ancient authorities, the heavenly connection of blue is also present.

To emphasize the heavenly origin and mission of Jesus, Renaissance painters often opt
for a blue garment, or include a blue mantle or scarf of some sort when portraying Christ.
Hieronymus Bosch is an example in case, with his painting of Jesus carrying the cross on the Via
Dolorosa. The blue that Bosch employed in his palette was azurite,'® while other Renaissance
artists also used ultramarine and indigo.'” His different shades of red (including pinkish colours)
are acquired with vermilion and carmine lake.'®

Figure 4
Hieronymus Bosch, Christ carrying the Cross, c.1480, oil on panel, 57 cm % 32 cm,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna (public domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Christ_Carrying_the Cross_(Bosch,_Vienna)).
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The azurite used by Bosch is historically one of the most important blue pigments.
Otherwise Egyptian blue, lapis lazuli and smalt (cobalt glass or “powder blue”) are significant.
Initially, Egyptian blue was the most widely used, particularly for wall paintings.

Egyptian blue (cuprorivaite) is the oldest known artificial blue pigment. Its origin is linked with
metallurgical and glassmaking technologies dating back to at least 2500 BC in the Mesopotamic
region. Egyptian blue was the most important and frequently used blue pigment in the antique world,
such that the use of any other pigments for blue is seldom. (Gaetani, Santamaria and Seccaroni, 2004:
13).

From the early Middle-Ages, however, the role of Egyptian blue would be taken over by lapis
lazuli, particularly from the eigth century onward (Gaetani, Santamaria and Seccaroni, 2004:
20). Its deep blue was achieved by crushing the valuable gemstone lapis lazuli into a fine powder
and mixing it with other ingredients. This is a vivid illustration of the fact that there was also a
material component to colours, often reflected in contracts. Colours like lapis lazuli, also called
ultramarine, were very expensive to make. Its first known use dates back to Afghanistan in the
6th century. In the 14th and 15th centuries it was extensively used in Italy for the illumination of
manuscripts and in paintings. Because it was imported to Venice from overseas, it received its
name ultramarine (Latin: ultra mare, from beyond the sea). In the Renaissance this pigment was
more expensive than gold. This is why artists often had to sign a contract which stipulated the
exact extent of the area which was to be covered. Only early in the 19th century French chemists
developed a far less expensive synthetic form of ultramarine.

The Biblical and Classical practice to associate colours with their concrete manifestations
in nature continued to be utilized in Christian art. The use of lapis lazuli in particular is a fine
example of this fact that the

materials of the artist cannot be regarded simply as tools, for they were often repositories of values
in their own right[...]. Lapis lazuli was, and still is, a rare and costly stone, and nothing suggests
more strongly the survival into the Renaissance of medieval attitudes towards the intrinsic value of
materials than the fact that in Italian contrasts for paintings, until well into the sixteenth century,
ultramarine together with gold was frequently specified for use in the most important designate areas
of the work (Gage 1999: 13).

Genuine ultramarine is particularly interesting in the light of the ancient lapidaries and
the Biblical use of gemstones to express colour symbolism. This material component to the
Renaissance use of colour might be considered even less of a coincidence, if taken into account
the elaborate use of gold, silver and precious stones in Mediaeval sacred art and sacred objects.
The extensive use of ultramarine on Mary’s garment, along with the use of gold as background
in, for example, Simone Martini’s Christ Discovered in the Temple (see figure 7) makes good
sense when seen in this light.

An artist could emphasize the importance of a person, either Biblically speaking or in
terms of his own time, by using expensive material. So whenever this costly blue was used, there

could be a heavenly connotation or an expression of importance, or often both.

Michelangelo applied lapis lazuli to the heavens in his Last Judgement and Pietro Perugino
(and many others) used it for the Virgin Mary. A beautiful example of the latter is the mantle of
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the Virgin and the blue precious stones represented in the Van Eyck Ghent Altarpiece. This was
painted in two layers of ultramarine over an azurite base (Gage 1999: 14).

Figure S
Jan en Hubert van Eyk, Het Lam Gods, Ghent Altarpiece, c.1430-32, 350 cm x 461 cm, St. Bavo Cathedral,
Ghent (public domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghent_Altarpiece#/media/File:Lamgods_open.jpg).

It should be realized however that in the fifteenth century in the Netherlands, where oil
painting was first developed in its modern form, the valuable material lapis lazuli was rather less
frequently used than it was in Southern European countries. “The new technique of preparation
of colours had the advantage of coating each particle in a film of oil which insulated it against
chemical reaction with other pigments, reducing the risk of changes in their colour. Extensive
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mixture was thus a far less chancy business than it had been hitherto, and a far wider range of
pigments could be used than ever before” (Gage 1999: 14).

Although not many contracts from this period survive, the case of Dieric Bouts’s Altarpiece
of the The Last Supper (1464-8) for the church in Leuven is instructive. The agreement makes
no reference at all to the materials to be used, but only to the required standard of workmanship,
and technical analysis of the central panel shows that the blue used is chiefly azurite with a
minimal addition of lapis lazuli, chiefly in the sky. Gage (1999: 14): “It seems that the practice
of mixture which the oil medium allowed had led to a reduction in the status of the materials
themselves.”

Figure 6
Diederic Bouts, The Last Supper,
c. 1464-67, oil on panel, 180 cm x 150 cm, St Peter, Leuven (public domain: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Dieric_Bouts#/media/File:Dieric_Bouts - The Last Supper - WGA03003.jpg).

Red as cloth of divine authority and suffering

Red was already touched upon with Epiphanius’s understanding of Hyacinth and the adulterers
in Ezekiel. The use of the colour red in the Bible is somewhat diverse, if not complicated. The
term scarlet (koxkivoc) is found for the rope that Rahab the prostitute left hanging from her
window (Josh 2: 18), as well as for the mock royal robe that put around Jesus by the Roman
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soldiers to mock him as the king of the Jews (Matt 27: 28). This use of scarlet in combination
with fancy dress, is also present in Jeremiah (4:30) where people try to dress up in scarlet
(mep1Bain kékKvov), but fail to impress.

As a general rule for the Old Testament scarlet, proper red or scarlet is associated with
ritual sacrifice and payment for sin (Ex 25: 4, 26: 1, 31, 36, 27: 16, 28: 5-8, 15). This is even
truer for the New Testament, where scarlet is almost exclusively linked with sin (Heb 9: 19) or,
when it refers to clothes: with a life of sin (Rev 17: 4) that is abhorrent to God.

The same kind of red is sometimes referred to by both xdxkivoc (scarlet) and Toppupodc
(purple). The royal robe of Matthew 27, is called purple in John (19: 2,4). It may be helpful
to recognize that colours may have different shades and qualities for several people and in
different circumstances. On which colour the observer settles might well be dependent on his
consciousness and perspective at the time. Observers’ claims may be jointly inconsistent, while
yet none of them is obviously false (Sundstrom 2007: 141). In this case of Jesus’s scarlet
versus purple robe it is likely that the robe had both qualities and each evangelist emphasized a
different shade. Also, in Hebrew similar expressions are often used as a repetitive enforcement,
saying the same thing twice, but with a slightly different emphasis. Although written in Greek,
Revelation has Hebrew style characteristics that also show in emphasis by saying the same
thing twice in a slightly different way. St John the Divine was a Jew after all. Revelation 17:
4 describes an evil woman as “clothed in purple and scarlet” (nmepiBefAnpévn moppupodv Kol
kokkivov); whilst her sinful city (Rev 18: 16) is said to be “clothed in fine linen, purple and
scarlet” (BOoovov Kol TOPPLPOVY Kol KOKKIVOV).

Apart from these uses of red, there is also the fiery red (mvpdg), which stands for war and
devastation (Rev 6: 4; 12: 3). The LXX uses this word as equivalent for the Hebrew adom (%71,
cf. Zech 1: 8, 6: 2). This is also used as the colour for blood and bloodshed, for instance in 2
Kings 3:22: “red as blood” (X72°2 378). Although modern Western colour symbolism tends to
attach different meanings to colours than Holy Scripture, there is something to be said for its
viewpoint that, in general, two meanings may be attributed to every colour, one exalted and the
other debased (Wilson 1935:317).

As with other religious symbols, colour symbolism attests to a continuity of history, not
by transcending time, but by making vivid, concrete, and actual God’s unifying purpose within
time. “It impresses upon men with dramatic impact the reality of God’s action in the past, and in
some measure is instrumental in actualizing his purpose for the future” (Cherbonnier 1956: 38).

In Renaissance paintings, Jesus is often portrayed in a combination of red and blue
garments, indicating the richness and layers in colour symbolism. While red indicates both his
suffering and sacrifice, it also points to royalty; whereas blue points to his heavenly mission and
origin. El Greco (Aopnvikog ®gotokémovroc, 1541-1614) has both colours for Jesus’s garments
on the Via Dolorosa (c. 1580), while Simone Martini of Sienna (c. 1284-1344) shows Jesus there
wearing blue and red as well. Mary often receives blue and red garments as well. She is clothed
in blue, because of her presumed position in the heavenlies; and carries red closer to her heart
because of her suffering on account Jesus’s mission (Luke 2: 35). This is why, if two different
colours are present, the upper garment is usually blue while the dress it red. Martini also uses
red as symbolic for the activity of the Holy Spirit. This is visible in the red Bible, the Word of
the Spirit (2 Peterl: 21), which Martini has the young Jesus carry as his parents discovered him
in the temple (Luke 2: 41-52).
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Figure 7
Simone Martini, Christ Discovered in the Temple, 1342, Tempera and gold leaf on wood panel,
495 mm x 351 mm, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool (retrieved from the public domain:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simone_Martini#/media/File:Simone_Martini_-_
Christ_Discovered_in_the_Temple - Google Art Project.jpg).

A similar attire of a red dress and blue mantle is found in Botticelli’s Wemyss Madonna,
dating from the first half of the 1480s. While lighter areas and under-layers were painted with
egg tempera, oil was used for the darker colours and final glazes: “the red lake glaze and the
deep blue folds of the Virgin’s tunic and mantle are painted in heat-bodied walnut oil, exploiting
the higher refractive index of oil to give these areas a rich, transparent and saturated appearance”
(Higgitt and White, 2005: 89).
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Figure 8
Sandro Boticelli, The Virgin Adoring the Sleeping Christ Child, c.1490, Tempera and gold on canvas,122 x
80.3 cm, National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh (retrieved from the public domain https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/List_of works by Sandro_Botticelli#/media/File:Botticelli_Scotland_96.jpg).

From a Biblical symbolic point of view it is likely that the use of blue and red for Mary’s
garments expresses a spiritual contrast and message. These are not merely different colours, but
their contrast also points to a tension in the spiritual message which the artist wishes to convey.
“Blue, the color of the sky, symbolizes Heaven and heavenly love. It is the color of truth,
because blue always appears in the sky after the clouds are dispelled, suggesting the unveiling
of truth.” (Ferguson 1989: 151) Red represents power to rule. It has been called “the color of
sovereign power” (Ferguson 1989: 152), while it also has a connotation with flames of suffering
as well as the equipping power of the Holy Spirit, which was symbolized by tongues of fire at
Pentecost (Acts 2).
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The contrast between blue and red common in Renaissance portraits of Mary may
emphasize the tension between her heavenly calling and earthy pilgrimage, as she underwent
pain and suffering because her willingness to be Jesus’s mother (cf. Luke 2: 35), while the Holy
Spirit sustained her on the way. This contrast may be simultaneously (“Simultankontrast’) or
successively (‘nachwirkend’ or ‘Sukzessivkontrast’, see Rehm 2010: 165-6). In other words, not
only the colours as such, but also their contrast in apposition has meaning. Either in the here and
now, or pointing to a future state that contrasts the present. In their person, Jesus, Mary and the
saints carry heavenly status and belonging, but while on earth this brings sacrificial service and
suffering. They are pilgrims and the world in its present fallen state is not their home.

Other painters like to emphasize blue or red, one or the other. We already noticed that
Bosch gave Jesus a blue garment on the Via Dolorosa. Reversely, Italian painters like Simone
Martini and Benvenuto di Giovanni di Meo del Guasta (c. 1436-1509) opted for a red dress for
Christ on the way of the cross, emphasizing Jesus’s atoning suffering.

Figure 9
Benvenuto di Giovanni, Jesus carrying the Cross (detail), c. 1491, tempera
on panel, 41.4 x 47.4 cm, National Gallery of Art, Washington (public domain
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Christ_Carrying the Cross_A18132.jpg).
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Colour symbolism in liturgical tradition

A further indication of the symbolic value and function of the colours black, white, red and
blue is also found in the liturgy of the Western Church, which provided a spiritual context to
Christian artists at the time. Initially white was the only liturgical colour used in church. Clergy
robes called “albs” (albus is Latin for white) are reminiscent of this. According to tradition
white was exclusively used up to the fourth century. Pastoureau (1999: 113, cf. Morrisloe 1908)
writes: “Dans les premiers temps du christianisme, on observe pour le culte une predominance
de la couleur blanche ou des étoffes et des vétements non teints, le prétre célébrant 1’ office avec
son costume ordinaire.”"

Black and red were introduced from that time, but it is not until Innocent III (d. 1216) that
the green is first mentioned on record; as well a possibility of violet for occasional use. Before
this time only black, white and red had achieved any general acceptance for specific offices in
the Western Church (Gage 1999: 70). But even by AD1300, when a system of vestment had
developed, there was hardly a compulsory codified practice in the West, and for instance, great
diversity in use of sombre colours (Pastoureau 1999: 132).

Blue was widely popular in an age obsessed with Mary as perceived queen of heaven,
significant for the medieval period and Renaissance, while its use is seldom permitted for
liturgical purposes nowadays (Pastoureau 1999: 130). For the interpretation of Medieval and
Renaissance art it is important to realize that modern liturgical values do not always coincide
with their Biblical or historical meanings.*

Complexity of Renaissance

Although the Renaissance drew on classical as well as Biblical sources, these overlapped
in terms of colour symbolism. Classical sources became more prominent in the 16" century,
after Antonius Thylesius published his Libellus de Coloribus(1528) and Pelegrino Morato Del
Significato de’ Colori (1535).

Morato dedicated the longest chapters in his book ‘On the Meaning of Colours’ on green,
red, and white, which for him represented the Biblical virtues of hope, charity and faith. This,
however, seems to be mainly based on his personal interpretation, despite the countless classical
references that Del Significato contains (Osborne 2015: 82). This suggests that the antique
concepts overlapped with personal interpretation and caused to some extent at least a departure
from proper Biblical symbolism. This should not really be surprising. A mixture of influences
in a turbulent world like the Renaissance is unlikely to lead to uniform results in all authors and
artists. And then of course, the Renaissance was a revival movement that appreciate different and
at times incompatible, sources like Scripture and Pagan Antiquity. Italian artists like Botticelli
(Birth of Venus) rediscovered and appreciated pagan myths, but this did not imply that they
ceased to be anything else than 15th century Italians who had been culturally Christians for a
thousand years. They did not become classical, they merely integrated classical concepts.
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In retrospect

Holy Scripture is a rich source of colour-symbolism, which was drawn from in later Christian
liturgy and the visual arts in Western civilisation over the centuries. Scripture was found to
consider colour not so much as a theoretical value, but as a concrete manifestation in creation.
This notion is valuable for Evangelical and Catholic artists who wish to pursue art ‘for the glory
of God’, from the premise of a creative relationship between the artist as creature, using created
materials to glorify the ultimate Creator of all.

The spiritual value of contrast is a fruitful venue to explore, particularly between darkness
and the God-created light, which reveals colours in all their splendour. It is the light of God that
brings forth colours, while any conceivable beauty is dispelled by darkness.

This contribution restricted its scope to the use of four colours. In Biblical symbolism
black, white, blue and red have a consistent meaning that is supported by a philological basis
in the use of these colours in their Scriptural context. While the symbolic value of a colour may
depend on its specific context, the core symbolism of each colour is often restricted to a few basic
meanings. As contexts are often readily recognized, interpretation of religious Renaissance art
that is based on this colour imagery is not necessarily speculative. Especially, as theirs was not
mere ars gratia artis. Colours were, more often than not, an integral part of a spiritual message
that the artists sought to convey.

To appreciate the values that Renaissance artists expressed in their paintings, it is important
to recognize the role of this Biblical colour symbolism in their work. Both the production of
Christian art and its interpretation call for a renewed awareness of the spiritual value of colour
in Scripture.

Notes

1 Translation by the author: “An image of Christ 3 Cf. Plinius, Naturalis Historia, liber 37.3.
serves the memory of him, as a reference to

him, is the embodiment of his beauty, which 4 Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.11.37, describes
is looked upon with artistic imagination, and a amber’s static’s electricity: in Syria quoque
means of religious instruction.” feminas verticillos inde facere et vocare
harpaga, quia folia paleasque et vestium

2 The use of primary colours to achieve others fimbrias rapiat. “that in Syria the women
was probably not practiced widely until the make whorls of it and call it ‘harpax,’ or ‘the
seventeenth century. Gage (1999:14): “To the snatcher,” because it picks up leaves, straws and
devaluing of intrinsically precious pigments the fringes of garments.”
which oil painting brought with it can be added
the identification of a small set o ‘primary’ 5 Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.21 speaks about
colours, a set which became codified, around the “flashing purple” quality of the amethyst
1600, as black and white, red, yellow and blue. (est amethysti fulgens purpura). The Hebrew
It was the oil-painters’ capacity to mix which word for amethyst goes back to the root “to
led to the recognition that only a few colours dream” and the Greek to the combination of
were needed to mix many.” The practice of “not” and “to be affected by alcohol”, which
mixing paints to achieve different colours, might suggest that the gem guarded one against
however, is at least as old as the thirteenth intoxication.
century BC, for instance lapis lazuli was mixed
with red ochre to obtain purple (Brysbaert 6 Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.20.76: “Many
2006:262). people consider the nature of beryls to be
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10

11

12

13

14

similar to, if not identical with, that of emeralds.
Beryls are produced in India and are rarely
found elsewhere. All of them are cut by skilled
craftsmen to a smooth hexagonal shape since
their colour, which is deadened by the dullness
of an unbroken surface, is enhanced by the
reflection from the facets. If they are cut in any
other way they lack brilliance. The most highly
esteemed beryls are those that reproduce the
pure green of the sea, while next in value are
the so-called ‘chrysoberyls.” These are slightly
paler, but have a vivid colour approaching

that of gold.” (Eandem multis naturam aut
certe similem habere berulli videntur. India

eos gignit, raro alibi repertos. poliuntur omnes
sexangula figura artificum ingeniis, quoniam
hebes unitate surda color repercussu angulorum
excitetur. aliter politi non habent fulgorem.
probatissimi ex iis sunt qui viriditatem

maris puri imitantur, proximi qui vocantur
chrysoberulli, paulo pallidiores, sed in aureum
colorem exeunte fulgore.)

Cf. Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.20.
Cf. Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.56.

It was known in Plinius’ day that even the
toughest gemstones can be worked with a
diamond point, see Naturis Historia 37.76.

Plinius (Naturalis Historia 37.21) speaks about
the sea-green tint of the ‘smaragdus,’ (est
smaragdi virens mare).

In Roman times, pearls were quite popular and
even regarded the most precious product of the
sea (see Plinius H.N. 37.78). Amongst Julius
Caesars countless affairs was a relationship
with Servilia, mother of Marcus Brutus, for
whom in his first consulship he bought a pearl
costing six million sesterces. See Suetonius,
Life of Julius Caesar 50.2(). In English ‘pearl’
is a name of relative late use and dates back

to the publication of the Geneva Bible (1599).
The medieval Wycliffe Bible, for instance
render Matthew 13:45-46 as follows: “Again
the kingdom of heavens is like to a merchant,
that seeketh good margarites”, which is derived
from the Greek popyopitg.

Cf. Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.67.
Cf. Plinius, Naturalis Historia 37.32.

In his De Candore,section F, Uberto Decembrio
gives quotations from Ecclesiastes 9:8, Wisdom

15

16

17

18

19

20

7:26; Daniel 9:8, I1 Maccabees 9:8, Mark 9:2,
16:4; John 20:12; James 2:2; Revelation 4:4
to emphasize the pure and divine character of
white (McManus 2013:261).

In Byzantine arts white receives emphasis as
well. Gage (1999: 70) point to the white robe of
Christ in the Transfiguration as “one of the very
few colour traditions recorded in the Byzantine
Painter’s Manual of Dionysius of Fourna.”

Raft explains that the “lazur” applied in wall
paintings was at the beginning of the Middle
Ages first of all ultramarine made from lapis
lazuli. Later the term changed its meaning and
must be translated azurite (Raft 1968: 4).

Like with the French synthetic alternative for
lapis lazuli, Prussian blue became an alternative
for indigo in the 18th and 19th century, despite
its being prone to fading (Kirby, J, Saunders, D
2004:74).

http://www.webexhibits.org/pigments/intro/
renaissance.html.

Translation author: “In the earliest times of
Christianity, the colour white is predominant
in worship or fabrics and clothing that are not
dyed, the priest celebrating the office in normal
clothes.”

The liturgical significance of colours today is,
to some extent, different from the medieval
period and Renaissance. In Innocent’s day,
black was initially used for seasons of penance,
but today its liturgical use is largely restricted
for mourning; in Anglo Catholic traditions

also to mourn Jesus’s passing on Good Friday.
Eastern Orthodox Church and the Eastern
Catholic Churches of Byzantine Rite still do
not have a universal system of colours. Today
white is the colour of joy and festivity, although
its earlier use was connected to the Christians
who died for their faith and were sanctified by
Christ’s sacrifice (Rev 6: 9-11). Red has lost
some of its earlier association with the power
of the Holy Spirit and divine authority, and is
now almost exclusively used for Our Lord’s
passion and feasts of martyrs. Green, which
does not have a clear symbolic use in Scripture,
is today interpreted as the colour of new life
and the work of the Holy Spirit, reserved for the
‘ordinary’ time after Epiphany and Pentecost.
Violet, a relative newcomer, is now commonly
used for days of penance and preparation, like
the seasons of Advent and Lent.



Works cited

Alexander, J, 2007. Contemporary
Approaches to the Medieval Face,
Gesta 46.2: 193-7.

Anderson, C.J., 2016. The Faithful Artist:
A Vision for Evangelicalism and the
Arts. Studies in Theology and the Arts,
Downer’s Grove: Intervarsity Press.

Boczkowska, A. 1977, The Crab, the Sun,
the Moon and Venus: Studies in the
Iconology of Hieronymus Bosch’s

triptych “the garden of earthly
delights”, Oud Holland, 91.4: 197-231.

Bruyn, E de, 2005, The Iconography of
Hieronymus Bosch’s “St. Christopher
carrying the Christ Child”(Rotterdam)’,
Oud Holland 118.1/2:28-37.

Brysbaert, A. 2006. Lapis Lazuli in an
Enigmatic ‘Purple’ Pigment from
a Thirteenth-Century BC Greek
WallPainting, Studies in Conservation
51.4: 252-66.

Caley, R.C. and Richards, J.F.C. 1956.
Theophrastus on Stones, Introduction,
Greek Text, English Translation and
Commentary. Columbus, Ohio State
University Press.

Cherbonnier, E. La B. Mystical vs. Biblical
Symbolism, The Christian Scholar,
39(1): 32-44.

Diebold, W.J. 2012. .Medievalism, Studies in
Iconography, 33: 247-56.

Dittrich, L. and S. 1998. Tiersubstitute
fiir tradierte Tiersymbole die

Erweiterung des Kanons von Tieren mit

Sinnbildbedeutung in der Tafelmalerei
des 15. und 16. Jahrhunderts, Wallraf-
Richartz-Jahrbuch 59: 123-54.

Eichholz, D.E. 1962, Pliny, Natural History,
Volume X, Books 36-37. (Loeb

Classical Library 419), Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Ferguson, G. 1989. Signs and Symbols in
Christian Art, with 350 Illustrations
Complete and Unabridged. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Gage, J. 1999. Color and Meaning: Art,
Science, and Symbolism. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Gaetani, M.C., Santamaria, S. and Seccaroni,
C. 2004. The Use of Egyptian Blue and
Lapis Lazuli in the Middle Ages: The
Wall Paintings of the San Saba Church
in Rome, Studies in Conservation 49(1):
13-22.

Glasson, T.F. 1975. The order of Jewels
in Revelation XXI.19-20: a Theory

eliminated, The Journal of Theological
Studies 26(1): 95-100.

Hartau, J. 2005. Das neue Triptychon von
Hieronymus Bosch als Allegorie iiber
den “Unniitzen Reichtum”, Zeitschrift
fiir Kunstgeschichte 68(3): 305-38.

Hermsen, E. 2003. Religiose Zeichensysteme
im Spannungsfeld anikonischer
und ikonischer Darstellung:
Neue Perspektiven zu einer
zeichentheoretischen Begriindung der
Religionswissenschatft, Zeitschrift fiir
Religions- und Geistesgeschichte 55(2):
97-120.

Higgitt, C. and White, R. 2005. Analyses of
Paint Media: New Studies of Italian
Paintings of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth
Centuries, National Gallery Technical

Bulletin 26: 88-104.

Kirby, J and Saunders, D. 2004. Fading
and Colour Change of Prussian
Blue: Methods of Manufacture and
the Influence of Extenders, National
Gallery Technical Bulletin 25: 73-99.

87



Liddell, H.G. and Scott, R. 1996. Greek-
English Lexicon. Oxford, Clarendon
Press.

Leuenberger, R. 1984. Theologische
Reflexionen tiber die Kunst, Zeitschrift
fiir Theologie und Kirche 81,1: 127-37.

Osborne, R. 2015. Renaissance Colour
Symbolism II: Telesio and Morato on
the Meaning of Colours. Raleigh, Lulu.

Mandeville, J. 1900. The Travels of Sir John
Mandeville. London, Macmillan.

McManus, S.M. 2013. A new Renaissance
Source on Colour: Uberto Decembrio’s
“De Candore”, Journal of the Warburg
and Courtauld Institutes 76: 251-62.

Miller, S. 2016. The Word Made Visible
in the Painted Image: Perspective,
Proportion, Witness and Threshold
in Italian Renaissance Painting.
Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing.

Morrisroe, P. 1908. Liturgical Colours, The
Catholic Encyclopedia, retrieved on
January 2017 from New Advent: http://
www.newadvent.org/cathen/04134a.
htm.

Pfeiffer, H. 1980. Religiose Symbole und
symbolische Darstellungsweisen in der

christlichen Kunst, Gregorianum 61(3):

507-38.

Philip, L.B. 1967. Raum und Zeit in der
Verkiindigung des Genter Altares’,
Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch 29: 61-104.

Raft, A. 1968. About Theophilus’
Blue Colour, ‘Lazur’, Studies in
Conservation, 13(1):1-6.

Schaefer, F.A. 2006. Art and the Bible.
Downer’s Grove: Intervarsity Press.

Sedinova, H. 2000. The Precious Stones of
Heavenly Jerusalem in the Medieval

88

Book Illustration and their Comparison
with the Wall Incrustation in St.
Wenceslas Chapel, Artibus et Historiae
21(41): 31-47.

Stone, M.E. 1989. An Armenian Epitome
of Epiphanius’s “De Gemmis”, The
Harvard Theological Review 82(4):
467-76.

Strong, J. 1991. Hebrew and Chaldee
Dictionary of the Words in the Hebrew
Bible, Nashville: Holman.

Sundstrom, P. 2007. Colour and
Consciousness: untying the
Metaphysical Knot, Philosophical
Studies: An International Journal for

Philosophy in the Analytic Tradition
136(2): 123-65.

Reader, W.W. 1981. The Twelve Jewels of
Revelation 21: 19-20: Tradition History
and Modern Interpretations, Journal of
Biblical Literature 100(3): 433-57.

Rehm, R. 2010. Man unterscheidet zweierlei
Farbenkontraste, den instantanen und
den nachwirkenden; zum Kontext
einiger farbtheoretischer Bemerkungen
Gottfried Sempers im “Stil” von1860,
Sudholffs Archiv 94(2): 157-77.

Rolfe, J.C. and Bradley, K.R. 1914. Suetonius
Lives of the Caesars 1: Julius, Augustus,
Tiberius, Gaius, Caligula (Loeb
Classical Library 31). Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Roper, D.L. 1992. The reformational
contribution to aesthetic theory, Issues
7: 1-45.

Walton, S.A. 2001. Theophrastus on
Lyngurium: Medieval and Early
Modern Lore from the Classical
Lapidary Tradition, Annals of Science
58:357-79.



Ward, J.L. 1994. Disguised Symbolism as 16. Jahrhunderts, Nederlands

Enactive Symbolism in Van Eyck’s Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek / Netherlands
Paintings, Artibus et Historiae 15(29): Yearbook for History of Art 54: 26-59.
9-53.
Wilson, R.F. 1935. Colour and Colour
Weissert, C. 2003. Malerei und Kiinstler- Nomenclature, Journal of the Royal
virtus in der Niederlande des Society of Arts 83(4291): 307-23.

Benno A. Zuiddam, D.Th. (Theology) Ph.D. (Classical Greek), is a research professor in New
Testament Studies and Church History with the Faculty of Theology of North West University,
Potchefstroom, South Africa. He also serves with the Centre for Patristic Research (Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam/University Tilburg). He has published in a great variety of peer-reviewed journals,
including international publications in the fields of Greek and Old Testament Studies. He also
authored an in-depth study on the authority of the Scriptures in the early church. While professor
Zuiddam’s research focuses on divine revelation in early Christian and Biblical literature and the
Greco-Roman world, he also takes a professional interest in Renaissance art. He published several
research articles on Hieronymus Bosch. He is also an elected fellow of the South African Academy
of Science and Arts. His book Hope and Disillusionment, a basic introduction to the history of the
Western church, has been described as an “Alpha course for church history” (Reformed Daily).

89



Exploring discursive channelling of libidinal flows: a materialist
ecofeminist reading of Nadine Labaki’s Caramel (2007)
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Labaki’s film Caramel (2007), set in Beirut, involves an interweaving of several women’s stories.
It shows the ordinary side of existence in the city, rarely thematised since the physical violence of
Beirut usually takes centre stage in any treatment of it and its people in the media. However, a less
blatant, but insidious, form of violence is treated in the cinematic narrative — the channelling of
Beiruti women’s libidinal flows through discursive frameworks pertaining to gender, which work to
reinforce dominant societal trajectories. In the film, the central women characters are portrayed as
finding themselves constrained by, at times passing in and out of, and sometimes trying to negotiate
or to defy, societally ‘given’ moulds of femininity. Compelled either to pursue a ‘traditional’
femininity, or to aspire to the ideal of a ‘liberated” woman — both of which harbour benefits and
drawbacks — the women try to find a way forward. In this article, against the backdrop of a materialist
ecofeminist account of ‘traditional” and ‘liberated’ moulds of femininity, an analysis of Caramel is
undertaken tracing the (gendered) discursive channelling of the women characters’ libidinal flows.
Also examined is how these flows nonetheless are portrayed as exceeding discursively constructed
parameters, speaking to what ecofeminists identify as an epistemologically-attuned relationality. It is
argued that the film allows for circumspect reflection on gender identity formation and how gender
moulds serve certain societal configurations, and thus that it invites viewers to see through discursive
channelling of libidinal flows particularly as this relates to ‘femininity.’

Key words: Labaki, Caramel, gender, libidinal flows, channelling

’n Ondersoek na die diskursiewe kanalisering van libidinale strominge: ’n materialisties-
ekofeministiese interpretasie van Nadine Labaki se Caramel (2007)

Labaki se rolprent, Caramel (2007), wat in Beirut afspeel, bestaan uit die vervlegting van verskeie
vroue se verhale. Dit wys die alledaagse kant van bestaan in die stad, wat selde getematiseer word
omdat die fisiese geweld van Beirut gewoonlik in die brandpunt staan van enige media-weergawe
van die stad en haar mense. Desnietemin word n minder blatante, dog verraderlike soort geweld in
hierdie filmnarratief aangespreek — die kanalisering van Beiruti vroue se libidinale strominge deur
diskursiewe raamwerke wat op geslag betrekking het en daartoe bydra om dominante sosiale trajekte
te versterk. Soos voorgestel in die rolprent, moet die sentrale vrouekarakters noodgedwonge sosiaal-
‘gegewe’ gietvorme van vroulikheid op verskillende wyses in aanmerking neem, soms deur hulle
aan te neem of van hulle te ontsnap, en andersins weer deur hulle te verwerk of te trotseer. Enersyds
verplig om ‘tradisionele’ vroulikheid te beliggaam, of andersyds om die ideaal van ’n ‘bevryde’ vrou
na te streef — albei waarvan sowel voordele as nadele bevat — poog die vroue om ’n pad vorentoe
te vind. Teen die agtergrond van ’n materialisties-ekofeministiese weergawe van ‘tradisionele’ en
‘bevryde’ vorms van vroulikheid word ’n analise van Caramel in hierdie artikel onderneem met die
oog daarop om die geslags-georiénteerde kanalisering van die vrouekarakters se libidinale strominge
bloot te 1€. Ondersoek word ook ingestel na die feit dat die voorstelling van genoemde strominge
desnietemin aantoon dat hulle die diskursief-gekonstrueerde parameters oorskry, wat aan die hand
van wat ekofeministe as epistemologies-georiénteerde relasionaliteit beskou, begryp kan word.
Daar word geargumenteer dat die rolprent ruimte laat vir omsigtige refleksie oor die totstandkoming
van geslagsidentiteit en hoe geslagsvorme sekere sosiale konfigurasies dien, en dat dit kykers dus
aanmoedig om deur die diskursiewe kanalisering van libidinale strominge te sien, veral vir sover dit
op ‘vroulikheid’ betrekking het.

Sleutelwoorde: Labaki, Caramel, geslag, libidinale strominge, kanalisering
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things as they really are for everyday women in Beirut, rather than being the product

of contrivance. Labaki co-wrote the script with two male writers whom she describes
in an interview as being “very sensitive...to women” (QUEERmdb 2015), and she drew
inspiration from ordinary women she knows. She then wove together five women’s stories into
a cinematic narrative which discloses the tensions experienced by Beiruti women — torn as
they are between ‘tradition’ on the one hand, and a modernising ‘liberated” womanhood on the
other. While tradition, as represented in the film, tends to direct women into seemingly demure
and servile wife- and motherhood roles, it also offers close ties with loved ones and a sense of
place. In turn, while the ideal of ‘liberated’ womanhood promises women independence and
freedom, its pursuit can result in a sense of social alienation and feelings of groundlessness.
Labaki powerfully represents the tensions which her women characters experience caught as
they are, in her words, “between East and West;” yet, she still leaves interpretive space open to
viewers by arguing in an interview that she made the film without any specific message in mind
and that viewers should “make [their]...own interpretation” (Namellew 2009). It is especially
through bringing attention to bear on the women’s physical worlds and bodily experiences —
which of course do interact with the discursive infrastructure surrounding them — that Caramel
opens a space for critical contemplation of socially constructed and automatically allocated
gender roles. This tactile dimension of the film gives clear expression to women’s realities as
embodied beings who relate to one another, not only emotionally but also through touch, in
ways that exceed language or discourse itself. This paper argues that Caramel goes beyond
merely portraying the different feminine moulds available to Lebanese women, actually inviting
viewers to see through ‘traditional’ and ‘liberal’ gender constructions.

The film Caramel/Sukkar Banat (2007), according to its director Nadine Labaki, shows

A materialist ecofeminist assessment of ‘traditional’ and ‘liberal’ moulds of femininity

In Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale, the German ecological feminist Maria Mies
provides a historical materialist account of the division of labour between men and women,
which, she argues, resulted in the production of specific gender roles for each. Mies recounts
how the division of labour between the sexes over many generations led to the familiar notion
that the proper role of a woman is that of housewife and mother — constituting what is termed
the ‘traditional’ mould of femininity or womanhood. Yet, Mies adds that such positioning and
framing of women received renewed and rather innovative reinforcement in late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Europe, in a way that ironically paved the way for an alternative,
competing mould of femininity to develop. Around that time, argues Mies (1998: 106), over and
above women’s position in the home being legitimated on the grounds of their having to raise
children who would grow up to be productive workers, it also became justified in terms of their
having to support the nation through being “agent[s] of consumption.” Thus, what Mies refers to
as “housewifization” (1998: 106) went hand in hand with consumerism from that time onward,
and involved the merging of femininity with the purchase of goods for the family.

It is in the aftermath of the Second World War that a new model of femininity developed,
partly under the impetus of the above-mentioned shift in emphasis toward consumption. Yet,
in this new mould, consumption was to be engaged in by the woman for herself rather than
for a family more generally. British media and cultural theorist Bill Osgerby accounts for this
transformation in far greater detail than does Mies. As Osgerby (2001: 51-52) explains, small-
town conservatism was discarded after the war as large numbers of people urbanised. This, as
well as the exigencies of the war, had a rather destabilising effect on traditional gender roles.
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Particularly, women gained confidence and a sense of independence through being employed
during the war, and this could not be easily undermined — particularly as post-war society took off
in a consumerist direction, so giving women an alternative avenue to build (gender) identity. In
short, a yearning for independence, fuelled further by second-wave feminist actions, combined
with a post-war commodity boom requiring greater numbers of consumers, led to the emergence
of a liberated ‘New Woman’ archetype alongside the more traditional mould of femininity. The
American feminist Gloria Steinem embodied this new feminine ideal; she stood for a type of
liberal feminist who could fight for women’s rights while also revelling in “a consumption-
driven lifestyle and an embrace of fashionable stylishness” (Osgerby 2001: 190). This New
Woman femininity, which has persisted into the present, forms part of a commodity-orientated
feminism complicit with corporate interests. Within it, careerism and excessive consumption
are framed as evidence of women’s emancipation (Goldman, Heath & Smith 1991: 333-351).
For New Zealand media theorist Hilary Radner, though, this new feminine mould debilitates
feminism. This is because it is inscribed “within an institutional structure that remains largely
patriarchal,” and because it stays rooted in the exploitive capitalist economic system since it
represents itself “as the capacity to act as a consumer” (1995: 2-3). This mould of femininity has
also been criticised given how, to approximate to its ideal of beauty as exemplified by Hollywood
celebrities (Connell 2009: 5), an array of products is to be purchased — often endorsed by these
celebrities themselves. Further, “impossible physical standards” (Radner 1995: 177) are set for
women seeking to achieve the desired look. And finally, what must also be emphasised is that
this liberal type of femininity in no way problematises the politico-economic status quo. It
supports it and by implication, condones the human and ecosystem exploitation on which this
established order rests.

To return to materialist ecofeminist perspectives on these two prevailing moulds of
femininity: on the one hand, from an ecofeminist perspective, the nuclear family with the woman
subordinated in housewifely and maternal roles, certainly is problematic as regards power
relations. This is because, very easily, women in these positions can be considered and treated
as mere reproductive sites and unpaid labourers, so much so that Mies (1998: 110) likens the
nuclear family to a colonisation endeavour, arguing that the power dynamic in the little colony
of the nuclear family replicates the one that was present in big colonies abroad. Ecofeminist
activists aim to undermine the treatment of people and the non-human world as free resources.
Thus, understandably, they are critical of the way women in care-giving roles in the household
stand to be resourced rather than accorded proper recognition or compensation.

That said, ecofeminists are also deeply critical of the consumerist-orientated, ostensibly
liberated, ‘New Woman’ femininity on offer to women. Their opposition to this gender mould is
premised on the argument that women’s complicity in the capitalist-consumerist nexus results in
as much social and ecological harm as men’s involvement in it does. Thus, materialist ecological
feminism especially, differs from free market-minded and consumerist-friendly forms of liberal
feminism. In the frame of such latter inflections of liberal feminism, women’s emancipation is
equated to women’s entry into the economic system as men’s equals, which in no way threatens
the power relations underpinning our socially and environmentally problematic societies.
What is not acknowledged is that women pursuing the above-described (neo)liberal mould of
femininity end up “operat[ing] according to the principles of male/bourgeois individualism,”
and accordingly “must deny any domestic responsibilities or pass them on to someone else
(usually another woman)” (Mellor 1992: 55). In short, in this feminine mould, exploitation
proceeds relatively unhindered, merely being reallocated to another person.
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However — and this is where things become more complex — although ecofeminists oppose
the hierarchical power relations characterising the nuclear family model, this does not mean that
they dismiss the care-giving that women in housewifely and/or motherly roles exercise. On the
contrary, from an ecological perspective in which care for dependents and for the wider (human
and non-human) community is recognised as a fundamental part of existence — and indeed as
essential to the continuance of life itself — the care-giving capacities that mostly women embody
in the household context are extremely important to cultivate and extrapolate out. But the point
is that such care-giving is not valued in the money economy; both it and related principles of
relationality and precaution are neither used to influence the current trajectory of societies, nor
taken seriously in liberal feminism itself (Salleh 1997: 13).

Historically, the care-giving role has fallen largely on women, given the gendered division
of labour mentioned earlier. Still, materialist ecofeminists are at pains to emphasise that both
sexes have the capacity for care-giving, and that both groupings must be given the opportunity
to engage in such regenerative labour. They promote such work because it is attuned to living
metabolisms, and cultivates comprehension of the reality that we as humans are nature in
embodied form (Salleh 1995: 35) — such that we cannot but tread carefully in our dealings with
other people and wider nature. If these care-giving, life-affirming practices and principles do
not begin to inform human interaction and the very structuring of societies, then humankind’s
chance of survival is slim as we are steadily destroying the biosphere in our cleaving to
aggressive values and reductionist ideas. But to realise the importance of care-giving practices
and principles it is necessary to start seeing through gender moulds, among other taken-for-
granted social constructions that work to reinforce prevailing societal trajectories. Conformance
to these moulds implies the effective channelling and perverting of the libidinal flows of humans
who forget they are embodied nature. This bio-energetic rupture within the individual is mirrored
in the social and ecosystem harms characterising the societies they form part of.

Tracing the channelling of libidinal flows in Caramel

When considering the possible role of film in engendering societal change, inspiration can
be drawn from the Frankfurt School theorist Herbert Marcuse, who incidentally, also deeply
influenced the cultural understandings of some of the materialist ecofeminists. Marcuse once
warned that in “the...consumer society...the consciousness of and instinct for an alternative
existence atrophies or seems powerless” (2007: 128), yet insisted that art — especially the
visual arts — can carry “the language, images, and sounds of a world not yet in existence”
(2007: 129). In short, Marcuse believed that art can give expression to possibilities beyond the
established order, and that in the process it can allow for the creative flow rather than restrictive
channelling of people’s libidinal energies. What is being argued for here, is that Labaki’s
Caramel approximates the kind of art called for by Marcuse. The film, specifically in relation
to the question of ‘femininity,” opens up space for viewers to notice both the channelling of
people’s libidinal energies into established gender moulds, and how such channelling results in
unhappiness, and sometimes even, pathology. Thereby the film hints at the possibility of a world
beyond what currently exists, in which the human condition of interrelation and interdependence
will be acknowledged. As such, Caramel is so much more than just a film “predominantly about
female friendships ” (Baker 2008: 41), about “the...struggle between the negatives of existence
and the persistence of self” (Kauffmann 2008: 31), or about women’s “fortitude” (Andrews
2007: 60).
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Caramel is Labaki’s first of three completed feature films. An ecological feminist
reading of her second film, Where Do We Go Now? (2011), already has been done (Konik
2015). In that study focus fell on how that film, in representing how Lebanese women attempt
to prevent religious conflict, resonates deeply with ecological feminist principles and activism.
In Caramel, though, one finds a far more concerted effort to engage with the issue of feminine
identity itself, with men in the film acting as foils for the exploration of this. Much of the film
plays out in a beauty salon owned and run by the central character Layale (Nadine Labaki), a
relatively young Christian woman engaged in an affair with a married man. She is assisted in the
salon by Nisrine (Yasmine Al Massri), a young Muslim woman on the verge of marriage, and
Rima (Joanna Moukarzel), the ‘tomboy’ of the group who, around the same age as Nisrine, is
attracted to women, making life very difficult for her in Lebanese society. The other main female
characters are Jamale (Gisele Aouad), a salon client and friend battling to come to terms with
her advancing age, and Rose (Sihame Haddad), a seamstress in her sixties who devotes herself
to caring for her deranged elderly relative Lili (Aziza Semaan). Each of these characters has a
cross to bear, so to speak, and in trying to negotiate their challenges each is confronted with ideal
gender moulds against which their appearance and actions are benchmarked. Also portrayed
is how these women move between different modes of femininity, sometimes knowingly and
sometimes by default, suggesting that no single gender mould can contain the energies of any
one person indefinitely.

Caramel represents some examples of the ‘traditional’ mould of femininity. Nisrine’s
mother (Maha Youness) is traditional in a specifically Muslim sense. She follows a Muslim dress
code and ‘knows her place’ in the household. On the eve of Nisrine’s wedding, she demonstrates
her naiveté regarding her daughter, telling her about ‘the birds and the bees’ and advising her
on how to get used to her husband, her “prince” — specifically in relation to physical (sexual)
interaction. Basically, she assumes that Nisrine conforms to the same traditional gender mould
that she does, making the scene excruciating to watch. At the time of this scene, viewers know
well that Nisrine has already been with a man, yet could find themselves deeply moved by the
mother’s talk because is it so full of love and sincerity. (Post)ymodern cynicism comes face to
face with appreciation for the absolute devotion of this mother in the scene in question — likely
leaving viewers with a sense of ambivalence regarding which mould of femininity is ‘right,” to
say the least. Just as knowledge of Nisrine’s transgression tears at the seams of the traditional
mould of womanhood embodied by her mother, her mother’s expression of love and emotion
shows up the negatives of the ‘freer’ womanhood assumed by her daughter, which is far more
ungrounded and fickle. Layale’s mother (Hoda Maroune), in turn, fits the more ‘European’ mould
of traditional femininity, her and her family being Christian. She dresses less conservatively than
Nisrine’s mother, and appears to be quite comfortable around her husband. But she nonetheless
presses Layale on when she is getting married. This is agonising to Layale, infatuated as she is
with a married man who refuses to leave his wife and daughter for her. As Layale states: “I can’t
even look into my parents’ eyes;” she is ashamed of her behaviour as a woman, perhaps partly
because she is trying to destroy another nuclear family, the very thing her mother holds most dear,
and certainly because she is lying to her parents about her activities. These two mothers, albeit in
inflected ways given religious differences, appear to follow in the well-worn tracks of traditional
femininity. They embody the virtues of obedient wife and devoted mother, and attempt to mould
their daughters into the same. In both cases, the desired femininity entails subservience and
commitment to a husband and family — so reflecting hierarchical gender relations in Lebanon
as prescribed by tradition (Sorenson 2010: 88). The character of Rose also appears to yearn for
a traditional feminine role entailing a stable relationship with a male partner. Although not a
mother, she is a selfless care-giver to her deranged relative Lili, who verbally abuses her and is

94



a public nuisance, grabbing any papers in sight which she thinks are love letters to her from a
man. Rose encounters and develops feelings for a foreigner, Charles (Dimitri Staneofski), who
comes to her shop for clothing alterations, and she must choose to pursue this relationship or
continue devoting herself exclusively to Lili. She visits the salon to get her hair done prior to a
scheduled date with Charles — much to the girls’ delight who feel that finally there is hope that
she will get herself a husband. But ultimately Rose turns her back on this possibility, choosing
to continue caring only for the cruel and manipulative Lili. What is quite intricate about Rose’s
case is that care-giving (a traditional feminine role), and finding a husband (also part and parcel
of the traditional feminine mould), are found to be mutually exclusive.

On the other hand, the film — through the characters of Layale, Nisrine, Rima and Jamale
— reveals the various difficulties faced by Beiruti women trying to move away from traditional
femininity, toward inflections of a liberated ‘New Woman’ feminine mould. In the salon, a
premium is placed on augmenting the beauty of Beiruti women to the level of Western models,
who through images presented in this setting are framed as possessing the yearned-for “to-be-
looked-at-ness” (Mulvey 1989: 19). Against a pillar in the middle of the salon hangs a large
poster of a red-haired, fair-complexioned Western woman; this constitutes the focal point of
many shots throughout the film. Also, against the salon’s toilet wall, magazine cut-outs of
Western women with different hairstyles have been pasted, betraying the same valorisation of
the ‘Western’ look by ‘modern’ Lebanese women. Yet the salon experience as portrayed in this
film is so much more than that. Various scenes express how the salon setting allows women to
speak freely and be open about their perceived physical flaws, and to enjoy the tactile attention
that comes with hair washing and hairdressing — fostering an implicit sisterhood of sorts. In
this respect, the salon constitutes a hub of libidinal flows which actually often exceed the
claustrophobic and unrealistic parameters of exemplary femininities. In this setting, labour and
touch, conversation and emotion, communicate the women’s abundance of libidinal energies
and desires. Certainly, the salon is a place where fixations can be concretised, but also one where
they can be dismantled. Many of these women’s battles with gender moulds play out there.

From the outset of the film, viewers are made aware that Layale is no traditional woman.
She runs a salon, dresses very alluringly, and engages in the societally taboo practice of being a
mistress. But her participation in such rebellious, liberated womanhood comes at a cost: she is
enslaved to the horn of her lover’s car and to his phone calls, the sounds of which see her drop
everything and leave to meet him, even abandoning clients in mid-haircut. Layale’s obsession
with this man and with figuring out why he chooses to remain with his wife, compels her friend
Nisrine to lure the wife to the salon by offering her a discounted waxing treatment — all of this
unbeknownst to Layale. It turns out that the two could not look more unlike each other: Layale
a dark-haired Middle Eastern beauty, and Christine (Fadia Stella) red-haired and fair-skinned,
much like the woman in the large poster in the salon. Things get even more excruciating when
Layale has to pay Christine a house call, to beautify her ahead of her wedding anniversary.
In the scene, both characters are captured in the frame as Layale gives Christine a pedicure.
Point-of-view shots of both Christine sitting in the chair above Layale, looking down at her, and
Layale positioned on the floor looking up at Christine, communicate the indissoluble hierarchy
between these two women. Interestingly, Layale’s misdirected behaviour as a ‘free’ woman in
the end still has as its goal having her lover as a permanent partner, suggesting a yearning for the
consistency associated with a more traditional femininity and role. Ultimately, though, it is in the
salon where Layale — at the time waxing Rima’s legs in preparation for Nisrine’s wedding where
she will be forced to wear a dress — relinquishes her attachment to her lover. When he pulls up
outside the salon and hoots for her to come, Layale resists, managing to release her pent-up (and
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conflicting) energies by violently ripping at the caramel mixture on Rima’s legs. As Rima groans
in agony at each assault, Jamale, also present, positively encourages Layale to work this man
out of her system this way, resulting in a collective outburst of laughter which appears finally
to release Layale from her (psychological) bondage. In the last scenes of the narrative Layale is
seen dancing at Nisrine’s wedding with Youssef (Adel Karam), a gentle-mannered policeman
who had had been pursuing her for some time, but for whom she had no patience before. She has
the promise of a more ‘normal’ relationship ahead of her.

Nisrine, a very outgoing young woman, faces another quandary, stemming as she does
from a strict Muslim family, and being on the verge of marrying into an even stauncher one. In
a humorous car scene, her boyfriend Bassam (Ismail Antar) is driving them to his parents’ home
for dinner. The dramatic transformation that Nisrine undergoes, from her normal ‘liberated’ self
to a more traditional image of prospective wife, is vividly portrayed here. Nisrine goes from
having a very outgoing, afro-esque hairstyle and showing a great deal of cleavage in a tight-
fitting shirt with rolled-up sleeves, to having her hair smoothly drawn back into a ponytail, a
completely buttoned-up shirt and rolled-down, buttoned sleeves — to look like a prim and proper
conservative girl. The final request from Bassam is that Nisrine spit out her chewing gum. But
what Bassam does not know is that Nisrine, well beyond merely dressing in a risqué manner, has
had sex before (marriage) — something taboo in their culture. To prevent Bassam from detecting
as much on their wedding night, Nisrine with her friends’ help arranges to be ‘stitched back up’
at a local clinic. In an interesting sequence, there is cross-cutting between her visit to the clinic
to be taken care of by a doctor (Viken Kazababjian) whom she refers to as the “tailor,” and Rose
stitching an item of clothing ahead of her planned date with Charles. Unorthodox as both women
seem at the time of these scenes, their ‘stitching’ endeavours ironically betray a yearning for
wifehood and a slightly more traditional mode of being a woman. This tension, experienced by
most of the central female characters in the film, is never resolved.

Rima, in turn, never shows any interest in the men around her, instead falling in love with
a salon client Siham (Fatmeh Safa) who repeatedly comes in for Rima to wash her hair. The
sensuousness of these hair washing scenes is notable, and the somatic interchange, occurring
over and over again, seems to allow these two women to accept that they are far from what
Lebanese society expects them to be. Rima slowly is seen to accept herself and to be more open
about whom she is drawn to. Self-acceptance on the part of Siham is symbolically marked by her
allowing Rima to cut her flowing jet-black hair short — something she never thought she would
do as it would gravely disappoint her family. In fact, Stham walking down the road, touching
her hair and face, visibly experiencing a mixture of exhilaration, shyness, embarrassment, and
perhaps a bit of trepidation, while looking repeatedly at her reflection in the shop windows she
passes, is how Labaki closes the cinematic narrative. There is always some tension, some fear,
but always also excitement about change, in all of these women characters’ actions. The scenes
such as this one described, contribute powerfully to the sense of hesitation, of unease, on the
part of these women, over what they should be, what they want to be, what they find themselves
being, and so on.

Jamale, in her turn, perhaps strives for the ‘New Woman’ exemplary femininity more
fervently than anyone else. Having been an actress in her youth, she is trying to give this career
another shot but secretly she knows that her age is counting against her. Her family set-up is
far less conservative than others portrayed in the film; her children are far cheekier and her
husband makes no secret of the fact that he prefers to spend time with his mistress than with
Jamale or his children. Ahead of her auditions, Jamale seeks Nisrine’s and Layale’s help to
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make her beautiful and young again, and in desperation even tries to lift the wrinkles from the
corners of her eyes by sticking tape to the sides of her face. The tape comes undone during an
audition, unnerving her completely. Close-ups of her face in the audition scene, in glaring light,
allows viewers to observe in agonising detail, all manner of emotions Jamale is experiencing,
powerfully communicating her angst and her futile resistance against the ineluctable process
of ageing and the insecurity this engenders in her. Jamale’s pathological yearning for youth
and a very specific glamorous mould of femininity, is also evidenced in her pretending that she
still menstruates. When at an audition another entrant notices a blood spot on her white skirt,
Jamale seems embarrassed about this and viewers are none the wiser. However, in one of the
closing scenes of the film during Nisrine’s wedding, Jamale jumps the queue at the venue’s
toilet, explaining that she is having her period. When she is in the toilet, though, she pulls out a
bottle of red dye and a sanitary pad, staining a tissue and rolling up the pad before disposing of
these in the waste basket for all to see. At that point her pretence is disclosed, as is her struggle to
approximate the ‘New Woman’ archetype while being saddled with an admittedly dysfunctional
nuclear family and the housewifely duties associated with it.

Restrictive gender moulds as a sticking point for Caramel’s women characters

Rose’s and Jamale’s individual stories appear rather tragic, with Rose choosing to care exclusively
for Lili instead of pursuing a relationship with Charles, and Jamale remaining debilitated by
her futile attempt to defy ageing, while also being stuck in an unhappy marriage. Yet, Layale,
Nisrine and Rima try with varying degrees of success to negotiate divergent demands placed on
them in relation to gender and womanhood. The tensions that they experience strongly suggest
that one cannot ever choose definitively between ‘traditional’ femininity and the ‘New Woman’
or ‘commodity feminism’ archetype, but this is precisely what one is expected to do. Matter-of-
fact close-ups of the women’s faces at critical moments, as well as a haunting, romantic piano
piece that is played when the women try to follow their hearts and move beyond their current
limits, underscore the fractured, impasse-riddled nature of these Beiruti women’s realities. The
salon and the labour engaged therein therefore constitute a pharmakon of sorts. At times these
reinforce vanity and aspirations to ‘New Woman’ femininity, but because of the tactile, physical,
somatic and emotional contact they also involve, they offer opportunity for women’s libidinal
energies to range, and for the women to sense that one cannot be squeezed indefinitely into any
one feminine mould. Trying to do so, negates the multifaceted reality of being human.

What must also be noted is that Labaki’s decision to cast non-professional actors for the
film lent rawness and honesty to the characters’ encounters with others and with themselves.
Indeed, given how powerfully these women communicated their characters’ duress and pain —
palpably, through their gestures, tones of voice, body movement and facial expressions — they
must have identified considerably with the characters and their quandaries. If this is the case,
it drives home the truth of Labaki’s comment that rather than being contrived, this story is
inspired by actual Beiruti women and by what they go through. What unites the women, tying
their five stories together, is the emotional and physical care they provide to each other — lending
credibility to the ecofeminist claim that relational care-giving is a principle that the whole of
humanity should adopt to map a regenerative way forward. Through these women characters’
relational interactions, Caramel shows how caring for one another is genuinely life-affirming, at
the same time as disclosing the violence that is done to people and their libidinal flows through
the imposition of discourses and moulds aiming to box the individual into a one-dimensional
way of being only.
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The Boros Contemporary Art Collection is housed in a building that was a bunker during WW2.
Occupying a large area in Berlin Mitte, this restored construction elicits a strong aesthetic response;
an affective response predicated on an experience of ambiguity, disgust, mourning, and remembrance.
Jill Bennett used the word “pre-possession” in the context of an exhibition held in 2005, which
featured images of spaces haunted by memories of trauma. This article explores pre-possession in
the Boros Bunker Berlin and argues for an aesthetics of pre-possession wherein the consistency
of expression lies within a register of sorrow, loss, and stark trauma. At the same time, there is
also revitalization through a melancholy acceptance of a tainted history, the re-purposing of the
building, and the inclusion of contemporary artworks. Through a twist of juxtapositioning the whole
becomes a counter-memorial to its history in ways that align with what Hal Foster described in 2011
as a “sensuous particularity of experience in the here-and-now” in comparison with the capitalist
complicity of the “spectacle.”

Keywords: trauma-architecture, contemporary art, pre-possession, ambiguity, melancholy,

revitalization, counter-memorial

Trauma-argitektuur en -kuns: Boros Bunker, Berlyn

Die Boros Kontemporére Kunsversameling word gehuisves in 'n gebou wat gedurende die Tweede
Weéreldoorlog ’n bunker was. Die gebou beslaan tans 'n groot area in Berlyn Mitte en ontlok 'n sterk
estetiese reaksie; 'n affektiewe reaksie gebaseer op 'n ervaring van teenstrydigheid, walging, rou,
en nagedagtenis. Jill Bennett gebruik die term “pre-possession” of “pre-besitting” binne die konteks
van ’n 2005 uitstalling van uitbeeldings van ruimtes waarin herinneringe van trauma steeds spook.
Hierdie artikel ondersoek “pre-besitting” in die Boros Bunker, Berlyn en argumenteer vir 'n estetiek
van pre-besitting waarin die samehang van uitdrukking 1€ binne ’n register van hartseer, verlies en
skrille trauma. Terselfdertyd is daar ook herlewing deur 'n melankoliese aanvaarding van 'n besmette
verlede, deur die nuwe funksie van die gebou, en deur die invoeging van kontemporére kunswerke.
Deur ’n wending van jukstaponering word die geheel 'n kontra-monument tot die verlede in 'n
register geidentifiseer deur Hal Foster (2011) as ’n spesifieke sensuele belewenis in die hier-en-nou,
in teenstelling met die medepligtigheid van die skouspel.

Sleutelwoorde: trauma argitektuur, hedendaagse kuns, pre-besitting, dubbelsinnigheid, melankolie,

vernuwing, kontra-gedenkmonument

hile visiting Humboldt University in Berlin a few years ago, I unwittingly came upon

an imposing building near the campus and on further enquiry found out that it is

called Boros Bunker Berlin. The structure elicited a sense of deep disquiet in me. This
sense stayed with me throughout my subsequent time spent inside with the many items exhibited
as part of the permanent art collection of the Boros family, who live in a penthouse on the top
floor. As I explored the interior, my sense of disquiet became exacerbated. Disquiet made way
for a stronger experience: a sense of hauntedness, of pre-possession (see Bennett 2005), mixed
with disgust. I was fascinated by the ambiguous nature of my experience. On the one hand the
consistency of the building and its contents made for an aesthetic experience of alignment and
on the other hand this very consistency seemed to celebrate a haunted past from the perspective
of the present in the wealthy long-past-war centre of Berlin. This article explores this ambiguity
and argues for an aesthetics of pre-possession wherein a consistency and coherence of expression
lies within a register of sorrow, loss, and stark trauma. The article also explores the vibrant new
life of the repurposed building through its inhabitation by contemporary art works and how it
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becomes a counter-memorial to its own history through the inclusion of these contemporary
artworks, all of which led to a “sensuous particularity of experience in the here-and-now” (see
Foster, 2011) when I encountered the complex for the first time.

Figure 1
Boros Bunker Berlin, by User:Nicor (own work) [CC BY-SA 2.5 2006,
(retrieved from http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5)], via Wikimedia Commons).

Boros Bunker Berlin started its life as the Reichsbahnbunker Friedrichstrasse in 1941. It
was designed by Karl Donatz in line with type M1200 in the bunker typology developed under
direction of Albert Speer after the first bombings of Berlin in 1940. It was built to house 1200
people at a time but during the last months of the war, around 4000 sought refuge within its walls.
The stark interior is punctuated by the details of incarceration: spyholes, small windows closed
with metal plates, ventilation shafts, signs on walls that ‘scream’ danger. The walls are 180cm
thick and on the outside are furnished with architectural details referencing the Renaissance.
The reason for these is that Speer saw this kind of building to function ultimately as a cenotaph
in the envisaged world capital ‘Germania’ after the successful outcome of the war for Germany.

After Germany lost the war, the building was used in a variety of ways quite differently
from how Speer had envisaged it. Firstly, the Red Cross took it over and used it as a prisoner-of-
war centre; then it was used for the storage of tropical fruits and became known as the Banana
Bunker in the 1950s. In the 1990s it became a club for techno, fetish, and fantasy parties.
Subsequently, theatre productions were housed in it; sado-masochistic experiments were held
in it; police shut it down in 1995-6; an art exhibition opened in it in 1996; and in 2003 Christian
Boros bought it and a process of reconstruction followed until the first exhibition of Boros
Bunker Berlin was held from 2008 till 2012, with further groups of contemporary art works
shown more recently. There is an irony here: The works by contemporary artists fly in the face
of what Hitler and Goebbels had declared fit for the German people in Miinich’s Haus Der Kunst
in 1937.

The reconstruction of the bunker took five years; and 1,800 tonnes of concrete were
removed. One hundred and twenty standardized rooms became eighty rooms with ceiling heights
varying between two and twenty metres, covering an area of 3,000 square metres. Despite this
considerable change, many original features were retained, notably the visible heating systems
and marks on floors and walls that speak of earlier inhabitation. The penthouse on the roof is
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hardly visible from the exterior and there is no public entrance to it. Thus, the bunker retains
much of its earlier appearance if not any of its original functions and intent. It is situated next to
Humboldt University in Berlin, which lends an intellectual aura to the building and its contents.
The interior houses changing exhibitions of contemporary art, mostly sculpture. The works are
placed amongst the reminders of the erstwhile life of the building: WW2 telephones on walls,
grey and black colours, industrial objects: boilers, iron plates, spyholes.

Christian and Karen Boros now own the building and live in the transformed rooftop in
a luxurious penthouse overlooking the city of Berlin. Here, another irony is found: The history
of Germany in WW?2 is conflated with the desires of the wealthy consumer within our era of
late capitalism, in this case a Polish immigrant who has risen to the status of a mogul in his new
country, once the country that decimated his home place. In an interview with Silke Hohmann,
the owners speak of how they live with the artworks and visitors in a building that has been re-
purposed:

You can hear that we have guests downstairs through the air vents, through our door... We smell the
rubber from the friction in Sailstorfer’s work...we smell the popcorn [in another work], and also the
tree hanging upside down and its leaves and branches, which scrape slowly against the floor due to
the continuous turning...[and] each floor has its own very special sound ambience... The art and the
guests are practically our roommates (Boros 2013: 29-30).

The new life of the building is also evident through interest in it as an example of architectural re-
purposing. In the same interview mentioned above, the owners speak of this interest as follows:

We’re happy over the fact that political figures, for example, the Israeli ambassador today, come
here because they’re interested in how an example of building history is dealt with today.... I still
remember when Lech Kaczynski, the Polish president was here. Now, due to the special history of
the building, we’re on the agenda of many state leaders. You can’t really fail to notice that it’s a Nazi
bunker. Foreign guests want to see how a new generation deals with the fascist legacy. No one could
or would want to deny the origin of the building (Boros 2013: 30).

Here one thinks of other bunker-type buildings that have recently been deployed as counter-
memorials to history. Examples are discussed in the next paragraph after a consideration here
of the notion of the “counter-memorial”. Veronica Tello discusses the notion of the “counter-
memorial” in her recent book entitled Counter-memorial Aesthetics: Refugee Histories and the
Politics of Contemporary Art (2016). She builds on Michel Foucault’s ideas around “counter-
memory” where he attempted to think about memory and trauma together: how is memory affected
through trauma and how can representations of trauma create new heterogeneous memories
that counter and critically question earlier ones? (1977) José Medina paraphrases Foucault as
follows: “How do we fight against power...? Not by trying to escape it (as if liberation consisted
in standing outside power altogether) but rather, by turning power(s) against itself (themselves),
or by mobilizing some forms of power against others” — thus creating a counter-memorial (2011:
13). Tello takes up the argument in light of recent political realities and alerts her readers to an
impulse of counter-memorial aesthetics in contemporary art as the need for a critical response
becomes ever more urgent in our world of increasing trauma (2).

Trauma Studies today constitutes an enormous field wherein philosophers, literary

theorists, historians, clinicians and many others work to understand, contextualize, and
ameliorate instances of trauma. Susan Rubin Suleiman writes:
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What is the consensus about trauma? Everyone seems to agree that a traumatic event “overwhelms the
ordinary human adaptations to life” as [Judith] Hermann puts it. “Unlike commonplace misfortunes”,
she writes, “traumatic events generally involve threats to life or bodily integrity, or a close personal
encounter with violence and death” (Hermann 1992:33)... a traumatic event — or ‘traumatic stressor’
— produces an excess of external stimuli and a corresponding excess of excitation in the brain which
[responds] through various mechanisms such as psychological numbing [or] dissociation (2008:
276).

Bunker-type buildings — like Boros Bunker Berlin — can function as counter-memorials
to traumatic history and its effects. Boros is not alone in this endeavour. Two other examples
should suffice to alert the reader to the wide use of this trope in critical contemporary art.
Rachel Whiteread’s Holocaust Memorial was dedicated in 2000 in Vienna’s Judenplatz. It is an
impenetrable bunker-like structure. The exterior is made of cast library shelves turned inside out,
referring to the Jews as people of the book. The many copies of the book refer to the 65,000 Jews
murdered in Austria; the double doors are cast with panels inside out and no doorknobs; it cannot
be entered. Here, the bunker is at once fortress, coffin, the impossibility of understanding and
another’s impenetrable grief. In James E. Young’s book called At Memory's Edge: After-images
of the Holocaust in Contemporary Art and Architecture, the author writes: “Counter-monuments
are memorial spaces that are conceived to challenge the very premise of the monument. These
projects eradicate the heroic and the triumphal from their schedule, addressing instead the void
left in the wake of [disaster]” (2000: 6).

Another bunker-type building is also to be found in Vienna, where the Museum for Applied
Arts (MAK) has annexed the old bunker tower in Arendsberg Park for exhibitions. The Director
of MAK (2011, no page) writes: “Introducing art inside a military monster is not only a way of
utilizing almost thirteen metres square of floor area but also an attempt to confront local history,
for which art is seen as a remedy.” Dutch Atelier Lieshout held an exhibition in this space in
2011, foregrounding the state of contemporary prisons and detention centres, inserted as quasi-
installations within the vast void of the bunker’s interior.

Asisthe case with Vienna’s Judenplatz, this bunker qualifies for what Jill Bennett would call
“pre-possessed” spaces, i.e. those spaces where trauma happened and which still seem ‘haunted’
by the memory of this trauma. Bennett curated an exhibition in 2005 called Prepossession,
held in Sydney and Belfast, dealing with the inhabitation of place in the aftermath of conflict
or dispossession. The notion of prepossession is extended in her book titled Emphatic Vision:
Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art (Cultural Memory in the Present) of 2006, in which she
explores how contemporary art interfaces with sites of trauma. In Practical Aesthetics: Events,
Affect and Art after 9/11, she writes about how pictorial elements can enter a relational network
wherein past and present can exist together through a strategy of critical recombination and
reframing — through a “dynamics of interaction” (2012: 17).

The combination of a pre-possessed, haunted space and a revitalized re-purposed place can
be seen in —amongst many others — eight juxtapositions of trauma architecture and contemporary
artworks in Boros Bunker Berlin. These juxtapositions mobilize the power of contemporary
artworks against the erstwhile trauma and the current memory of National Socialism in Germany.
The first of these combinations is comprised of the placing together of a wall and floor with
Roman Ondak’s sculpture titled Leave the Door Open (1999).
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Figure 2
Roman Ondak, Leave the Door Open, 1999, Boros, 2013 (photograph by the author).

Here, the viewer is confronted with the old walls bearing scars and reminders of signs,
and with even a suggestion of blood on the floor or a red demarcation line forbidding entrance.
Through an opening in the wall ones sees the immaculate, white surface of another wall further
into the shallow opening. This surface reads as a door due to the inclusion of a handle. However,
it does not open and the whiteness in any case signals modernist minimalism to the viewer and
this means ‘hands-oft’. However, there is a moment in this encounter when one is tempted to
step into the shallow space and to overcome the disjunction between the two parts of the same
work: old memories meet new interventions. Boris Pofalla (2013: 102) writes:

Does that door on the first floor of the bunker lead to a room that the guide has deliberately forgotten
to show us? It’s possible... particularly taking into account that the bunker’s architecture is confusing
enough to hide a whole room like that... The door alluded to here is both present and not present; it
might be open, it might be locked. Where it leads remains a mystery. Into the past? Into the future?
[Ondak] shows in a casual way that one can only enter certain spaces in one’s mind.

Figure 3
Olafur Eliasson, Driftwood Family, 2010, log on floor (photograph by the author).
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Another door in Boros Bunker Berlin features in a second combination of art and
architecture: Olafur Eliasson’s Driftwood Family of 2010 consists of a number of logs placed
within the space. In this part of the ‘family’ a log is juxtaposed with a heavy, barred door on
which the scars of many dramatic encounters are seen: roughly opened bars, rusted grooves,
the marks of the industrial manufacture of a temporary war necessity: the heavy iron door to a
bunker. The log slows down the passage of the visitor and forces one to consider the unlikely
combination of industrial manufacture and an unexpected item from the natural world of the
forest. Verticality versus horizontality accentuates the difference. One knows the one is old
and the other has recently been placed — almost casually — in the space. On the origins of the
logs, Saskia Trebing (2013: 40) writes: “Olafur Eliasson collected the timber on the Icelandic
Coast...Now, five trunks have washed up on the shores of the Boros Collection. The bunker,
once built as protection against attacks from without, has opened its doors to them.”
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Figure 4
Thomas Ruff, 13k, 18ml-60 Degrees, 1992, Boros, 2013 (photograph by the author).

A third juxtaposition shows in Thomas Ruft’s Stars, 13h, 18ml-60 Degrees, 1992. In this
combination of art and architecture, the viewer is acutely aware of the stark contrast between
the rough grey walls stained with marks of earlier activities and/or marks left behind during the
reconstruction of the building and the starkly framed night photographs of the artist. Standing
in the space, one can see the bright spots indicating the presence of stars shining in the black
firmament: views out of the closed space of the bunker, views that hurtle one far, far away into
a space beyond the confines of the past and the present. Pofalla (2013: 82) writes: “He chose a
vertical format in keeping with the tradition of the panel painting, which also recalls a window,
and indeed: three windows seem to open up in the rough cement of the hermetically sealed
bunker, inviting us to look through them into outer space.” Imagining ourselves being able to
look out into the infinity of space relativises human experience and the memory of suffering
and death, reminding us that human time and cosmic time are incommensurable, whilst — at the
same time — we cannot escape the physical weight of the bunker and its traumatic associations.

104



Figure 5
Cosima von Bonin, Yang (Nr. 38) and Ying (Nr.37), 2002 (photograph by the author).

Walls also play an important part in their combination with Cosima von Bonin’s Yang
(Nr. 38) and Ying (Nr.37) of 2002. Their hard cement presence together with suggestions of red
wounds on the surface of the architecture contrasts with the soft sculptures and organic forms of
the mushroom shapes in the work. Pastel colours add to the contrast, as does the gingham check
reminiscent of picnics and a/ fresco dining on patios in the summer. There is a playful element
here, which is starkly at odds with the nature of the building. Also: the feminine has entered
the starkly masculine interior. Once again, the viewer has a sense of boundaries breached, in
this case not by natural logs or views to outer space, but by an insistence on the feminine taken
to monumental proportions as the two sculptural elements are double the size of an average
viewer, who has to look up at them. In doing so, the vertical viewer becomes a third element in
the composition, a living, breathing person within the bunker with its memories of death and a
violent past. The softness of the sculptures and the very presence of humans in the building add
their own registers to the revitalization of the bunker, especially as they also contrast with the
stark nature of many of the minimalist sculptures included on exhibition. Early on in the history
of the genre, Max Kozloff (1970: 233) acknowledged in “The poetics of soft sculpture” that such
sculpture “would invite a language of anthropomorphism, of bodily projection and empathy”.

Figure 6
Alicja Kwade, Broom, Broom, 2012, Boros, 2013 (photograph by the author).
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The next combination of architecture and a contemporary artwork engages with a staircase
and its landing inside the Boros Bunker Berlin. Alicja Kwade’s Broom, Broom of 2012 also
brings a playful note to the revitalization of the building. The broom handles are bent into
dysfunctional shapes. In losing their function, the two objects become organic and together
they gain associations with moving bodies. One thinks of cleaners working in the building at
night and of many contemporary artists who have foregrounded the hidden labour necessary to
maintain museum and gallery spaces. Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s work is an example. Her output
has been called “service-oriented” or “maintenance art” (Ipatova 2014) as in where she washed
the steps of a museum to draw attention to the unseen contributions of workers to high culture.
Kwade activates the stairwell in a manner somewhat akin to Laderman Ukeles’s intervention.
The salient difference lies in the absence of real bodies: we imagine them in the Boros Bunker,
just as we imagine those other long-ago bodies who hid in fear or those who left behind casual
graffiti during the heyday of insalubrious activities in the space. Kwade’s brooms create a frame
through which one can focus on the architecture and its memories. In this way a contemporary
artwork can be said to “curate” — in the sense of “organizing” — the viewer’s experience of the
building.

Conversely, parts of the architecture in the Bunker are themselves involved in ‘curating’
the art collection (from which groups of work are exhibited over periods of time). A good
example is where being squeezed within the confines of a room immensely heightens the energy
of a bulging rubber sculpture by Michael Sailstorfer (not pictured here). Elsewhere, two small
portraits (not pictured here) by Wolfgang Tillmans are hung on a wall near a concrete structure
in the corner of the room (figure 7). As in other parts of the building, the viewer is momentarily
confused about the line separating contemporary artworks and extant parts of the building
furniture (figures 8 and 9).

Figures 7, 8 and 9
Architectural details in Boros Bunker Berlin, (photographs by the author).

The artist duo Awst and Walther engage with the architecture of Boros Bunker Berlin
through perforating walls and deploying elements that seemingly move from one space to
another. In Line of Fire (2012) — see figure 10 — they mimic the spyholes and ventilation holes
visible from the inside and the outside of the building (figure 11). The circular opening on a wall
is one element of the work and the bronze arrow seemingly fired through it onto the opposite
wall is the second element. Added to these minimal effects, however, are the visitors in the
room. One experiences an uncanny sense of being targeted, of imminent danger, as if another
arrow might follow at any moment. There is also an intense curiosity about the room from which
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the arrow seems to have been launched: who is there, who shot the arrow, is there another one
going to be shot? One can hear others laughing and talking, moving about in adjacent spaces
due to the spyholes and ventilation shafts in walls. In another work by the artist duo pipes are
inserted in walls and also act as sound conduits between rooms. The experience is one of being
part of a giant breathing and moving organism. Clearly, the sculptural elements, the movements
of viewers, and the architecture are inseparable here, especially so in this particular work: the
sculpture could not exist without the architecture and the sculpture and the viewers activate the
architecture. Within this “art-architecture complex” (Foster 2011) the ‘dangerous’ history of the
building still reverberates as a palpable ‘presence’.

Figure 10
Awst and Walther, The Line of Fire, 2012, Boros, 2013 (photograph by author).

Figure 11
Exterior Ventilation Detail, Boros Bunker Berlin, Boros, 2013 (photograph by author).

Hal Foster published The Art-architecture Complex in 2011 to focus on the contemporary
closeness between architecture and art. This brings to mind Rosalind Kraus’s seminal article
published in 1979 entitled “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” wherein she tried to come to
terms with Minimalist sculpture starting to undermine the Modernist divorce between art and
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architecture. Using a contemporary vocabulary, artists like Gordon Matta-Clark and Mary Miss
were active in the 1970s in reinstating the Classical and Medieval relationality between art and
architecture in a new idiom. Boros Bunker Berlin benefits from this legacy: architecture and art
are juxtaposed in ways which re-inscribe the functions of both. Well-known art and architecture
historians and critics have baulked at this. Voices of dissent include those of Michael Fried
and Julian Rose. Fried asks what kind of sculpture needs the help of a room to be noticed?
(1998: 159). Conversely, in Retracing the Expanded Field: Encounters Between Art and
Architecture, Rose (2008: 13) writes that there is today “... a risk that architecture could be the
end of sculpture, not just framing it, but swallowing it completely... it is disturbing to imagine
an outdoor sculpture indistinguishable from its backdrop and that it could disappear without its
architectural frame” (2014: 56 and 58). Elizabeth Grosz is also emphatic where she argues that
architecture should merely frame territory for the other arts to inhabit.

In contrast, architectural theorist Sylvia Lavin (2011: 60-1) argues in Kissing Architecture
for a contemporary, post-medium convergence of art and architecture. She uses the act of kissing
as an analogy:

In the seventeenth century Martin von Kempe wrote more than a thousand pages on kissing. But
even von Kempe could never have imagined that kissing would serve as a theory of architecture.
The kiss offers to architecture, a field that in its traditional forms has been committed to permanence
and mastery, not merely the obvious allure of sensuality but also a set of qualities that architecture
has long resisted: ephemerality and consilience... a kiss is the coming together of two similar but
not identical surfaces... Kissing confounds the division between two bodies [or two mediums],
temporarily creating new definitions of threshold.

Near the ceiling of the Bunker’s top floor, Thomas Zipp’s Soul without Body (2004) consists of a
large bell that visitors can ring by pulling on a rope. The sound is unexpected and it reverberates
throughout the whole building, with after-echoes experienced for quite a while. As the sound
bounces off the walls, one’s experience in the building is profoundly altered: the sound is a
palpable presence; it binds the whole building together; all visitors hear it at the same time.
There is something play ful but also truly ominous about this sound. Melanie Baumgértner
likens it to “a warning that penetrates to the core” — reminiscent of bomb warnings — while also
acknowledging that it brings a note of “anarchic mischief” to the space (Boros 2013: 196).The
skull-and-crossbones image on the bell plays with popular signage warnings of death, adding
to this note of mischief.

Figure 12
Thomas Zipp, Soul without Body, 2004, Boros, 2013 (photograph by the author).
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Spaces for the exhibition of artworks in the last hundred years range from the Modernist
white cube — used and lampooned by Anthony Gormley at the White Cube Gallery in London
in recent times — to the more recent black box for projection or installation purposes — examples
being William Kentridge’s Black Box (2008) and Miroslaw Balka’s How It Is (2009) — to what
Hal Foster has called a “grey” alternative, a space for performance, immersive installation or
social encounters within the context of contemporary art. Pierre Huyghe utilizes this alternative
for immersive installations, such as in his Weather Score (2002); and Marina Abramovic’s
performance encounters — such as The Artist is Present (2013) — played out in a grey chamber.
Architects Diller, Scofidio + Renfrew’s grey, foggy Blur building on a lake in Switzerland
literally blurs the distinctions between architecture and art, as does Olafur Eliasson’s sculptural
installation called Seeing Yourself Seeing (2004). What happens in Boros Bunker Berlin with
regard to the typology of exhibition spaces that have emerged?

In the bunker, some spaces have been repurposed to function as white cubes. Even so,
these spaces are altered through a spyhole (figure 10) or through the remains of erstwhile
fixtures (figures 7-9). The black box alternative also features, as in Alicia Kwade’s Effective
Communication (2010) with light and sound in a dark space. Foster’s ‘grey’ chamber is
deployed in spaces where cement walls and floors feature conspicuously. But, they are scarred
and battered: inscribed with traumatic prepossession.

Returning to my initial aesthetic experience of Boros Bunker Berlin as a “sensuous
particularity of experience in the here-and-now”, I remember another encounter with the art-
architecture-complex in Berlin at that time, namely when visiting the newly redesigned and
refurbished Reichstag. Foster (2011: 59) differentiates between art-architecture complexes
that elicit an affective, embodied experience in the here-and-now and those that are merely
spectacular in order “to serve an ‘experience economy’”’. Many people visit the new Reichstag. It
now has a huge glass dome of massive architectural proportions; viewers can see the city spread
out below them and are impressed with the show of economic strength engendered by the scale,
bold construction, and impressive views. One is reminded of Guy Debord’s seminal writing
The Society of the Spectacle: “In the Spectacle — the visual reflection of the ruling economic
order — goals are nothing, development is everything [endlessly basking in its own glory] the
spectacle aims at nothing other than itself” (1967/2002: tenets 13 and 14). The new Reichstag
is an example of the spectacle in architectural manifestation. Katarzyna Jagodzinska (2011: no
page) concurs where she contrasts “fabulous architectural structures with iconic status” by so-
called “starchitects” — Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid, Santiago Calatrava — with alternative spaces
being sought by contemporary artists.

In contrast to spaces of the spectacle, Boros Bunker Berlin — despite its own economic-
capitalist associations — partly escapes the spectacle through veering into critical territory:
the uncomfortable, the traumatic, the melancholic, an acceptance of a tainted history, and a
mobilizing revitalization through unexpected juxtapositions between architectural features
and contemporary artworks. One visits the Reichstag once as so many tourists do. One visit
seems to be enough as it lacks a complexity, which might lure one to revisit. Boros Bunker
Berlin, however, elicits a complex affective — and often contradictory — aesthetic experience of
prepossession, an experience that remains elusive and cannot be reduced to the spectacle.
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The Olympics of the art world: Allora and Calzadilla’s Track and Field

Jane Venis
Otago Polytechnic

E-mail: jane.venis@op.ac.nz

Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla are high-profile interdisciplinary artists based in Puerto Rico
who have worked collaboratively since 1995. Their extensive body of work encompasses installation,
video works, sound, sculpture and performance. The focus of this article is their performance Track
and Field presented at the USA pavilion at the 2011 Venice Biennale. In Track and Field we see
how the power of materiality is used to critique nationalism through the use of two familiar objects
in tandem, the tank and the treadmill, objects that are politically charged with social histories that
refer to power and control. Of particular relevance to this discussion are Michel Foucault’s theories
relating to both the docile body and the panopticon, which are vital not only to the evaluation of
Track and Field but also to Gymnauseum, the author’s own installation work presented as a response.
Artists have always evaluated the works of other artists through the lens of their own practice and as a
practising artist the writer uses this tactic. Her approach is situated within a discussion that includes
contemporary examples of the critique of artworks by practising artists compared to the approach
taken by art historians and non-artist critics.

Key words: collaboration, performance, activism, chindogu, materiality

Die Olimpiade van die kunswereld: Allora en Calzadilla se Baan en Veld

Jennifer Allora en Guillermo Calzadilla is hoé-profiel interdissiplinére kunstenaars woonagtig in
Puerto Rico waar hulle sedert 1995 saamwerk. Hul uitgebreide kunsuitset omvat installasie, video,
klank, beeldhouwerk en optredekuns. Baan en Veld was aangebied in die VSA Pawiljoen van
die tweejaarlikse Venesiese kunstefees in 2011. In hierdie werk kon mens sien hoe die krag van
materialiteit gebruik is on nasionalisme te ondersoek en te kritiseer deur die gesamentlike gebruik van
twee bekende objekte: 'n pantserwa en ’n trapmeule, objekte met assosiasies van krag en kontrole.
Michel Foucault se teorie met betrekking tot beide die mak, passiewe liggaam asook die rol van die
panoptikon is van spesifieke belang vir die evaluering van Baan en Veld asook van Gymnauseum,
die skrywer se eie installasie-projek aangebied as ‘n reaksie op Baan en Veld. Kunstenaars het altyd
die werk van ander kunstenaars ge-evalueer deur die lens van hul eie werk en as 'n praktiserende
kunstenaar volg die outeur ook hierdie weg. Haar benadering is geplaas binne ’'n gesprek waarin
hedendaagse kunstenaars kunswerke analiseer en evalueer in kontras met die werk van kunshistorici
en nie-praktiserende kunskritici.

Sleutelwoorde: samewerking, optredekuns, aktivisme, chindogu, materialiteit

am a multi-media artist, musician and writer. My practice focuses on the absurdities and

concerns of contemporary popular culture, which is expressed through the making of

objects, video, sound and performance works. A niche area of research and the focus of my
PhD in contemporary studio practice, is how the creative practice of Japanese chindogu —the
deliberate creation of seemingly useless “products” — can be used to discuss how consumerism
and sustainability are inextricably linked with the politics of the body. As the focus of this special
edition journal is to present an immediate reaction to an art work followed by a more considered
evaluation, I take up this challenge using my instinct as an artist to respond to Jennifer Allora
and Guillermo Calzadilla’s 2011 Venice Biennale work Track and Field, whereby I propose that
chindogu can form part of the reading. Track and Field is one of five works that form their larger
Gloria suite presented at the USA Pavilion.
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Artists respond to the work of other artists who work in their field through a variety of
approaches. They not only present re-readings of existing works through the lens of their own
practice, but also create new works in response to particular contemporary (or historical) practices
as part of a continuing dialogue. I will continue this tradition by comparing and contrasting some
sculptures from my own related installation practice as part of the evaluation of Track and Field.
I will situate this key methodological approach within a discussion that includes contemporary
examples of the critique of artworks by artists, comparing this to the approach taken by art
historians and non-artist critics.

Allora and Calzadilla are high-profile interdisciplinary artists based in Puerto Rico who
have worked collaboratively since 1995. Their extensive body of work encompasses installation,
video works, sound, sculpture and performance. Their practice is centered on site-specific
social interventions in which they respond to historical and current socio-political situations,
in particular the treatment of minority groups by governments and multi-national corporations
(Motta 2009). Because of this particular emphasis in their practice the framework of critical
theory is essential to my methodological approach.

The works of Allora and Calzadilla have become increasingly visible through well-
publicised interventions, performances and exhibitions in many high profile venues, including
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York and the 2005 and 2011 Venice Biennales, the
latter as representatives in the USA Pavilion and the focus of this discussion.

Track and Field: an initial response

Gloria is an installation in five parts. My attention is confined to its centrepiece Track and
Field, the first work the viewer apprehends on approaching the USA pavilion. This is a work
impossible to ignore, as a 60 tonne upturned military tank fills most of the available space
outside the pavilion. Atop the tank a treadmill exercise machine is ‘powered’ by one member
of a team of United States’ Olympic athletes, who feature in this and other performances as part
of Gloria. In Lisa Freiman’s catalogue essay for Gloria she suggests that perhaps the Olympic
athlete on the upturned tank is an historical reference to the early Grecian Olympics, whereby
weapons were laid down for the duration of the games (Freiman 2011).

My initial reaction to Track and Field was to give it a reading as chindogu, a Japanese
creative form for intentionally producing absurd and useless design objects, as proposed by
Kenji Kawakami (1995). My interest in nonsensical objects, in particular, machinery that is
unnecessarily cumbersome when required to solve a simple task, is expressed in my practice as a
maker of absurd machines, contraptions and instruments. In this article I respond to the treadmill
exercise machine 7rack and Field and associated works in Gloria with my ‘chindoguesque’
pseudo-gym installation Gymnauseum (2011-2013).

As an artist who creates work referencing chindogu my first subjective response to 7rack
and Field was to focus on the visual humour of the treadmill tank. I relate this work to my
own arts practice of creating unwieldy and pointless contraptions that may provoke an initial
humorous reading in the hope the viewer will access deeper concerns evoked by the work.
The sheer absurdity of Track and Field is made apparent once the athlete starts running on the
treadmill as the clattering tank treads turn with a laboured clumsiness that is in direct contrast
with the sleek and buff appearance of the runner (figure 1). Akin to Track and Field chindogu
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objects are also ‘designed’ to be pointless, yet if they do happen to solve a problem it is by a
very circuitous route. Kawakami proposes in his Ten Tenets of Chindogu that “They represent
freedom of thought and action: the freedom to challenge the suffocating historical dominance of
conservative utility; the freedom to be (almost) useless (Kawakami 1995: 8).”

Figure 1
Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla 7rack and Field, 2011, performance,
as part of Gloria, 54" Venice Biennale (source: Venis, 2011)

Figure 2
Jane Venis, Lower than Low Rider, 2011, Dunedin Public Art Gallery
New Zealand (source: Venis, 2011).
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Unlike the military industrial aesthetic of Track and Field the works in my installation
Gymnauseum are shiny objects of desire. On entering Gymnauseum the viewer is invited into
a pseudo gym, a world of gleaming chrome retro-styled gym machines, weights and punch
bags. The exercycles are also, in a sense, ‘ideal bodies’; long, lean, and shiny, they are based
on customised 1960s’ ‘low-rider’ bikes with ridiculously extended front forks (figure 2). These
glossy fitness-machine equivalents of ‘mid-life-crisis Harleys,’ invite their overweight riders to
try and regain the bodies of their lost youth. However, in common with Track and Field once the
‘exercise machine’ is being used, the true extent of its absurdity is revealed.

Track and Field: a site for play

The beginning of a more considered response to Track and Field is to go beyond the first
impression of the work as chindogu to interrogate of the implications of site. One must consider
the significance of a work made from coupling these particular objects with a performance by
Olympic athletes at the politically charged venue of the Venice Biennale—arguably the premier
international arts event. Although the performance and installation work initially attracted me
because of its rather unwieldy ‘larger than life’ machinery and cynical humour, part of an initial
reading is to note how it deftly skewers the multiple perspectives of sporting, military and
artistic prowess to openly critique nationalism. This suggests to the public that they are perhaps
viewing the Olympics of the art world, as proposed by Rosenberg (2011). This is one of the
more accessible readings of multi-layered work that had a surprisingly mixed reception in terms
of critical analysis. Roberta Smith (2011) in her scathing review in the New York Times baldly
states in her opening paragraph “I don’t much care for it” and proceeds to make this sentiment
ever more clear throughout the review. However, she does acknowledge that the work “is unlike
almost anything else at the Biennale,” (Smith 2011). This may be seen as a positive aspect in
an international arena that can fall prey to fads. Interestingly, Smith’s analysis entirely bypasses
the absurd humour that — as an artist influenced by chindogu — I find so appealing in Track and
Field. She considers the work didactic and entirely lacking in subtlety.

Allora and Calzadilla’s approach has an unusual vehemence, even within this genre. Their
efforts tend to lack artistic paradox, nuance or form — the things that allow viewers to think
for themselves. Instead they offer an angry, sophomoric Conceptualism that borders on the
tyrannical and that in many ways mimics the kinds of forces they criticize (Smith 2011).

She goes on to describe their aesthetic as entirely arbitrary, saying “they simply slam
different things together — objects, bodies, skills and functions — and let the symbolism fall
as it may, which tends to be obviously and simplistically (Smith 2011).” Unsurprisingly, the
catalogue essay by the Senior Curator of Gloria Lisa Freiman provides a foil for this approach.
Although it is somewhat problematic to compare an independent review of a body of work with
a catalogue essay, as the aim of the latter “is to positively predispose the reader or the visitor to
an exhibition with all that this entails (Gemtou 2010: 4),” I find the depth of Freiman’s essay
useful in the way she addresses nuanced readings within the work. She suggests that Gloria
is a site for intellectual play proposing that its strength lies in subtleties that invite the viewer
to decipher new implications within the work. She also concedes the initial reading may be
somewhat of a “pejorative commentary on the United States’ international military hegemony
(Freeman 2011: 1-2).” However, a deeper engagement acknowledges its aesthetic and semiotic
generosity. A classic example of hybridity and inversion, Track and Field brings together
two unexpected entities, and this juxtaposition stimulates the activity of free association, a
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constructive metaphoric process that requires the beholder not only to decipher new meanings
of the works, but also, as art historian Carrie Lambert-Beatty later describes in this catalogue, to
witness and enact ‘new processes’.

Her essay “focuses on the metaphoric and neo-surrealist tactics of Allora and Calzadilla’s
most recent works (Freeman 2011:1-2).” She proposes that not only the Gloria suite but many
of their earlier interventions “resuscitate and transform certain strategic devices associated
with historic surrealism including free association, estrangement, and metaphoric substitution.”
There is also an absurd humour evident in Surrealist works. Through the absurd coupling of
objects they, like Chindogu, offer invitations for play. As Kawakami (1995: 8) proposes in in the
Ten Tenets of Chindogu “inherent in every chindogu is the spirit of anarchy”. From a surrealist
perspective it is no accident that the tank is overturned, as Surrealism “was a response to social,
cultural, political, and aesthetic debates around the bourgeoisie and the irrationality of war”
(Freeman 2011: 3). In common with historical 3D surrealist works the pairing of objects in
Track and Field appear to be anything but ‘slammed together,” as proposed by Smith. Histories
relating to the materiality of the carefully chosen objects invite the viewer to consider multiple
readings. I will discuss in-depth the materiality of the tank and the treadmill — the key component
parts of this work — later in the article.

Free association, another surrealist tactic, is evidenced in the title as “the very name of
the work, Track and Field, raises the possibility of semiotic play.” The word track has multiple
meanings and “is a synonym for imprint, trace, and trail” and thus implies “a succession of
events, or a train of ideas” (Freeman 2011:8). Likewise “field” also has multiple connotations
as both a verb and noun.

“To field” means to address, maneuver, or manipulate, and this transitive nuance of the verb suggests
the very processes that Allora & Calzadilla enact with their various materials and associated meanings.
Field is also a synonym for a clearing, ground, or tract — an open expanse for cultivation, battle, or
military exercises. It further suggests a profession, a place for sports, a space on which something is
projected or drawn, or an area of vision. The cumulative effect of all of these potential associations
in relation to the U.S. Pavilion, the tank, and the runner suggests a seemingly infinite possibility for
metaphoric play and endless, almost excessive interpretation (Freeman 2011: 9).

Allora and Calzadilla were an unexpected choice to represent the USA, even Freiman was
surprised that her proposal was accepted as the pair had been vocal in their disapproval of the
US military machine in various social interventions leading up to their inclusion in the biennale
(Freiman, cited in Vogel 2011). A number of these have taken place in the Puerto Rican island
of Vieques. From 1950, part of the island was commandeered by the United States Government
as storage for munitions and as a location for bomb testing. Over many years, displaced locals
demonstrated aggressively in a fruitless bid to regain the land (Risse 2007). Eventually, in
2003, the United States military ceased bomb testing and turned the land into a wildlife reserve.
Sanctuary status enabled them to avoid cleaning up toxic waste from the site (Risse 2007).

In Allora and Calzadilla’s video work Returning a Sound (2004, figure 22), Homar, a local
fisherman, rode a motorcycle along parts of the island, a homeland he was no longer exiled from
(Risse 2007). The motorcycle exhaust was fitted with a trumpet as a “triumphant riposte to years
of bomb sirens” (Rosenberg 2011). The use of the trumpet also signals the link between brass
music and military occupation. In a 2009 interview with Carlos Motta, Allora and Calzadilla
discuss Returning a Sound:
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The noise-reducing device is diverted from its original purpose and instead produces a
resounding call to attention. It becomes a counter-instrument whose emissions follow not from
a preconceived score, but from the jolts of the road and the discontinuous acceleration of the
bike’s engine as Homar acoustically reterritorializes areas of the island formerly exposed to
sonic blasts (Motta 2009).

Returning to Sound evokes both celebration and pathos as it acknowledges the return
of the (albeit) ravaged landscape to a displaced people. It is a call for the belated attention of
the world to the oppression of a tiny nation by a greater military power. Like Track and Field,
Returning a Sound was also a deceptively simple coupling of objects that belied the possibility
for multiple readings and created a site for ‘play.’

Track and Field: critical theory and materiality

A useful methodology for creating or evaluating a body of work surrounding a current issue
is to use the framework of critical theory as an approach to investigate the social, political,
environmental or cultural concerns that are relevant to a project. Contemporary critical theory
underpins much Western contemporary art practice today. It is a useful lens through which to
investigate the works of Allora and Calzadilla and my own related practice. An artist who uses
critical theory to underpin their practice is a

researcher or theorist who attempts to use her or his work as a form of social or cultural criticism and
who accepts certain basic assumptions: that all thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations
that are social and historically constituted; that facts can never be isolated from the domain of values
or removed from some form of ideological inscription; that the relationship between concept and
object and signifier and signified is never stable or fixed and is often mediated by the social relations
of capitalist production and consumption (Kinchloe and McLaren cited in Sullivan 2005:55).

In its narrowest sense, critical theory is still associated with the line of philosophers of
the Frankfurt School, However, a contemporary approach is much broader, reflecting the rise of
interdisciplinary practices in the social sciences in recent decades (Macey 2000). Critical theory
now encompasses a myriad of theoretical schools, including post-structuralism, post-colonial
studies, queer theory and second-wave feminism to name a few (Sim and Van Loon 2001). This
is a growing field that has burgeoned since the late 1960s.

In Allora and Calzadilla’s Track and Field, underlying issues of power and control are
implicit in a work of cultural criticism that draws attention to some rather absurd parallels
between international military, sporting and art contexts. As the work of Michel Foucault is
fundamental to creating a response to works that critique power relationships, I will discuss how
his theories relating to both the docile body and the panopticon are relevant not only to Track
and Field but also to Gymnauseum, my own work presented in response.

Another key element in my methodological approach in the evaluation of Track and
Field is the consideration of materiality. Materiality is not just a concern about the physical
properties of the materials used to make an art work, it is deeply concerned with the histories and
implications of the use of those particular materials — or objects in the case of assemblage works.
The concerns of materiality cannot be disassociated from those of critical theory, as specific
materials are used to invite the viewer into a political dialogue with the work, a dialogue that
is “fundamentally mediated by power relations” (Sullivan 2005: 55). For example Allora and
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Calzadilla’s treadmill tank is a work that uses the power of its materiality to discuss critical social
issues through the use of two familiar objects in tandem, the tank and the treadmill, objects that
are both politically charged with social histories that refer to power and control. Therefore, a
discussion of Track and Field as an art object, its connection to the body and the implications of
social control that this work raises, are interconnecting themes that form the heart of this paper.

The treadmill (in a sporting context) is designed to allow users to run for extended periods
of time on a moving platform that can be adjusted to provide the simulation of steeper surfaces,
which require more effort on the part of the runner. However, historically, the treadmill was a
machine of torture. Labour-camp prisoners were made to walk for hours on treadmills, which
were used for the grinding of wheat and other grains; at other times they were used purely for
punishment (Morehouse 2012). The contemporary sporting treadmill machine shares the aspect
of constant laborious repetition with its unpleasant predecessor.

It wasn’t until the early 1950s that Robert Bruce conceived of the idea that the treadmill
could be used as a fitness device (Morehouse 2012). There are also other links between torture
devices and gym equipment, such as the rack. This horrendous torture device from the Middle
Ages has resurfaced in a much more benign form in a variety of gym machines that ‘extend’ the
legs and ‘expand’ the chest and arms. Machines such as these are designed for repeated actions
or movements; the numbers of reps are logged and increased; thus, in this way, the gym machine
is implicit in the creation of the docile “ideal body”.

Foucault is widely acknowledged for his analysis of the body as a site for political control,
particularly through his exploration of the historical changes in institutions that wielded power
through the ‘treatment’ and subsequent categorising of those in their ‘care’. Some of these power
plays can also be observed in the institution of the gymnasium. This is the site where we can
observe how two of Foucault’s concepts can be seen to intersect. Power over the ‘docile body’
implicit within the quasi-military setting of the workout room (complete with the trainer and
trainees) is further enhanced by the self-disciplining power of the panopticon.

In “Docile bodies”, Foucault ([1979] 1991) discusses how political control of the body can
be achieved by the discipline of repetitive exercise. Although he acknowledges that examples
are found in both classical Greek society and from ascetic Christian practices of the Middle
Ages, he proposes that the time of the classical age was when the body truly became the “object
and target of power” (Foucault [1979] 1991: 180).

Foucault begins “Docile bodies” by introducing the example of the ideal soldier, who, in
the early part of the seventeenth century, bore his natural aptitude for the role through his alert
bearing, strength and courage. However, by the late-eighteenth century, a soldier was considered
to be “something that can be made; out of formless clay, an inept body, the machine required
can be constructed” (Foucault [1979] 1991b: 179). Through gradual training, the posture of the
peasant slowly developed into the soldier, repetitive actions and movements became silently
ingrained, as the soldier, ready at a moment’s notice became an “automatism of habit” ([1979]
1991: 179).

The eighteenth century was not the first time political control was exerted on the body,
neither was the change sudden as the seeds had been present in
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a multiplicity of often minor processes, of different origin, and scattered location, which overlap,
repeat and support one another, distinguish themselves from one another according to their domain of
application, converge and gradually produce a blueprint of a general method. (Foucault [1979]1991:
182).

Thus, the same subtle forces that were seen in relation to the army were also happening in
factories, education and hospitals. Foucault does not generalise about power. Rather, he gives
specific examples to illustrate how processes were adopted according to particular needs; for
example, a specific mechanical or industrial or military innovation may require a specialised
workforce of docile bodies to operate it (Foucault 1979). However, initially there was no
wholesale training of “the body en masse” to accept a new state of docility; rather there was a
subtle coercion using “movements, gestures, attitudes, rapidity, an infinitesimal power over the
active body” ([1979] 1991: 181).

The process of disciplined docility by undergoing repetitive series of exercises in a
military setting is the basis for exercise prescriptions in the contemporary gymnasium (Frew
and McGillivray 2005). In typical gym training regimes, clients undertake a series of “reps”
(single body movements) using machines or weights. Series of reps are built into sets. More
demanding sets are then added to the workout schedule. Therefore, the gym uses several of the
disciplinary forces discussed by Foucault (1979) in Discipline and Punish. For example, we
see the partitioning of space by the use of separate machines or areas for training, repetitions of
gestures to train the body and the sets of exercises scheduled into a timetable (Foucault 1979).
Therefore, in Track and Field the connection to the military is not only through the upturned
tank but also implicit in the docile athletic body.

There are also many other instances of military style training in contemporary fitness
contexts. For example, in Bikram Yoga, an extreme form of high-energy yoga, the participants
train in an over-heated room and are constantly yelled at by the instructor to keep up and train
harder. This type of training is also reminiscent of the ‘boot camp’ mentality of reality-television
weight-loss programs.

Discipline and Punish also features Foucault’s analysis of Bentham’s panopticon prison
system, designed in 1791, which adds to the discussion surrounding the body as a political site
where power dynamics are played out. The panopticon features a high circular tower that is
centrally located within a circle of surrounding cells. Those under surveillance are disciplined
to behave well as there is a perpetual uncertainty about when surveillance is taking place. The
power of the panopticon is so effective because subjects are potentially being viewed at all times
but remain uncertain if it is happening at any given time (Foucault 1979). This model highlights
how the disciplinary power of surveillance can be both subtle and menacing; a power that
subjugates the “gazee” while presenting an outward appearance of their collusion. In The Eye
of Power, Foucault (Foucault 1980: 155) discusses how the panopticon harnesses the insidious
power of the gaze to create a situation of fear induced self-policing: “There is no need for
arms, physical violence, material constraints. Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze, a gaze which each
individual under its weight will end by interiorising to the point that he is his own overseer, each
individual thus exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself”.

The notion of panopticism can be applied to the contemporary gymnasium and other

competitive sports contexts whereby the possibility of constant surveillance by other athletes and
personal trainers creates a self-regulating system of discipline (Frew and McGillivray 2005). In
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a gym context the fitness machine has, in effect, also become the stalker, as surveillance capacity
is now embedded in ever more sophisticated generations of gym equipment. Most contemporary
gym machines can calculate every calorie burned, measure the user’s heart rate, body mass
index (BMI) and recovery rate after exercise. The machine knows more about the user’s body
than they do themselves. This creates a culture of implicit trust whereby ‘the machine knows
best.” I critique this notion in Gymnauseum whereby my fitness machines display ludicrous
‘personal data’.

Chindogu can be said to be at work within contemporary fitness machines. At a time when
the baby-boomer generation is ageing, an obsession with fitness and weight loss has resulted
in a proliferation of machines designed to trim the body. “Millions of people worldwide attend
gymnasia in their efforts to balance an over-extended diet with obsessive fitness regimes in the
face of worldwide poverty in developing countries” (Venis 2011:17). The gym works as a prime
site for producing the docile body because the dual effects of repetitive exercise combined with
panopticism ensures rigorous ‘training’ to not give up on achieving the (unlikely) outcome of
the ‘ideal body’. This entails a new version of the governmentality of the docile body, a version
particular to our context today.

The panopticon of the gym is so effective in creating an environment of self-regulation
because the pressure to obtain the ideal body is so pervasive. In “Health Clubs and Body
Politics: Aesthetics and the Quest for Physical Capital,” Frew and McGillivray discuss their
findings from research conducted through focus groups of Scottish gym clients and personal
trainers. Participants openly discussed their attitudes about their own quest for physical capital
(Bourdieu 1984). The clients self-regulate and are self-disciplined by the constant exposure to
‘ideal bodies’ surrounding them and by their own perceived lack of physical capital: A health
and fitness club member from a focus group in May 2000 stated that “You’re always looking.
as soon as you’ve got a flat stomach you see someone else and say, hey, they are better than me.
Then you think I want to look like that” (Frew and McGillivray 2005: 168).

Many of the personal trainers openly showed distaste for the lack of physical capital or the
grotesque ‘carnival bodies’ (Featherstone 1991) displayed by the users of their establishments. It
is hard to imagine that their clients would be unaware of such negative attitudes.

A key link between Gymnauseum and Track and Field is a reflection on how military and
sporting discipline is interrelated. For example, Foucault’s notion of the docile body is pivotal
for understanding how the discipline of repetitive exercise and loss of personal autonomy are
linked (Foucault 1979). Sports theorists Frew and McGillivray (2005) also propose that his
analysis of Bentham’s panopticon can be applied to the contemporary gymnasium, whereby
the possibility of constant surveillance whilst exercising creates a self-regulating system of
discipline. In Gymnauseum 1 present absurd “fitness equipment” within a mirrored pseudo gym
environment to discuss how power and control over the ‘docile body’ is also perpetuated through
our relationship with the machine.

In Track and Field we see an athlete on the treadmill (an historical object of punishment)
powering the tank. The tank however, is upturned. The question implicit in this work is, who is
in control? One could argue that the power of Nationalism that appears benign in the Olympics
(or for that matter in the biennale) may well be enhanced by these international competitive
events.
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My works have a deep concern with materiality and like the works of Allora and Calzadilla
are also combinations of found objects engaging with fabricated forms. I consider this process
to be ‘crafted assemblage’ whereby found objects are re-worked in conjunction with constructed
forms, to create a hybrid that allows the history of the found object to remain evident. When
creating works using these combinations, formal sculptural elements are clearly apparent in the
lines and form. For example, in A Sidecar Named Desire the low rider exercycle to which the
side-car is attached (a re-worked 1969 Raleigh Rodeo) provides flowing lines that are echoed
in the creation of the sidecar frame (figure 3). However, my objects are not only about flowing
lines and a retro ‘60s aesthetic; their central modus operandi is playfulness. Visual humour is a
feature of my work and is either apparent when first apprehending an object (for example, one
as pointless as an exercycle with a sidecar), or it may not become clear until the object is used.

Figure 3
Jane Venis, Low Fat Lowrider and a Sidecar Named Desire, from Gymnauseum, 2011 (source: Venis)

The sidecar cockpit features a DVD player looping an ‘infomercial’ that advertises
AbSolution, another ludicrous machine in the Gymnauseum installation. Given the real struggles
that many go through and the hours of painful training required to make lasting physical changes
to the body, it is not surprising that there is a burgeoning market for quick fix solutions. The
emergence in the last decade of ‘six-pack abs’ as a ‘must-have’ body accessory has stimulated
the incessant drive to market ‘ab machines’ that claim to give the user ‘ripped’ and well-defined
abdominal muscles in increasingly shorter timeframes. The promise that ‘just three minutes a
day’ is enough exercise to achieve your dream body is patently absurd. This type of marketing
is the basis for AbSolution The notion that repentance may be achieved by physical pain is of
particular relevance to the Gymnauseum project, where gym users receive ‘absolution’ through
excessive and often painful exercise. AbSolution references the long history of political control
of the body with examples dating back to medieval times when extreme orders of Catholic
monks were self-flagellating for the purpose of connecting emotionally and physically with the
pain of Christ (Bordo 1993).
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In common with Allora and Calzadilla’s recent works, the Low Fat Low Rider and a Sidecar
Named Desire also references Surrealism, as the cup-like faux fur filled sidecar suggests a link
with Meret Oppenheim’s Breakfast in Fur. The title also invites “semiotic play” the surrealist
approach Freeman (2011) discussed in relationship to Track and Field. For example the word
‘desire’ is replete with possibility. In ‘desire’ we may read, desire for the ‘ideal body’ that the
futile Chindogu exercise machine cannot hope to deliver. This essentially makes it operate as a
‘desiring machine’ that speaks of the desperation and futility of consumerism, whereby desire
is never fulfilled and therefore creates a climate that perpetuates ever more desire (Deleuze and
Guattari 1987). The futility of the desiring machine could also be seen in a darker interpretation
of Track and Field, whereby the triumphant riding of the overturned tank could be viewed as an
exercise in futile desperation to keep war at bay.

In using Low Fat Lowrider and a Sidecar Named Desire to comment on Track and Field, 1
foreground the importance of materiality to engage critical thinking about the connection between
sporting, military and artistic nationalism. Secondly, I comment on how the pressure to achieve
the fit and toned ‘ideal body’— as upheld by the Olympian in Track and Field — is for most people
a futile exercise in Chindogu, as the satisfaction of a perfect body is rarely achieved. There is an
implication that not only can gym machines be given a reading as ineffectual Chindogu objects
but the gym itself can be read as Chindogu system. As sports theorists Frew and McGillivray
(2005, 161) propose, life on the treadmill in a contemporary gym or sports club “serves both to
capitalize on and perpetuate cycles of embodied dissatisfaction”.

Beyond Track and Field: artists as critics

As proposed in the introduction, a focus of my methodological approach is to discuss how artists
respond to the work of other artists, as compared to art critics and historians. Eleni Gemtou
(2010: 2) in her article Subjectivity in Art History and Art Criticism discusses how “the approach
of the art historian should have a scientific character, aiming at objectively valid formulations,
while the critic should give equal consideration to subjective factors acknowledging international
artistic values, often taking on the additional role of philosopher or theorist of art”.

It appears that artists react somewhat in the way that critics do, there is a subjective element
in their response. In common with the work of critics, artists — may, through their response —
evaluate the quality of a particular work because of an intimate working knowledge of particular
materials and processes, and/or a depth of knowledge of the field that those particular artists
may be working in. This depth may well be an emotional response, or in the recent example
Low Fat Lowrider and a Sidecar Named Desire, a combination of philosophical and theoretical
concerns evoked through the materiality of the object. In other words the art object is presented
as a critical physical response. Clearly, the artist as an effective critic cannot make work in
an ahistorical vacuum. As Gemtou (2010: 2) proposes, the roles of historian and critic are not
mutually exclusive “as analysis, comprehension, interpretation and evaluation often co-exist in
the studies of both fields”. However, historians are looking at works of the past and considering
them in relation to the era in which they were conceived. New contemporary works are evaluated
by critics but are unlikely to be discussed by historians until enough time has passed to allow
them to be considered as part of evolving trends and movements. Thus, the contemporary works
of today will be in time evaluated in an art historical context and form “a basic substructure for
future historians (Gemtou 2010: 2).”
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It is useful at this point to move beyond a response to the work of Allora and Calzadilla
through the lens of my practice and consider some other contemporary examples of responses
by artists to the works of others in their field. The first of these, a major exhibition of Rubens’s
paintings at the Royal Academy in London is a recent international example. As part of the
2015 landmark exhibition Rubens and his Legacy, artist Jenny Saville curated La Peregrina,
a significant section of the exhibition that formed a contemporary response to Rubens. She
included key works by modernist and contemporary artists who have been influenced by his
immense body of work. These included Francis Bacon, Lucien Freud, Willem de Kooning,
Cecily Brown and Sarah Lucas. Tim Marlow the Director of Artistic Programmes at the Royal
Academy commented that this “is the first time the Academy has commissioned a response in
this way, curated by a contemporary artist” (Furness 2014). Saville also created a major work
of her own, shown as part of the exhibition.

Because Saville is not only a curator, but also a working contemporary painter, her
understanding goes well beyond an intellectual interpretation of Rubens’s work. Marlow
discusses the depth of her response to his oeuvre stating that “Jenny Saville’s understanding of
Rubens’ work is intellectual, emotional and visceral. I’'m not sure any other contemporary artist
feels so passionately about the Flemish master or understands his work so profoundly (Marlow,
cited in Furness 2014).” He goes on to note how Saville’s engagement in the project “is both a
personal journey of exploration and a conversation with Rubens conducted through the art of her
contemporaries, various twentieth century masters and, of course, her own extraordinary work”.

I have chosen to discuss Saville’s framing of Rubens’s exhibition because of my interest
in the way an artist curator responds to the work of other artists. However, the discussion
surrounding Rubens’s unapologetically ‘carnival’ bodies are also in direct contrast to the sleek
docile body displayed by Allora and Calzadilla in Track and Field and is very relevant to
contemporary discussions regarding body image today. Saville, in her own practice as a painter
acknowledges an intense captivation with the “palpability of flesh, extremities of anatomy and
the grotesque” (Furness 2014), which clearly links to her deep engagement with the generously
fleshy nudes of Rubens.

The tension between the carnival grotesque body and the docile ‘ideal’ is critiqued through
my work Gymnauseum, as the media hype regarding obesity has ensured that the fitness industry
has a never-ending supply of grotesque bodies to be made docile. Effort in turn activates
surveillance devices that record, measure and deliver results that rarely satisty the user. Thus the
gym machine and the gym as a machine is a symbol of embodied dissatisfaction that keeps “the
treadmills physically and economically turning” (Frew and McGillivray 2005: 174). The obese
or overweight ‘underdog’ may briefly obtain ‘physical capital’ (Bourdieu 1984) by achieving an
ideal body in the masochistic setting of the gym or by using home gym equipment. However,
the ideal body is virtually impossible to maintain when the lure of the carnival is so pervasive.
Unsurprisingly, a return to the undisciplined carnival body (Featherstone 1991) is inevitable for
many people (Frew and McGillivray 2005).

A second example of the critical response of an artist to others in their field is specific
to postcolonial issues in contemporary New Zealand. Michael Parakowhai represented New
Zealand in 2011 at Venice, the same biennale that featured Allora and Calzadilla’s Track and
Field. For the purpose of this discussion, I will consider one his earlier works, created in response
to a series of iconic modernist paintings by Gordon Walters, another high profile New Zealand
artist. Throughout Walters’s career he used repeated patterns of koru, a traditional motif that is
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recognisably of Maori origin. These symbols have specific meanings and applications that were
not appropriate for use by a Pakeha artist. Walter’s works were a product of their time, made
during the 1950s and 60s, in an era when cultural appropriation was rife and there was little
dialogue about its implications from a post-colonial perspective. One particular work of Walters,
Kahukura (1968) has been the catalyst for Parakowhai’s Kiss the Baby Goodbye (1994).

Parakowhai gives Kahukura a contemporary and very critical reading by creating a giant
plastic kitset, replicating the style of interlocking motifs that Walters appropriated in his painting.
Through the materiality of the plastic kitset — of the type children used to make model planes —
Parakowhai made it abundantly clear that Maori symbols have been ‘up for grabs’ and through
this work he has unapologetically ‘grabbed them back,’ thus appropriating an appropriation. In
responding to Walters with his own artwork, Parakowhai created a critical physical manifestation
of an ongoing dialogue regarding cultural property. However, unlike a traditional art historical
reading, or article of contemporary art criticism, Parakowhai used no words. He instead used a
potent and poetic object.

New Zealand art critic Robert Leonard (1994), in discussing Parakowhai’s installation
which also included other games such as giant pick up sticks, draws a parallel “between the
way we physically assemble a kitset and the way we conceptually make something of art”. He
discusses how Parakowhai’s work in its beauty, could also be read as reverential of the work of
Walters:

Kiss the Baby Goodbye could be read as a celebration of Walters. It maintains his clean lines, his
modernist aesthetic. It’s a breathtakingly beautiful work, lovingly crafted. Then again, it also looks
like an awesome institutional barricade, a corporate castle gate. Perhaps it is belittling to represent a
Walters as a kitset, as if it were childish work. Then again, Walters did determine his complex koru
compositions through the cunning manipulation of paper-collage kitsets. In offering a do-it-yourself
Walters, Parckowhai evokes the Duchampian idea that it is the viewer’s job to complete the work.
But isn’t this also an invitation to rip Walters’s work apart and fashion something new from it? Is
Parekowhai criticising Walters’s appropriation? How could he be when his work is itself an instance
of appropriation?

Although Leonard makes a valid point regarding Parakowhai questioning Walters’s use of
appropriation and then doing the same, the issue is really about cultural ownership. Parakowhai
is asserting his right as a Maori artist to re-appropriate the symbols. The artwork makes an
emphatic statement of that right. I do not read reverence in this work. In common with the works
of Allora and Calzadilla and my own practice, Parakowhai uses the humour of the absurd object
to firstly attract the viewer, and secondly to provoke them into engaging in deeper issues evoked
by the work.

Conclusion

Track and Field deployed a coupling of objects and athletes to create an absurd image evoking
cynicism about power, not only over the body of the athlete caught up in “the machine” of the
Olympics — and, by inference, the Biennale — but also of the power that feeds and is fed by
nationalistic fervour at competitive events. The tank treadmill is somewhat “Chindoguesque,” as
it requires a great effort to work and then ultimately disappoints with its labouredly clanking and
squeaking mechanism, unlike the ‘real’ military machine of the United States which is always
well oiled and given constant attention. Track and Field is even more relevant six years later,
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when the force of nationalism is an even greater threat to stability, as right wing governments
gain more power globally.

Through the unfolding discussion relating to Track and Field 1 argue the importance of
deeply interrogating materiality as a means to invite the viewer into a political dialogue with the
work. However, not only are the sculptural materials of importance for a deep engagement with
the treadmill tank, but also the ‘materiality of words’ as evidenced by the possibilities of semiotic
play evoked through the title (Freiman 2010). The rich textural possibilities of Surrealism and
the related practice of the absurd Chindogu object offer multiple readings of both Track and
Field and works from my own practice offered in response.

Notes

Sections of this article relating to the works
in the Gymnauseum installation directly
source my PhD thesis, see Venis, Jane.

2013. Gymnauseum: Pimping of Body and
Machine, PhD diss., Griffith University,
2013. See the Griffith University digital
repository at: https://www120.secure.griffith.
edu.au/rch/items/59f329f4-f208-4bd3-81c8-
0614b0a2fb57/1/.

Frankfurt School Critical theory is in fact a
range of critical theories, a tradition of critical
analysis that can trace its roots from Marxism
(Sim and Van Loon 2001). It emerged in the
1920s from the work of a group of German
Jewish intellectuals at a University of Frankfurt
research institute known as The Frankfurt
School; key figures, including Theodor Adorno,
Max Horkeimer and Herbert Marcuse, focused
on possible alternatives to what they considered
the ills of society, in particular capitalism and
fascism (Bronner 2011).

The ‘carnival’ body refers to Mikhail Bakhtin’s
concepts surrounding the carnivalesque in
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The purpose of this article is to present an enquiry into a body of watercolour sketches produced by
the biblical and oriental scholar, the Reverend Solomon Caesar Malan (1812-94), documenting his
travels in Syria, Assyria and Armenia between 1 May and 29 July 1850. The collection of watercolour
sketches is important for the fields of archaeology, history and cultural heritage of the ancient Near
East since it includes visual records of his excursion through Syria, Assyria and Armenia, as well
as his artistic impressions of the Assyrian excavations conducted by Sir Austen Henry Layard in the
mid-nineteenth century on behalf of the Trustees of the British Museum. Malan’s sketches of the now
famous British excavations at Nimrud and Kuyunjik have been well documented in scholarly sources.
However, little has been said hitherto of the art historical and visual archaeological importance of
these visual documents. Originating from primary research conducted in 2015 in the Department
of Manuscripts in the British Library, the article will therefore endeavor to draw attention to these
pictorial records, with special reference to the watercolour sketches of Layard’s excavations at
Sennacherib’s Southwest Palace, from an art historical and artistic perspective to shed light on the
archaeological context of the excavations at Kuyunjik.
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ollowing the resounding success of Layard’s first campaign of excavations in Northern

Mesopotamia between November 1845 and June 1847, Layard undertook a second

campaign of excavations from October 1849 to April 1851 (Turner 2003: 175). One of
the principal objectives of the second expedition was to investigate more fully the southwest
building on the mound of Kuyunjik, discovered during the first campaign in the spring of 1847.
In his second campaign, Layard excavated and uncovered some sixty chambers (rooms and
courtyards) of the southwest building. The building was soon to be identified as the Southwest
Palace of Sennacherib through the decipherment of the cuneiform inscriptions (Barnett,
Bleibtreu and Turner 1998: 5; Layard 1853a: 139). It was in Chamber OO that the well-known
Lachish reliefs were discovered. Layard (Layard 1853a: 148-49) later reported on the discovery
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in his 1853 publication, Discoveries in the ruins of Nineveh and Babylon:' “During the latter
part of my residence at Mosul a chamber was discovered in which the sculptures were in better
preservation than any before found at Kouyunjik. Some of the slabs, indeed, were almost entire,
though cracked and otherwise injured by fire; and the epigraph, which fortunately explained the
event portrayed, was complete.” These reliefs would capture the attention of the British Museum
scholars and London society as a remarkable archaeological witness to the siege and capture of
the biblical city of Lachish in 701 BCE by the army of the Assyrian monarch, Sennacherib. The
reliefs also provided a unique ancient visual testament of the Israelites according to the Bible
(Layard 1853a: 152-53).

The excavations at Kuyunjik and their visual documentation

A critical component of the Assyrian excavations was their visual documentation in scientific
measured drawings by professional artists who accompanied Layard.? Prior to photography, as
the primary means of recording archaeological excavations, professional artists were employed
by the British Museum to accompany the archaeological expeditions to document the progress
of the excavations, the discoveries, as well as the interesting sites and peoples in the surrounding
regions (Curtis 2010: 175). These measured drawings, therefore, represented the British
Museum’s authoritative and scientific renderings of the Assyrian discoveries.® Layard, who
was also a competent artist himself, had documented the discoveries at Nimrud and Kuyunjik
during his first campaign. For his second campaign, however, Layard requested the assistance
of an artist whose primary responsibility would be that of documenting the excavations and
discoveries, in particular, the bas-reliefs. The artist, Frederick Charles Cooper, was therefore
commissioned by the British Museum on 30 June 1849 (Bohrer 2003: 334 footnote 37). Cooper
was a professional artist who had trained at the Royal Academy and exhibited his paintings at
the Academy following his excursion in Assyria (Bohrer 2003: 187; Curtis 2010: 176).

During his second campaign at Kuyunjik, Layard’s excavations were conducted over
four periods, which corresponded to his journal and diary entries (Turner 2003: 189). I will
briefly review these excavations since they provide the archaeological context for the discussion
below of Malan’s watercolour sketches of the Kuyunjik excavations.” Moreover, the discussion
highlights the complexity of the excavations and the process of excavating which occurred in
conjunction with the documenting of the discoveries in measured drawings. The first season,
from 12 October 1849 to 18 March 1850, commenced with Chambers I, J, K, L, M, T (Sloping
Passage), ZZ (LI south) and LIIT (Turner 2001: 131 and 137; Turner 2003: 180). Thereafter,
Layard excavated Chambers H and N-S (Layard 1853a: 135-36; Turner 2003: 177). Lastly, in
this first season, he worked in Chamber XX from January until 10 March 1850 and opened the
Sloping Passage T on 11 March 1850 (Turner 2003: 180).

Reviewing Layard’s notebook LN 2C as well as his sketch plan A, Turner recounts the
second season of excavations, which took place between 11 May and 11 July 1850. During
this period Layard excavated Chambers U-Y as well as Chambers T and O (Turner 2003: 182-
83, 186 and 187).” From early June 1850, during the second season of excavations, Cooper’s
health broke down (Turner 2003: 196). This corresponds with Layard’s diary entries in which,
around mid-June, Layard recorded that he had taken over the task of documenting the reliefs due
to Cooper’s unstable condition.® Cooper departed from Mosul on 10 July 1850 (Turner 2003:
199). Layard followed with Hormuzd Rassam, his loyal foreman, on 11 July, after dispatching
the first consignment of sculptures from Kuyunjik (Layard 1853a: 365). The two men met up
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with Cooper at a small Kurdish village, Kaimawa (Curtis 2010: 181). For the remainder of July,
Cooper travelled around Kurdistan in the regions of Van with Layard and Rassam. By 4 August,
when the party had reached Van, Cooper’s health had deteriorated to such an extent that Layard
advised Cooper to return to England without delay (Gadd 1936: 66; Layard 1853a: 411).

Layard’s third season of excavations took place between 2 September and 16 October
1850, when he gave instructions before leaving on 18 October for an excursion to Baghdad
and Babylonia (Barnet et al 1998: 6; Gadd 1936: 66; Turner 2003: 187 and 200). During this
period, Layard reinvestigated Chamber E, which he had first discovered in 1847, and noted in
his notebook LN 2C and sketch plan C the excavations in Chambers Z, AA, CC, DD, OO and
the entrances j, k, m into MM, which was mislabelled as PP (Turner 2003: 178 and 182).° In
his diary entry on 30 September 1850, Layard noted: “At mound — raft loaded — too much to
draw — pack small objects in house” (Add.MS. 39089 A, fol. 51v, cited in Turner 2003: 197).
In this third season of excavations, Chambers BB, EE and FF had also been excavated since
Layard reported in a letter to Sir Henry Ellis, the Principal Librarian of the British Museum, on 1
October 1850: “that he had drawn ‘about thirty of the most important basreliefs discovered since
Mr. Cooper’s departure” (Add.MS. 38943, fol. 4v, cited in Turner 2003: 197). Between 6 and
11 October 1850, Layard recorded the Lachish reliefs in five measured drawings, Or.Dr. I, 58-62
(Barnett at al 1998: 6; Layard 1853a: 148-53; Russell 1995: 82; Turner 2003: 196-97). Before
departing from Kuyunjik, Layard documented a further three bas-reliefs from Hall (Chamber)
I'IO

In Babylonia, Layard excavated until January 1851 before returning to Mosul on 7 March
1851 (Layard 1853a: 582; Turner 2003: 200). During Layard’s absence from Mosul, the artist
Thomas Septimus Bell was appointed in November 1850 to replace Cooper, for a year’s contract
with the British Museum (Turner 2003: 199). Arriving in Mosul in the first week of March
1851, and after meeting Layard at Mosul on 7 March, Bell immediately set to work to document
the sculptures that were discovered while Layard was in Babylonia (Barnett at al 1998: 16;
Turner 2003: 201). He documented the bas-reliefs from Chambers II, KK and LL and then as the
excavations continued for the last season from 8 March to 19 April 1851, he documented slabs
from Chambers EEE-GGG and III (Turner 2003: 201). In his final notebook of the Kuyunjik
excavations, LN 2E, dated 7 to 28 April 1850, Layard recorded the excavations that had taken
place in Chambers GG, II-LL (excavated while he was in Babylonia), part of MM, SS-WW, Y,
AAA and DDD-OOO (Turner 2003: 178)."" Layard departed from Mosul on 28 April 1851 after
closing down the main excavations at Kuyunjik on 19 April (Turner 2003: 190).!> Leaving Bell
to watch over the mound and to complete his year’s contract with the British Museum, Layard
returned to England with the hope of entering politics (Gadd 1936: 70). Sadly, on 13 May 1851
— having departed for a trip to Bavian — Bell drowned while bathing in the Gomel River (Gadd
1936: 71).

The Reverend Solomon Caesar Malan: explorer and amateur artist

Following the scholarly importance of the cuneiform inscriptions of the Assyrian excavations,
the popular appeal of the new Assyrian antiquity in the British Museum (cf. Bohrer 2003), and
Layard’s archaeological bestseller in 1849, Nineveh and its Remains, a fair portion of Layard’s
time in Northern Mesopotamia during his second campaign was spent on entertaining interested
parties at the excavations at Kuyunjik and Nimrud. Visitors included English, European and
American explorers, scholars and diplomatic officials with an interest in the excavations. One
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such party of English travellers included the Reverend Solomon Caesar Malan, who, during a
three-month tour of the Near East, visited Mosul between 10 and 20 June 1850 (Barnett et al
1998: 16; Gadd 1938: 118).

Born in Geneva on 22 April 1812, Malan moved to England at age nineteen where he
studied Hebrew and Sanskrit at Oxford (Bonfitto 2015: 176, footnote 15). With an extraordinary
flair for languages, he also applied himself to learning Tibetan, Chinese, and other Indian dialects
during his tenure as a classics professor at Bishop’s College in Calcutta (Bonfitto 2015: 176,
footnote 15). Mastering proficiency in eighty languages, including Arabic, Coptic and Persian,
and earning an honorary doctorate in divinity at Edinburgh, as well as taking Anglican deacon’s
orders, Malan became known for his prolific biblical and oriental scholarship (Bonfitto 2015:
175)."* Malan was also an amateur artist. Having learned drawing from his father and then from
Alexandre Calame (1810-64), the renowned Swiss landscape artist, he developed a passion for
documenting his travels (Bonfitto 2015: 172). Rather than the use of drawing aids such as the
camera lucida or obscura, Malan employed the “freedom” and “fluidity” of drawing by hand
and watercolour painting to capture the temporal scenes he encountered (Bonfitto 2015: 172 and
173; cf. Malan 1856: 25).

Malan’s visit at Mosul coincided with Layard’s preparations just prior to Layard leaving
the site to convalesce and travel around the regions of Van, and while he was actively engaged
with: “writing up his journal, making drawings, copying inscriptions, surveying, and preparing
his accounts for the Trustees” (Barnett et al 1998: 6).'* Making daily trips across the river from
the west bank of Mosul on a raft ferried by the boatman, Abdalla, Malan visited the excavations
at Kuyunjik and Nimrud (Malan 1897: 160). Each day Malan filled his sketch books with a
profusion of on the spot watercolour sketches capturing details from some of the excavated
slabs, surrounding landscape panoramas, sketches of local people and labourers, as well as
documenting the excavations in progress at Kuyunjik and at Nimrud."” Layard and Malan soon
formed a mutual admiration and friendship (Clayden 2015: 44; Malan 1897: 160). Having a
profound biblical interest in the excavations, upon leaving the site, Malan made available, for
Layard to use and publish as he required, his watercolour sketches: “This, and every other
sketch of Nineveh, made by me on the spot, in June 1850, is to be placed at the disposal of Mr
Layard for him to publish or otherwise use it in any way he thinks proper, on the sole condition
of his returning the sketches when he no longer requires them. Signed S.C. Malan. Mosul. June
15™. 1850” (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 30v).

Malan made twenty-one watercolour sketches of the Nineveh excavations and a further
sixteen of the excavations at Nimrud between 10 and 20 June 1850 (Clayden 2015: 45).'® These
records were incorporated in volume IV of his Sketches from Nature, resulting in a visual
travelogue of two hundred and seventy-four watercolour sketches and drawings documenting
his travels in Syria, Assyria and Armenia from 1 May 1850 to 29 July 1850 (Add.MS. 45360).
Layard reproduced twenty-eight of Malan’s watercolour sketches to illustrate his publication,
Discoveries in the ruins of Nineveh and Babylon (1853a).'” Of these twenty-eight sketches, seven
watercolours related to the excavations at Kuyunjik and a further six were of the excavations
at Nimrud. The balance of fifteen sketches captured scenes of places and the people around
Ur, Haran, Kurdistan, Armenia, and some depicted scenes of the landscape he captured whilst
floating on a raft on his journey down the Tigris River. Layard (Layard 1853a: x) acknowledged
Malan in the preface to his book: “to the Rev. S. C. Malan, who has kindly allowed me the use
of his masterly sketches.”'®
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Malan’s three-month excursion in Syria, Assyria and Armenia was part of an extended
tour that included four months of travelling in Italy and Sicily between November 1849 and
February 1850, and in Greece for two months in March and April 1850 (Bonfitto 2015: 169, 175,
footnote 2; Malan 1897: 211-12). Previously, in 1847, Malan visited Spain and southern France
(Bonfitto 2015: 175, footnote 2). Being an ardent explorer, Malan had also visited the Holy
Land in April, May and June 1842, as well Turkey in July 1842 and Asia Minor in August 1842
(Getty Digital Collections: Solomon Caesar Malan Albums of Drawings, GRI library catalog,
retrieved on 11 October 2016). Malan’s earliest pilgrimage was made to India via the Cape of
Good Hope between 1839 and 1840, when en route home to England in 1840 he documented his
journey from the ports of the Arabian Peninsula, Egypt and Malta (Bonfitto 2015: 169). Malan
also visited the Swiss Alps, the English countryside and the Isle of Wight at an unknown date."
Malan (1897: 212) completed one thousand six hundred and fourteen watercolour paintings
and sketches documenting the places and people he encountered on his travels in portable
sketchbooks. These paintings and sketches he personally collated and re-mounted in ten bound
volumes before his death in Bournemouth in 1894 (Malan 1897: 211).%° In 1967 the University
of Stellenbosch in South Africa acquired the volume of sketches documenting Malan’s travels in
India (Bonfitto 2015: 169; Clayden 2015: 44-5). And in 2013, six volumes of Malan’s sketches
entered the collections of the Getty Research Institute.?!

The manuscript: Syria, Assyria, and Armenia — Sketches from nature, taken from May I*to
July 29" 1850, Volume IV (Add.MS. 45360)

On 13 May 1939, Malan’s volume IV of watercolour sketches of his pilgrimage in Syria,
Armenia and Nineveh was bequeathed to the British Museum by his grandson Mr. Walter
Malan, and thereafter accessioned as Add.MS. 45360 in June 1939 (Barnett et al 1998: 10).
Some fifty-eight years later in 1997, when the British Museum’s library, established since 1972
as an independent institution, moved into its own building in Euston Road London, the Malan
watercolours were transferred to the custody of the Department of Manuscripts in the British
Library (Barnett et al 1998: 10). According to the inscription at the end of the manuscript, the
current foliation of Malan’s volume IV occurred in the British Museum in December 1956 and
was checked after binding in February 1957. The spine of the binding is inscribed: “Brit. Mus.”,
with the shelf reference “Add MS 45360 appearing on the spine.?

The manuscript consists of eighty-three folios with the numeric order of the sketches
matching the captions on each page with the corresponding numbers on the captions added to the
sketches. This may indicate as well, that the numeric ordering was Malan’s original ordering of
his sketches in volume IV, before it was presented to the British Museum in 1939. A comparison
with the six volumes of Malan watercolours that are in the Getty Research Institute’s collections
reveals that Malan indeed assigned a number and a short explanatory caption to each page
onto which his drawings and sketches were pasted (Getty Digital Collections: Solomon Caesar
Malan Albums of Drawings, GRI library catalog, retrieved on 17 October 2016). Moreover, the
handwriting of the captions on the pages in the Getty volumes resembles the handwriting of the
captions in the British Library volume IV.

In volume IV in the British Library, dissimilarities in the spelling of some of the places
Malan visited occur between the inscriptions on the drawings and in the captions. This discrepancy
may indicate a shift in spelling that Malan himself undertook when he collated the ten volumes
and added the captions. For example, on the seven watercolours depicting the excavations at
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Nineveh, the spelling is “Kouyounjik” on the drawings rather than “Kooyoonjik” as in the
captions; and on the ten watercolours of the Nimrud excavations the word is spelt “Nimrood”
as opposed to “Nimroud” in the captions, and Haran is indicated on the sketches, “Harran”, and
in the captions as “Haran”.?* The shift in spelling is corroborated in Malan’s book, Philosophy,
or Truth (1865: 93), and in A.N. Malan’s biography (1897: 160). In these two publications, the

sites Haran, Kooyoonjik and Nimroud are spelt the same way as in the captions.

Furthermore, on some of the drawings, an alternative number is evident that may refer to
Malan’s earlier chronological ordering of the watercolours. These alternative numbers seem to
indicate the numbers from Malan’s original sketchbooks, which he would have disassembled
when mounting the drawings in the ten volumes (cf. Clayden 2015: 45; Malan 1897: 211).* It
is therefore reasonable to assume that in collating and mounting his watercolour sketches into
the ten volumes, Malan preferred an alternative numeric ordering over what must have been
an earlier chronological arrangement of the drawings in his original sketchbooks, which had
reflected the date and order when the sketches were executed on the spot (cf. Clayden 2015:
45).26

Sketches from nature: a brief overview of Malan’s visual travelogue
through Syria, Assyria, and Armenia

Malan’s Sketches from Nature referred to a “generic conventional label for plein air painting”
(Bonfitto 2015: 174). However, for Malan, drawing from Nature represented the: “expression on
paper, whether in pencil or in colours, of the impression which Nature makes upon the mind of
the artist” (Malan 1856: 2). In arecent article, “Harmony in Contrast”: The drawings of Solomon
Caesar Malan (2015), Peter Louis Bonfitto, a research associate in the scholars’ programme at
the Getty Research Institute, has highlighted Malan’s fascination with the qualities of light and
shade in his watercolours depicting scenes from his travels contained in the six volumes in the
collections of the Getty Research Institute. He discussed Malan’s process of sketching out the
view before him in pencil and then adding watercolours to capture a scene in a fleeting moment
in time (Bonfitto 2015: 169 and 172). Bonfitto (2015: 172) remarked that Malan, being “guided
by momentary shifts in light” would stop “painting once the moment was gone.” This would
sometimes leave the impression of an unfinished work. But his technique prevented a picture
from being “mired in details” (Bonfitto 2015: 172) which could, Malan had argued, “disturb the
harmony of the relative features of the whole” (Malan 1856: 22).

Bonfitto reviewed how Malan’s style matured from his early travels passing through
the Arabian ports, and then through Egypt and Malta to his later travels in Italy and Greece,
and his excursion in Syria, Assyria and Armenia. In his later works Bonfitto (2015: 169 and
173) remarked: “he perfected a style that strikes a balance between bold, rapid expression and
meticulous study”; his artistic expression, moreover, favouring washes of colour through the
application of “heavily diluted watercolour.” Turning to the volume of Malan’s watercolours
that concerns this article, Malan employed a palette of predominantly warm, desert tones of
browns and ochres for his watercolour washed drawings, adding touches of other colours to
accentuate people’s clothing, or to highlight a striking view such as a green cloth draped over
a makeshift canopy installed on a raft that carried him down the Tigris to Mosul (Add.MS.
45360 fol. 81r, no. 251; cf. Gadd 1938: 118). The volume also contains a number of graphite
pencil studies, executed, mainly, of woodland scenes near Bitlis in the hills of Armenia and near
Trebizond in Asia Minor en route home from Mosul. Rather than exhibition ready paintings,
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Malan’s concern was to generate visual records of his own “personal experience and reflection”
(Bonfitto 2015: 174); to capture something of the transient beauty of the landscape, as well as
visual memories of the engaging people he met.

Tracing his route from his dated sketches, Malan set out from Antioch in Syria on 1 May
1850 (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 4r, no. 15).” Then, travelling to Aleppo he visited the city from 4
May until 7 May (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 7r, no. 29). Making his way from Aleppo to Aintab (Add.
MS. 45360 fol. 5v, no. 24 and 25), he arrived at Aintab on 9 May and stayed for four days until
13 May (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 8r, no. 31). Leaving Aintab, his “First view of Mesopotamia” is
sketched on 13 May (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 8r, no. 30); approaching Ur of the Chaldees (Oorfa),
Malan documented the view of the city in two pencil drawings on 15 May (Add. MS. 45360
fol. 9r, no. 36) and then again on 16 May (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 9v, no. 37). In Oorfa, he visited
the hallowed site of the traditional Ur of the Chaldees, the site of the birthplace of the biblical
patriarch Abraham. However, rather than the supposed sacred sites of Ur, of far greater interest
to him was the lure of biblical Haran and the plain of Padan-Aram (Malan 1865: 93-6).

Crossing the plain of Padan-Aram on the way to the village of Haran, Malan passed
Rebecca’s well on 18 May (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 11r, no. 45). He returned to the well several
times during his stay in Haran depicting scenes at the well from varying angles and at various
times of the day. In Haran, he befriended the Anazeez Bedouin tribe and pitched his tent among
their tents, which were spread at the foot of the mound (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 16v, no. 77). His
last dated sketch in the neighbourhood of Haran is 26 May, after which he reached Sewerek on
30 May (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 20v, no. 98) and Diarbekr on 3 June (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 80r, no.
244). From Diarbekr, he boarded a raft for his voyage down the Tigris River to Mosul (Add.
MS. 45360 fol. 32r, no. 116). And from the raft, documented the banks of the Tigris in a number
of sketches until arriving in Mosul on 9 June (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 45r, nos. 148-51). Malan
remained at Mosul until 20 June documenting the excavations at Kuyunjik and Nimrud. By 22
June, he had reached Zachu (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 81, no. 259), and proceeded to the hills of
Armenia between Sert and Bitlis on 24 June (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 47r, no. 162). Near Bitlis, he
took the time to document some of the beautiful scenery in three pencil studies (Add.MS. 45360
fol. 57r, no. 194; Add.MS. 45360 fol. 58r, no. 195; Add.MS. 45360 fol. 59r, no. 196). By 1 July
Malan arrived at Lake Van (Add.MS 45360 fol. 62r, no. 200; Add.MS. 45360 fol. 64r, no. 198),
capturing, in a play of light and shadow, “Nimrod’s camels petrified” (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 68t,
no. 213), and in a pencil study an Armenian church in the village of Keswak (Add.MS. 45360
fol. 67r, no. 210). Departing from Aklat on the western shore of Lake Van, he reached Erzerum
on 10 July (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 60r, no. 197), and on 19 July the hills of Pontus were recorded
in a pencil sketch (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 63r, no. 201). By 6 August Malan had reached Trebizond
in Asia Minor (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 75r, no. 222) where he produced a detailed graphite pencil
study of a woodland scene near Trebizond (Add.MS. fol. 74r, no. 221). From Trebizond there
are no further dated sketches tracing his final journey home to Broadwindsor, Dorset.

The watercolours of the excavations at Kuyunjik

In the Catalogue of Sculptures (Barnett et al 1998: 47-143), Erika Bleibtreu has allocated
the Malan watercolours, where appropriate, to their corresponding location in Sennacherib’s
Southwest palace. In 1938, C.J. Gadd (1938: 121-22) published an article entitled 4 Visiting
Artist at Nineveh in 1850, in which he discussed five of Malan’s Nineveh watercolours. More
recently in 2015, Tim Clayden (2015: 51-6), while reporting on two new watercolours of the
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Nimrud excavations, has also listed twenty of Malan’s watercolours relating to the Kuyunjik
excavations, and described and published previously unpublished works by Malan from the
Nineveh excavations.?® The review discussed below of Malan’s on the spot watercolour sketches
from Kuyunjik will therefore not rehearse what has already been published. Rather, I shall
seek to provide an overview from a perspective of the archaeological context in which Malan
recorded his personal impressions of the discoveries and the excavations at Kuyunjik. Often his
watercolour impressions offer an emotive response as well as a more artistic rendering of the
archaeology (cf. Leibhammer 2001: 103). In his larger watercolours depicting the excavations in
progress, Malan liked to work quickly to capture an “exact moment”, and: “although the details
are left as sketches, they capture an entire scene” (Bonfitto 2015: 169 and 173). Moreover, his
views captured as much a moment in time as a “careful study of light and shadow” drawing
attention to the temporal nature of the excavations (Bonfitto 2015: 169). Throughout the following
discussion, it will be useful for the reader to refer to Layard’s ground plan of Sennacherib’s
Palace in Annexure A.

On 9 June 1850, Malan and his party drifted into Mosul, situated on the west bank of the
Tigris, on board a raft, also known as a kellek (cf. Layard 1853a: 464). Malan deftly sketched
their approach in two pencil sketches (figure 1).%

Figure 1
Solomon Caesar Malan, On the Tigris, Mosul, dated left of image no. 150
“Mosul June 9" [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 7.7 x 18.4 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 45r, nos. 150 and 151).

On 10 June, Malan visited Kuyunjik for the first time and documented some of the
discoveries where Layard was working. The reader will recall from the discussion above that
Layard’s second season of excavations at Kuyunjik took place between 11 May and 11 July.
During this period he excavated in Chambers U-Y, T and O. Therefore, accordingly occupying
himself with Layard’s more recent excavations, on 10 June Malan sketched the lower remaining
slabs of the fish-gods guarding either side of entrance i into Chamber V as approaching from
Chamber Y (figure 2; Barnett et al 1998: 107, no. 447¢c; Clayden 2015: 51, nos. 19 and 20);*
Slab 11 from entrance 4 in Chamber U depicting The king on campaign in Babylonia (figure 3;
Barnett et al 1998: 82, no. 283c; Clayden 2015: 51, no. 21; Russell 1991: 145, Fig 75);*! and
from Chamber O Malan sketched the upper half of the lion-headed figure holding a dagger in
his raised hand that was depicted on a slab fragment lying loose in the rubble. He added the
missing portion of the slab depicting the lower half of the figure clad in a tunic and with a mace
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projecting from its side (figure 4; Barnett et al 1998: 120, no. 531b; Clayden 2015: 52, no.
23);* he also sketched what appears to be a preparatory pencil sketch of an excavation tunnel
with no other details included (figure 5). Clayden (2015: 51, no. 22) suggests that the pencil
sketch represented a working drawing of the excavation tunnel in Chamber O. Malan then left
Kuyunjik to work at Nimrud for three days, from 11 to 13 June.

Figure 2 Figure 3

Solomon Caesar Malan, Fish-god Kooyoonjik, Solomon Caesar Malan, At Kooyoonjik, dated
dated bottom left “Kouyounjik June 10th” [1850], bottom left “Kouyounjik June 10th” [1850], pencil
pencil on paper, 24.3 x 18.2 cm (courtesy of the and watercolour on paper, 18.1 x 26.4 cm

British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 31r, no. 114).  (courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol.
49r, no. 166).

Figure 4 Figure 5
Solomon Caesar Malan, At Kooyoonjik, dated Solomon Caesar Malan, At Kooyoonjik, dated
bottom left “Kouyounjik June 10th” [1850], pencil bottom left “Kouyounjik June 10th” [1850], pencil
and watercolour on paper, 12.9 x 8.8 cm and watercolour on paper, 10 x 12.8 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. (courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol.
54r, no. 184). 54r, no. 183).
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Resuming his work at Kuyunjik on 15 June, Malan concentrated on depicting the context
from which the discoveries were made — in particular the context of those reliefs — which he
had sketched on 10 June before leaving for Nimrud. Rather than attempting to provide the
exact scientific detail of the discoveries, Malan’s sketches captured something of the mood and
temporal quality of the archaeological excavations (cf. Turner 2003: 208). On 15 June, then,
Malan painted a watercolour sketch of the excavation context of entrance /4 in Chamber U, from
which he had drawn the top register of Slab 11. In this watercolour of entrance /4, he depicted
the left end of Slab 12 on the right in the foreground of the image, and Slab 14 at the rear of
the image, behind the colossal bulls guarding the entrance (figure 6; Gadd 1938: 121, no. 108;
cf. Clayden 2015: 52, no. 24). The left end of Slab 12 depicted the moat, which is visible in the
upper left hand corner of Malan’s watercolour (Barnett et al 1998: 82, no. 282-83, 283c¢).* The
moat joined the river, which separated the upper and lower register of the frieze depicting the
king’s campaign in Babylonia (Russell 1991: 144-45, Fig 75). Slab 14 at the rear of the image
showed the four-winged deity holding a cone and bucket (Barnett et al 1998: 82, no. 279, 279a
and 279b).** An unattended umbrella was added leaning against the tunnel in the foreground of
the image on the left hand side, perhaps left by a labourer working in the tunnel, suggesting the
temporal nature of the excavations.

Figure 6
Solomon Caesar Malan, Excavations at Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 15th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 29 x 22 ¢cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 25r, no. 108).

Malan also painted the winged bulls in situ in Chamber H and showed the winged deity
on Slab 9 or 7 (figure 7; Barnett et al 1998: 48, no. 8b; Gadd 1938: 121-22, no. 111).*® A man,
possibly an Ottoman Turk wearing a distinctive Turkish cap with a tassel (known as a fez), is
depicted leaning against the front bull. Next, he captured the scene of the fish-god slab at entrance
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i into Chamber V from Chamber Y (figure 8; Barnett et al 1998: 107, no. 447b; Clayden 2015:
53, no. 26).%¢ Details include a Nestorian digger in pantaloon pants and a conical hat entering
Chamber V with the fish-god relief to his left, and walking further along the tunnel in Chamber V
is another Nestorian digger in similar pantaloon pants and a hat.>” They are both shown carrying
digging tools over their right shoulder. In the scene an unattended rope is hanging through a
circular hole in the ceiling of the tunnel.

Figure 7
Solomon Caesar Malan, At Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 15th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 22 x 29.4 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS 45360 fol. 28r, no. 111).

Figure 8
Solomon Caesar Malan, Fish-god Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 15th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 29.7 x 22.4 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 30r, no. 113).

Moreover, on 15 June Malan painted his Panorama of Nineveh; from the inner wall;
looking S.W. (figure 9; Gadd 1938: 122, no. 274). The panoramic sketch encompassed a view of
the ruins of Nineveh including the mounds of Nebi Yunus, Kuyunjik, and the Gate of Shamash
with a view of Mosul over the east wall (Gadd 1938: 122, no. 274).
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S
Figure 9
Solomon Caesar Malan, Panorama of Nineveh; from the inner wall; looking S.W., dated bottom

left “Nineveh June 15th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 22.1 x 87.6 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 83r, no. 274).

Still following the course of Layard’s second period of excavations, Malan moved into
Chamber W on 17 June (figure 10; Barnett et al 1998: 109, no. 463a; Clayden 2015: 53, no.
27). Here he captured a scene from the chamber where the roof had collapsed. In this chamber,
Layard had discovered the “library of Assurbanipal” which was shipped to the British Museum
(Russell 1991: 65). Known as “the chamber of records” (Russell 1991: 65), Layard recorded that
the room contained clay tablets with cuneiform inscriptions, which were “piled a foot or more
on the floor” (cf. Layard 1853a: 345; Russell 1991: 65).3® Malan’s watercolour showed relief
fragments at the rear of the chamber with figures and led horses, and reliefs on the right showing
a Phoenician type galley (Barnett et al 1998: 109, no. 463a). At the top right of the image local
people are depicted peering into the chamber, and at the bottom left another Arab figure is seated
on a rock projecting into the image. In the central area of the watercolour, in front of the slabs
to the right, is a pile of fragments. Chamber W consisted of two rooms (XL and XLI) that were
joined by entrance 4 (Russell 1991: 66).

Figure 10
Solomon Caesar Malan, The Archive Chamber. Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 17th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 28.7 x 22.2 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 29r, no. 112).
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Subsequent to his work in Chamber W, Malan sketched and painted Chamber O depicting
the length of the chamber and the lion-headed fragment lying amongst the rubble (figure 11;
Barnett et al 1998: 120, no. 531b; Clayden 2015: 54, no. 28). In the foreground of the watercolour
Malan also depicted a detached slab with an inscription on the top, showing Sennacherib
supervising the operations of workmen: “carrying cables, or dragging carts loaded with coils or
ropes, and various implements for moving the colossi” (Barnett et al 1998: 119; Layard 1853a:
104). An Arab workman is shown leaning against the slab. Eight slabs remained in their original
position on the end of the north wall (Russell 1991: 69). These slabs depicted the: “transport
by sledge of an immense object with a rounded end” (Russell 1991: 69).* In his narrative text,
Layard had reiterated the importance of the discoveries in Chamber O (Layard 1853a: 103).

Figure 11
Solomon Caesar Malan, Excavations at Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 17th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 28 x 21 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 24r, no. 107).

I would like to suggest that thereafter on 17 June, Malan moved into Sloping Passage T
from Chamber O where he executed his watercolour of the excavations mid-way in the chamber
(figure 12; Barnett et al 1998: 125, no. 576b; Clayden 2015: 56, no. 37).*° In this watercolour
he has depicted a led horse on part of Slab 29 on the left, and beyond on the left three more led
horses on Slabs 31-32.*! On the right in the foreground of the image opposite Slab 29, Malan
sketched the attendant on Slab 13, which depicted attendants carrying locusts, pomegranates,
hares and birds (Barnett et al 1998: 124, no. 568-72).* A Nestorian digger with his pick lying
on the ground beside him sits on the rubble in front of Slab 13. Taking a break from his manual
labour, he is represented looking exhausted with his head buried in his arms, over his knees. It
is probable that Malan would have produced the pencil sketch of part of Slab 11 from Sloping
Passage T that depicted two attendants carrying a tray of food on the same day (figure 13;
Barnett et al 1998: 124, no. 566¢; Clayden 2015: 56, no. 38).*
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Figure 12
Solomon Caesar Malan, A7 Kooyoonjik, inscribed bottom left “Kouyounjik”
date lost [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 27.9 x 20.5 ¢cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 27r, no. 110).

Figure 13
Solomon Caesar Malan, At Kooyoonjik, undated [1850],
pencil and watercolour on paper, 8 x 11.5 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 45r, no. 145).

Malan spent a further three days at Kuyunjik. On 18 June he made a pencil sketch of a
Panorama from Kooyoonjik with Mosul depicted in the distance beyond the Tigris (figure 14).
And most probably on the same day he sketched the Panorama from Mosul situated on the west
bank of the Tigris and a view of the ruins of Nineveh on the east bank (figure 15).
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Figure 14
Solomon Caesar Malan, Panorama from Kooyoonjik, dated bottom
left “June 18™” [1850], pencil on paper, 18.1 x 53 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 52v, no. 173).

Figure 15
Solomon Caesar Malan, Panorama from Mosul, undated [1850],
pencil and watercolour on paper, 18.1 x 53 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. S52r, no. 172).

On the second last day of his visit to Nineveh, on 19 June, Malan painted the View of
the Walls of Nineveh. The orientation is from the south end of the outer city wall with the dry
watercourse depicted in the foreground of the image. The mound of the Gate of Shamash is
indicated to the left of centre of the image, and Mosul in the distance beyond the east wall.
(figure 16; Clayden 2015: 54, no. 29; Gadd 1938: 122, no. 171). He also sketched Mr Layard
at Kooyoonjik, seated on a stool, drawing Slabs 15-16 from the west facade of Chamber U at
entrance 4 (figure 17; Barnet et al 1998: 82, no. 278b; Clayden 2015: 54, no. 30).%
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Figure 16
Solomon Caesar Malan, View of the walls of Nineveh, dated bottom left “June 19™” [1850],
pencil and watercolour on paper, 18.1 x 53 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 51r, no. 171).

Figure 17
Solomon Caesar Malan, Mr Layard at Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 19" [1850], pencil on paper, 18 x 12.5 cm
(Courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. S4v, no. 186).

On his final day on site, on 20 June, Malan took the time to document some of the Arab and
Nestorian workers from Kuyunjik in two sketches, and then one sketch of the workers engaged
in the manual task of removing a slab (figures 18-20).*¢ Malan often recorded the names of the
people whom he met on his travels in his drawings and in his recollections of his travels.*
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Figure 18 Figure 19
Solomon Caesar Malan, Workmen Solomon Caesar Malan, Untitled, dated middle right
— Kooyoonjik, dated bottom centre “Kouyounjik June 20" [1850], pencil and watercolour
“Kouyounjik June 20" [1850], pencil and on paper, 12.9 x 7 cm (courtesy of the British Library:
watercolour on paper, 13 x 9 cm Add.MS. 45360 fol. 46r, no. 157).

(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS.
45360 fol. 46r, no. 156).
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Figure 20
Solomon Caesar Malan, Removing a slab, Kooyoonjik, dated middle right
“Kouyounjik June 20" [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 12.9 x 11 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 46r, no. 158).
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Malan also revisited the excavations in Chamber U on his last day and made a further
drawing of entrance 4 in Chamber U. However, this time his watercolour was from the opposite
angle of the same entrance, which he had depicted previously. In the new sketch of the entrance
h in Chamber U, Malan showed the bulls in the foreground and the winged deity on Slab 13 at
the rear of the image beyond the bulls (figure 21; Barnett et al 1998: 82, no. 281a; Clayden 2015:
55, no. 33).* Two Arab figures are seated at the base of the bulls facing Slab 13. Concluding his
time in Chamber U, Malan also made two quick sketches of the scenes that were depicted on
the upper register of Slab 12 and the bottom register of Slab 10, and separated the scenes with
a jagged pencil line (figure 22; Barnett et al 1998: 82, no. 282¢; Clayden 2015: 55, nos. 35 and
36).

Figure 21
Solomon Caesar Malan, At Kooyoonjik, dated bottom right
“Kouyounjik June 20th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 22 x 29 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS 45360 fol. 26r, no. 109).

Figure 22
Solomon Caesar Malan, Bas-relief Kooyoonjik, dated bottom left
“Kouyounjik June 20th” [1850], pencil and watercolour on paper, 7.3 x 17.9 cm
(courtesy of the British Library: Add.MS. 45360 fol. 46v, no. 159 left and right).
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Conclusion

Malan’s watercolour sketches of the Kuyunjik excavations depict a more generalised and
impressionistic view of the excavations. They introduce an element of complexity by capturing
the transience and vulnerable state of the excavations (cf. Leibhammer 2001: 66). Through the
evocative use of colour, light and shadow — largely eliminated from the measured drawings of
the discoveries — Malan’s watercolours recapture the time, mood and speculation of the original
experience of the excavations (cf. Leibhammer 2001: 70 and 85). From an archaeological, artistic
and art historical point of view, Malan’s watercolour sketches of the Kuyunjik excavations
offer an important contribution to our knowledge of the Assyrian excavations in Northern
Mesopotamia.
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Annexure B

Malan folio and image no.

Title as in manuscript Add.MS. 45360

Layard 1853a page no.

Folio 71r, no. 217 Erzeroom, Armenia July 10th 1853a: 1
Folio 22v, no. 103 Kurdish women at the well 1853a: 42
Folio 45r, no. 150 On the Tigris, Mosul June 9th 1853a: 65

Folio 45v, no. 154

Nimroud June 11th

1853a: 96

Folio 24r, no. 107

Excavations at Kooyoonjik June 17th

1853a: 105

Folio 6r, no. 17

Muslemie May 7 At Aleppo & at Muslemie

1853a: 112

Folio 46v, no. 161

Yezidis Hatara

1853a: 201

Folio 36r, no. 121

Mr Layard’s hut

1853a: 218

Folio 36v, no. 127

Water-carrier, Nimrood

1853a: 218

Folio 36v, no. 128

Women, Nimrood

1853a: 218

Folio 45v, no. 155

Workmen at Nimrood

1853a: 233

Folio 12r, no. 47 Bracelet & nose ring Harran 28 [May] 1853a: 262
Folio 16r, no. 75 Women making bread. Harran May 18 1853a: 285
Folio 27r, no. 110 At Kooyoonjik Nineveh June 15th 1853a: 341
Folio 29r, no. 112 The Archive Chamber Kooyoonjik June 17th 1853a: 344
Folio 54v, no. 186 Mr Layard at Kooyoonjik June 19th 1853a: 344
Folio 30r, no. 113 Fish-god Kooyoonjik June 15 1853a: 346
Folio 54v, no. 187 Kurds 1853a: 389
Folio 54v, no. 187 Kurds 1853a: 410

Folio 46r, no. 156

Workmen Kooyoonjik June 20th

1853a: 411

Folio 451, no. 147

Summer houses in Kurdistan

1853a: 436

Folio 46r, no. 158

Removing a Slab Kooyoonjik June 20th

1853a: 437

Folio 36r, no. 120

Packages, Nimrood

1853a: 463

Folio 81r, no. 251

Raft on Tigris

1853a: 464

Folio 20r, no. 94

Camels Harran May 26th

1853a: 543

Folio 12r, no. 46

Bedouin man & woman Harran [May] 26

1853a: 544

Folio 20r, no. 93

Goats Haran

1853a: 573

Folio 45r, no. 151

On the Tigris, Mosul

1853a: 664

Key: Green = Malan’s watercolours of Kuyunjik excavations

Orange = Malan’s watercolurs of Nimrud excavations

Grey = General views from Malan’s travels
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Notes

1

Layard employed a system of alphabetical

letters to indicate the progression of the

chambers that he excavated in his first and

second campaigns at Kuyunjik (Russell 1995;
Turner 2003). The chambers discovered during 3
his first campaign were recorded in a notebook

in two parts. The first part documented the
discoveries at Nimrud with the second section
containing a neatly written, full narrative

account of the discoveries at Kuyunjik (Barnett

etal 1998: 8; Russell 1995: 71). The second

part is referred to as LN 1 or ADD. MS.

39076, fols. 43-54 (Russell 1995: 71). In his

first campaign, Layard uncovered Chambers

A-I of Sennacherib’s Southwest Palace. Field

notes and diary entries from the excavations

at Kuyunjik during Layard’s second campaign

were recorded in eight pocket notebooks. These

are lettered A-H, and are bound in green leather

and are referred to as LN 2 and accessioned as
ADD.MS. 39089 (Barnett et al 1998: 9; Russell
1995: 71; Turner 2003: 175). From his field
notebooks LN 2C and LN 2E Layard wrote up 4
his narrative account, also known as the “fair

copy” of his field notes, giving a complete
description of the chambers discovered at
Sennacherib’s palace (Turner 2003: 175). This
document is catalogued as ADD.MS. 39077, 5
fol. 75r-79v (Russell 1995: 71; Turner 2003:
175-76). It was only when Layard published
Discoveries in the ruins of Nineveh and Babylon

in 1853 that he shifted from the alphabetical 6
notation of the chambers to a system of Roman
numerals. Since Layard’s 1853 account, and
following his revised system of annotation, the
chamber from which the Lachish reliefs were
discovered has been predominantly cited in
secondary sources as Court or Room XXXVI

(cf. Barnett et al 1998). In this article I will use
Layard’s original system of alphabetical letters,
since it relates to the primary sources consisting 7
of the Layard Papers, in the Department of
Manuscripts in the British Library, and the

Original Drawings, in the archives of the
Department of the ancient Near East in the

British Museum, which I consulted during

my research visit to the British Museum and

the British Library in October 2015. See as

well Annexure A for the ground plan of the
Southwest Palace.

The measured drawings produced by the British
Museum artists documenting the Assyrian
excavations in the mid-nineteenth century are
included in volumes I-VI of pictorial records
known as the Original Drawings (Abbreviated:
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Or.Dr.). These volumes are held in the British
Museum in the Department of the Ancient Near
East.

In discussing the history of the scientific genre
of pictographic documenting and recording,
Leibhammer notes that traditionally the
legitimate scientific renderings of excavations
have attempted to “stabilise” information as
well as “purge” the representation of data

from all forms of “excess, heterogeneity,
exaggeration, ambiguity and variability”
(Leibhammer 2001: 66). The goal of the
scientific drawing was therefore to produce an
image that was “objective, true, unchanging and
absolute” (Leibhammer 2001: 66). Leibhammer,
moreover, elucidates how the graphic method
of black line on white medium yielded the
“maximum contrast” and the “minimum visual
noise” through the elimination of “colour,
texture and shadow” (Leibhammer 2001: 67).

Cooper also exhibited at the Suffolk Street
Gallery and the British Institute following the
Assyrian excavations (Barnett 1998: 16; Curtis
2010: 176).

For a detailed discussion of the excavations at
Sennacherib’s Southwest palace see Barnett et
al (1998), Russell (1991) and Turner (2003).

Layard left for an expedition to the Khabour on
20 March (Turner 2003:177). Layard records
in his diary that he travelled with Cooper from
20 March and returned to Mosul on 10 May
1850 (Turner 2003: 197, footnote 19). Cooper
recorded the dates of the excursion in his diary
from 21 March to 5 May (Curtis 2010: 176;
Turner 2003: 197, footnote 19).

In Sloping Passage T the bas-reliefs depicted a
string of fourteen young stallions from the royal
stables being led down the passage on the south
wall with grooms and head groom at intervals,
and on the opposite north wall a procession

of servants carrying provisions for a banquet
moving up the passage towards Chamber O
(Turner 2003: 180). Cooper documented the
slabs from Sloping Passage T in the second
period of excavations following his return with
Layard from the Khabour. Layard’s diary entry
for 17 May 1850 recorded: “figures leading
horses in inclined passage” (Add.MS. 39089F,
fol. 411, cited in Turner 2003: 180). The
Reverend S.C. Malan also made a watercolour
painting depicting a scene from the passage in



10

11

12

13

the process of excavation and a watercolour
sketch of two servants carrying a tray of
provisions (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 27r, no. 110;
Add.MS. 45360 fol. 45r, no. 145; cf. Clayden
2015: 56). See the discussion below of Malan’s
watercolours from Sloping Passage T.

Turner records that Layard noted four days in
his diary, June 16 and 19-21, when he made
drawings of Slabs 15-16 from Court U (Turner
2003: 196). Or.Dr. 1V, 74 and 75 from Court U
of Sennacherib’s Palace depicting Slabs 20-23
were also executed by Layard when he returned
from Van after 31 August 1850, since both
drawings were signed by Layard (Turner 2003:
177).

Chamber DD was also mistakenly labelled
as Chamber FF in Layard’s notebook LN

2C (Turner 2003: 178). Chamber II-LL was
included at the end of notebook LN 2C, but
was probably excavated while Layard was in
Baghdad (Turner 2003: 178).

Layard recorded that he had drawn Slab no. 61
from Hall I (Or.Dr. IV, 50) on 14 October 1850
(Turner 2003: 197). Turner (2003: 197) suggests
that Layard must have drawn Slabs no. 53 (Or.
Dr. 1V, 49) and no. 62 (Or.Dr. IV, 51) from

Hall I, at the same time that he recorded no.

61. Layard signed all three of these drawings
(Barnett at al 1998: 65 and 67).

Bell also documented pavement slabs from
Chamber C (Or.Dr. IV, 10) and Chamber

GG (Or.Dr. I, 52 and 53) (Turner 2003: 202
and 220). He also drew the elevation of the
ascending passage in Chamber VV (Or.Dr.

I, 48) (Turner 2003: 204 and 220). From the
excavations in Chamber MM, Bell must have
also made the pencil drawing of an ‘Altar

& sacrifice of a king’ (Or.Dr. IV, Misc. 21)
(Barnett et al 1998: 101, no. 422). Turner has
not attributed this drawing to Bell (cf. Turner
2003: 219-20).

Hormuzd Rassam departed with Layard, and
while Layard took a different route to London,
travelling overland through Europe, Rassam
sailed directly to Liverpool and delivered a case
of smaller antiquities and the drawings made by
Layard, Cooper and Bell of the excavations, to
the British Museum (Turner 2003: 190).

Malan produced fifty publications, with his

most extensive work, Notes on Proverbs (1889-
93), consisting of three volumes and integrating
approximately forty languages in a study on the

14

15

16

17

18

19

20
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Eastern influences on the biblical text (Bonfitto
2015: 176, footnote 14).

See as well the discussion above of Layard’s
second campaign of excavations.

One of Malan’s watercolours, dated 19 June,
depicts Layard making a drawing on the spot of
Slabs 15-16 from the west facade of Chamber
U (Add.MS. 45360 fol. 54r, no. 186; Barnett et
al 1998: 82, no. 278b; Turner 2003: 196). See
as well the discussion above in footnote 8. This
watercolour and a further twenty of Malan’s
works depicting the landscape, excavations and
discoveries at Kuyunjik will be taken up again
in the discussion below.

Clayden (2015: 51-6) has listed twenty-two
watercolours that were produced by Malan
documenting the Nineveh excavations. This
figure is incorrect as Clayden’s no. 39 and

no. 40 (Clayden 2015: 56) are watercolours
made by the artist F.C. Cooper and have been
incorrectly attributed to Malan. Cooper’s
watercolours of the excavations at Kuyunjik
were incorrectly attributed to the Reverend S.C.
Malan due to an entry in Barnett et al (1998:
10) that attributed their possible identification to
Malan’s works. The misallocation of Cooper’s
works to Malan has since been corrected by
Curtis (2010: 178, 180) and by Turner (2003:
198). Moreover, Clayden (2015: 51-6) has not
included Add.MS. 45360 fol. 83r, no. 274 in his
list of watercolours of Nineveh. Gadd (1938:
122), however, included Malan no. 274 in his
discussion on some of the watercolours by
Malan produced at Nimrud and Nineveh.

See Annexure B for a list of Malan’s works in
Layard (1853a).

Layard also acknowledged Malan in chapter
XVII of his book (Clayden 2015: 44; Layard
1853a: 363-64).

Sketches that Malan made documenting these
places are held in his volume labelled “Home”.
See the discussion below in footnote 20.

In Arthur Noel Malan’s (1897: 211) biography
of his father, he lists the ten volumes of the
Malan’s oeuvre of Sketches from Nature. Five
of the volumes Malan (1897: 212) labelled in
Roman Numerals from volume I to V. These
volumes include: HOLY LAND: Vol. 1. Sketches
from Nature, made in the Holy Land, in April
and May, 1842 (135 sketches); HOLY LAND:
Vol. II. Sketches from Nature, made in the Holy
Land, in June 1842 (280 sketches); TURKEY:



21

22

Sketches from Nature, made in Turkey, Asia
Minor & Greece, in 1842, & 1850. Vol. I11.
(102 sketches); ARMENIA AND NINEVEH.
Sketches from Nature, made in Syria, Assyria,
and Armenia, from May I*' to July 29", 1850.
Vol. IV. (274 sketches); EGYPT: Sketches from
Nature, made in Arabia, Egypt and Malta, in
1840 & 1850. Vol. V. (122 sketches) (Getty
Digital Collections: Solomon Caesar Malan
albums of drawings, retrieved on 12 October
2016). The sketches in the numbered five
volumes documented Malan’s travels in mainly
the Middle East and Egypt. Thereafter, the
remaining five volumes contained his sketches
that documented the places he visited on his
earliest pilgrimage to India and his later travels
in Europe. These volumes were, however, left
unnumbered. They include: INDIA: Sketches
from Nature, made in Madras, Calcutta, Ceylon,
the Cape of Good Hope, etc., 1839, 1840. (175
sketches); ITALY: Sketches from Nature, made
in Italy, from Nov. 29", 1849, to Jan. 5th, 1850.
(192 sketches); ITALY AND SICILY: Sketches
from Nature, made in Naples and Sicily and
Malta, etc., Jan., Feb., 1850. (151 sketches),
SPAIN AND GREECE: no inscription. (90
sketches); and, HOME: no inscription. (93
sketches) (Getty Digital Collections: Solomon
Caesar Malan albums of drawings, GRI library
catalog, retrieved on 12 October 2016; Malan
1897: 211-12).

These volumes include: TURKEY, Vol III and
EGYPT, Vol V from those volumes which were
numbered with Roman Numerals, and ITALY;
ITALY AND SICILIY; SPAIN AND GREECE;
and HOME from the volumes which were
unnumbered.

Barnett et al (1998: 10) cite that it was D. Malan
who presented the watercolours to the British
Museum. This seems to be a misprint as it was
S.C. Malan’s grandson, Mr. Walter Malan,

who was in possession of his grandfather’s
volumes of sketches in c. 1938 when C.J. Gadd
was granted access to consult the watercolours
for his article A Visiting Artist at Nineveh in
1850, published in 1938 (cf. Gadd 1938: 118).
Clayden (2015: 44) has also incorrectly cited
Malan’s son, A.N. Malan, as the one who
bequeathed the collection of watercolours to
the British Museum. In a recent e-mail from
Claire Wotherspoon from the Manuscripts
Reference Team of the British Library, she

has confirmed that, according to the Rough
Register of Acquisitions, Malan’s volume IV
was: “‘presented by W. Malan, Esq. 13 May’
although not accessioned until June 1939”
(correspondence by e-mail from R. Kellner to
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25

26

27

29

30

31

32
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C. Wotherspoon on 12 October 2016, 15H42,
on the transfer of the S.C. Malan watercolours
to the British Library).

This information was also confirmed in the
e-mail correspondence on 12 October 2016 with
C. Wotherspoon (see footnote 22).

See for example Add.MS. 45360 fol. 26r, no.
109; Add.MS. 45360 fol. 38r, no. 130, and Add.
MS. 45360 fol. 16r, nos. 73 and 74.

See for example folio 2, where the sketches are
indicated with the numbers 1, 2 and 3, and an
alternative number 17 appears in the bottom left
corner of the drawing; on folio 6, the drawing
with sketches 17-19 has the number 30 in the
bottom right corner (Add.MS.45360 fol. 2r;
Add.MS. 45360 fol. 6r).

Malan’s reason for altering the original
chronological order to a numerical order is
not apparent to me and would require further
research that I have not as yet been able to
undertake.

The following discussion of Malan’s travels
through Syria, Assyria and Armenia represents a
brief outline of places that he visited according
to his dated sketches. I documented Malan’s
sketches from the manuscript, Add.MS. 45360
during my research trip to the British Library,
Department of Manuscripts, in October 2015. It
is not within the scope of this article to present a
detailed discussion of the sketches related to his
travels or to provide comment on the works or
the places he visited. See as well the discussion
of the Reverend Malan’s journey in Malan
(1897: 155-61).

See the discussion above in footnote 16 for the
correct number of watercolours by Malan of the
Kuyunjik excavations.

These two pencil sketches are published here
for the first time.

The fish-god slab was documented in Or.Dr.
IV, 76 by Cooper (Barnett et al 1998: 106, no.
447a).

Slab 11 was documented by Cooper in Or.Dr. 1,
72 (Barnett et al 1998: 82, nos. 282a-83a).

See Russell (1991: 81, Fig 95) for lion demon
at door o in Chamber DD; and see Russell
(1991: 311, footnote 18) for lion-headed figure
discovered at doors a and i in Chamber 1. The
two slabs from Chamber O depicting the lion-
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34

35

36

37

headed figure has been joined and is currently
housed in the British Museum (Barnett et al
1998: 120, no. 531c; Paterson 1915: plate 86).
This slab was documented by Cooper in Or.Dr.
IV, 64 (Barnett et al 1998: 120, no. 531a).

Slab 12 was documented in Or.Dr. 1, 72 by
Cooper (Barnett et al 1998: 82, nos. 282a-83a).

Slab 14 was documented in Or.Dr. I, 47 by 38
Cooper (Barnett et al 1998: 82, no. 279a).

The winged deity on slab 9 or 7 was not

documented in a measured drawing by Cooper.
However, Cooper documented the winged deity

on the opposite wall from slab 4 in Or.Dr. IV, 1
(Barnett et al 1998: 48, no. 3a), as well as the

bulls in situ depicted on slabs 10, 11 and 12 in

Or.Dr. I, 33 (Barnett et al 48, no. 8a). Cooper

also produced a watercolour rendering of the

bulls in situ in Or.Dr. I, 49 (lower) (Barnett 39
et al 1998: 49, no. 8c). Cooper’s measured

drawing and watercolour of the excavated bulls
depicted the preserved inscription on the lower

parts of the bulls and in all likelihood was

executed on the spot in December 1849 when 40
Layard undertook the renewed excavations at
Kuyunjik (cf. Layard 1853a: 136; cf. Russell

1991: 45). Clayden (2015: 52, no. 25) has

incorrectly attributed the engraving of Cooper’s
watercolour published by Layard (1853a:

135) to an “inaccurate version” of Malan’s
watercolour of the bulls. Moreover, Clayden 41
(Clayden 2015: 52-3, no. 25) has taken Layard’s

text beginning: “During the month of December

” (Layard 1853a: 135) to suggest: “that the
excavation took place in December 1850,

whereas Malan’s drawing strongly suggests a 42
date five months earlier.” However, the research
confirms that Malan’s watercolour of the

excavated bulls depicted the scene six months

after the bulls were documented by Cooper;

Malan then omitted the inscription on the bulls

from his watercolour. 43

Written in Malan’s hand on the verso of folio
30 was Malan’s note to Layard to use his
watercolour sketches at his discretion (see
the discussion above). The fish-god slab was 44
documented in Or.Dr. IV, 76 by Cooper (Barnet
et al 1998: 106, no. 447a). The view in Malan’s
watercolour is from chamber V with chamber
Y at the rear of the worker entering chamber V
from entrance i (cf. Annexure A).

45
Layard employed mainly Arab and Nestorian
labourers that worked in teams (Layard 1853a:
69). A Nestorian peasant was identified by his
conical shaped hat and often wearing a striped
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uniform (Bohrer 2003: 189). A team consisted
of at least one digger, one basket-filler, and a
variable number of basket-carriers supervised
by an overseer (Rassam 1897: 6, footnote). The
number of basket-carriers varied according to
the distance, which the debris from the trenches
or tunnels in the process of excavation, needed
to be carried away (Rassam 1897: 6, footnote).

No measured drawings of the bas-reliefs were
produced from this chamber. Layard noted that
the walls were: “once paneled with bas-reliefs,
the greater part of which had been destroyed”
(Layard 1853a: 344). Barnett et al (1998: 109)
allocated, from Layard’s description of the
remains of the reliefs in Chamber W in his text,
the scene with galleys on the Mediterranean
depicted in the reliefs to Sennacherib’s third
campaign against either Tyre or Sidon.

Slabs 2-4 were documented in Or.Dr. IV, 62 by

Cooper, and Slabs 5-7 were drawn in Or.Dr. 1V,
63 also by Cooper (Barnett et al 1998: 121, nos.
535a and 536a).

This watercolour by Malan was originally dated
but the date has since been cut away from the
paper (Barnett et al 1998: 125, no. 576b). See
as well the discussion above in footnote 7 of
the excavations and discoveries in Chamber T
(Sloping Passage).

The originals of Slabs 29 and 31-32 are in the
British Museum (Barnett et al 1998: 125, nos.
576a, 577b-79b). No Original Drawings were
produced of these slabs.

The original of Slab 13 is in the British Museum
(Barnett et al 1998: 124, no. 568b). Slabs 13-17
were depicted in Or.Dr. IV, 70 (Barnett et al
1998: 124, nos. 568a-72a; Russell 1991: 168,
Fig 87).

Slab 11 was depicted in Or.Dr. IV, 69 which
documented Slabs 1, 2, 4-12 from Sloping
Passage T (Barnett et al 1998: 123, nos.
557a-67a).

While the Panorama from Mosul is undated
it is depicted on the recto of folio 52 with the
Panorama from Kooyoonjik, dated 18 June
depicted on the verso of folio 52. These two
watercolours are shown here for the first time.

See the discussion in footnote 15 of Malan’s
sketch of Layard and the slabs that Layard
documented in Chamber U.



46 See as well Clayden (2015: 54-5, nos. 31-3) for
his description of these sketches by Malan.

47 It is not within the scope of this article to
translate the numerous Arabic as well as the
few Hebrew and Syriac annotations on Malan’s
sketches. However, see for example Add.MS.
45360 fol. 19r, no. 87 where the caption reads
“Ibraheem el-Khalil. Haran”. The word khalil
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