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From architecture to cinema as ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’ —
The case of The Red Violin

Bert Olivier
University of the Free State
E-mail: OlivierGl@ufs.ac.za

Architecture has famously been called a Gesamtkunstwerk (“total artwork™) by Walter Gropius. The
same thing could be said, perhaps with more justification, of cinema, particularly insofar as the
audial dimension — in the guise of dialogue and music — is added to film. On the other hand,
architecture does not only include visibility at different levels, but also tactility or the haptic. Hence,
in what sense can architecture be called a Gesamtkunstwerk? Obvious architectural examples for
informing one’s answer to this question include the Romanesque and Gothic cathedral, where one
witnesses the “organic” integration of architecture and other artforms such as painting and sculpture.
As this article argues, there are also other examples, such as Wagner’s operas. Concerning cinema,
given its very nature as initially (in silent movies) incorporating the visual in black and white format
(together with musical accompaniment), and later the chromatic, as well as sound (dialogue and
music), it certainly appears to fit the description of Gesamtkunstwerk. Literally every aspect of
human experience accessible through the senses, except the haptic in the direct sense (in the indirect
sense of suggesting touch, it arguably does) appears to be incorporated into cinema. Moreover, there
are instances of cinema where other artforms, such as architecture, music and painting, are employed
to heighten its narrative meaning by interacting with one another to convey a sense of cultural
coherence, or, on the other hand, cultural upheaval, as indicated in this text, or to insert a thread of
metaphorical significance. In such cases architecture, as well as other arts such as literature, painting
or sculpture, and film meet in an exemplary manner in the latter as Gesamtkunstwerk. This paper
explores these questions and insights, together with relevant critical commentary, as thoroughly as
possible within spatial limits, with reference to representative instances of Gesamtkunstwerke from
different arts, culminating in a lengthy interpretation of Girard’s film, The Red Violin, as exemplary
Gesamtkunstwerk, together with an analysis of its ontological status as artwork in terms of Deleuze
and Guattari’s concepts of “percept” and “affect”.

Keywords: architecture, affect, cinema, Gesamtkunstwerk, percept, The Red Violin

Van argitektuur tot rolprentkuns as Gesamtkunstwerk— die geval van The Red Violin

Walter Gropius is daarvoor beroemd dat hy argitektuur 'n Gesamtkunstwerk (“totale kunswerk”)
genoem het. Dieselfde kan, moontlik met meer regverdiging, van rolprentkuns beweer word, veral
omdat die ouditiewe dimensie — in die gewaad van dialoog en musiek — daarby gevoeg word. Aan
die ander kant sluit argitektuur nie slegs sigbaarheid in nie, maar ook tasbaarheid. In watter sin kan
argitektuur dus 'n Gesamtkunstwerk genoem word? Ooglopende voorbeelde aan die hand waarvan
hierdie vraag beantwoord kan word, sluit die Romaanse en Gotiese katedraal in, waar die
“organiese” integrasie van argitektuur en ander kunsvorms soos skilderkuns en beeldhou
waarneembaar is. Daar word ook aangedui dat daar ander voorbeelde van Gesamtkunstwerke is, soos
onder andere Wagner se operas. Wat rolprentkuns betref, kom dit inderdaad voor asof dit aan die
vereistes vir ‘n Gesamtkunstwerk voldoen, waar dit aanvanklik, in stil rolprente, die visuele in swart
en wit geinkorporeer het (saam met musiekbegeleiding), en later die chromatiese, sowel as klank
(dialoog en musiek). Letterlik alle aspekte van menslike ervaring wat sintuiglik toeganklik is, word
blykbaar in film aangetref — behalwe die haptiese in direkte vorm, ofskoon dit wel gesuggereer kan
word. Ander kunsvorme — soos argitektuur, skilderkuns en musiek — resoneer ook soms met mekaar
in film om byvoorbeeld narratiewe betekenis te beklemtoon, soos in hierdie artikel aangetoon word.
In sodanige gevalle ontmoet verskeie kunste op paradigmatiese wyse in film as Gesamtkunstwertk,
soos hierdie artikel so deeglik as moontlik, saam met relevante kritiese kommentaar, met verwysing
na verteenwoordigende instansies van Gesamtkunstwerke in verskillende kunste argumenteer. Dit
kulmineer in ’n deeglike en omvattende interpretasie van Girard se rolprent, The Red Violin, as



eksemplariese Gesamtkunstwerk, saam met 'n analise van die film se ontologiese status as kunswerk
in terme van Deleuze en Guattari se begrippe van “persep” en “affek”.
Sleutelwoorde: argitektuur, affek, rolprentkuns, Gesamtkunstwerk, persep, The Red Violin

n her marvellous biography of Walter Gropius, the founder of the Bauhaus in Germany,

Fiona MacCarthy (2019: 433) quotes from Gropius’s Bauhaus Manifesto (1919):! «...this

great communal work of art, this cathedral of the future, will then shine with the fullness

of light into the tiniest things of everyday life”. This captures, as she puts it, ““...Gropius’s
belief in the spiritual power of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the total work of art”. Despite the
inevitable variations of (this part of) the famous document’s translation that one encounters,
this belief on Gropius’s part is evident in all those I have perused, for example these two
instances:

Together let us conceive and create the new building of the future, which will embrace architecture
and sculpture and painting in one unity and which will rise one day toward heaven from the hands
of a million workers, like the crystal symbol of a new faith.

And this one, which is from an attempt by Jan Eckert (2020), with the help of Zoé€ Shannon, to
come up with an accurate translation of Gropius’s manifesto by comparing the many that exist
(italics in the original):
Let us create a new guild of crafismen free of class division that set out to raise a prideful barrier
between crafismen and artists! Let us strive for, conceive and create the new building of the future

that will unite everything under one Gestalt. architecture and sculpture and painting, which will one
day rise heavenwards from the million hands of craftsmen as a clear symbol of a new belief to come.

What can one gather from Gropius’s conception of the Gesamtkunstwerk, as evident from the
above, where he articulates his vision as a unity of all the arts under one umbrella, as it were:
“architecture and sculpture and painting”, the Gestalt that would guide craftspeople-become-
artists to create a unifying edifice which ultimately appears to have more than mere artistic
significance, as MacCarthy notes, above? Perhaps examining some instances of
Gesamtkunstwerke may shed light on this issue.

A medieval antecedent

Although, as will be shown below, the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk was introduced by
Wagner, in practice it appeared centuries before Wagner or Gropius. Examples abound in the
era of Romanesque and Gothic architecture, a particularly interesting case being the work of a
medieval sculptor who stands out from other individual artists of the time by actually “signing”
his work in the French Cathedral of Saint-Lazare at Autun (Yik 2020), namely “Gislebertus”.
The intricate sculptural work of Gislebertus is situated in the context of the Romanesque
architecture of the Autun cathedral, and when seen and grasped in this context, the concept of
Gesamtkunstwerk attains meaning. Kenneth Clark’s (1969: 85-7) discussion of Gislebertus’s
work enables one to come to such an understanding. It has to do with the fact that, as Clark
(1969: 86) suggests, Gislebertus evidently “carried out the whole decoration of the cathedral
himself” — which seems to militate against the idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk — but with the

! Bauhaus manifesto, 1919: 1. Retrieved from https://www.artifexbalear.org/etextes/bauhaus.pdf on 28
September 2025.



astonishing formal and “narrative” versatility and expressive diversity encountered in the
images wrought by his hand.

Clark remarks that — judging by his work — Gislebertus clearly loved to tell a story, the
details of which vary between the evocation of horror and despair on the part of the sinners he
depicted, to tenderness, visible in the touch of a king’s hand by an angel, and even — ahead of
his time — the sculptural suggestion of erotic pleasure in the figure of Eve. In short, as a
scrupulous visual examination of Gislebertus’s variegated sculptural work will confirm (and
this is where the Autun cathedral approximates a Gesamtkunstwerk), it is as if, in his hands,
sculpture fuses with both literary narrative (or narrative literature, specifically the novel), and
painting. The lintel of the temptation of Eve by Gislebertus is a case in point (Yik 2020). It is
not difficult to discern in her portrayal the lineaments of suffering and guilt at the thought of
having disobeyed God, her expression one of sadness or grief at the thought, and her hand still
grasping the forbidden fruit. The sensuous detail of her body, as well as the surrounding
vegetation, is so delicately rendered that it is but a step removed from painting.

Although dating from a period later than the western Middle Ages, one could similarly
look to the eighteenth century Bavarian Rococo churches, perspicaciously interpreted by
Karsten Harries (1983), as intricate examples of Gesamtkunstwerke, for instance when one
considers the nature of the painting by architect and painter, Cosmas Damian Asam, in the
Aldersbach abbey church (Harries 1983: 60-4), formerly a Cistercian monastery. Asam’s fresco
reproduced here (Harries 1983: 61) provides a good idea of the ambivalent fusion of, and
interaction between, architectural design and painting, as well as sculpture, when scrutinising
the ornamentation on the periphery of the fresco. Harries (1983: 62) draws attention to another
artistic component which functions in the fresco, namely theatre:

Why did Asam choose to bound the fresco above by the group of angels carrying a reddish-brown
drapery? Not only does it provide closure and a parallel to the architecture below, it also serves to
emphasize the theatricality of this fresco: as if the curtain had just been raised to permit us to see the
sacred spectacle of God in his glory. And yet this angelic theatre is itself part of a theatrical
composition. Again: theatre within theatre.

Not only does theatre function in relation to the other artistic components of the fresco and the
architecture; it does so at another self-reflexive level that merits the name of “meta-art”, in this
way enriching the character of the church as Gesamtkunstwerk. There are many more such
examples in this splendid book by Harries, too many to discuss here, but the point has been
made.

Examples of a Gesamtkunstwerk: architecture, music, sculpture and design

Returning to Gropius, when one considers the “Scope of Instructions at the Bauhaus”, listed in
his Manifesto,? it is apparent that more than architecture, sculpture and painting were involved:

Teaching at the Bauhaus embraces all practical and scientific fields of creative production:
architecture, painting, sculpture, and related handicrafts.

Students are taught a trade as well as drawing and painting, and also scientific theory.

1. Workshops — be it Bauhaus workshops or others, where students are obligated by contracts —
comprise:

2 Bauhaus manifesto, 1919: 2. Retrieved from https://www.artifexbalear.org/etextes/bauhaus.pdf on 28
September 2025.



A. Sculptors, stonemasons, stucco workers, wood sculptors, potters, plasterers;

B. Blacksmiths, locksmiths, founders;

C. Carpenters;

D. Scene painters, glass painters, mosaic workers, enamel workers;

E. Etchers, wood engravers, lithographers, printers of fine art, engravers;

F. Weavers. The foundation of the Bauhaus teaching is instruction in a trade. Each student has
to learn a trade.

It therefore comes as no surprise that the Bauhaus Dessau Building, designed by Gropius
himself in 1925, is a major embodiment of a Gesamtkunstwerk, in so far as the architecture,
furniture, interior design, and even door handles, were all created as a single, unified, cohesive
work of art. This is how he conceived of the “Total Design” approach to building, which aimed
at integrating all aspects of modern life into a single work of architecture (Lesso 2023).

From what has been written so far, it should be clear that not only an architectural work
may be considered a Gesamtkunstwerk. Among the five examples of such “total artworks”,
mentioned (and pictured) by Rosie Lesso (2023), only two are architectural — Gropius’s
Bauhaus and the renowned Arts and Crafts Red House in Southeast London, co-designed by
William Morris and Philip Webb, and finished in 1859. As Lesso reminds one, the Red House
featured interiors designed by the Pre-Raphaelite artists, Edward Burne-Jones and Dante
Gabriel Rosetti. In addition, Morris designed a matching garden to complement the organic Arts
and Crafts style architecture and interiors of the building, to achieve the same pervasive
aesthetic, thus attaining the Gesamtkunstwerk-effect.

The other three instances of “total works of art” may come as a surprise. They are: the
nineteenth century operas of Richard Wagner; the Blue Rider (Blaue Reiter) almanac; and John
Cage and the Black Mountain College happenings of the 1950s. That Wagner’s operas satisfy
the requirements for a “total artwork™ makes sense, given that the composer was probably the
first person to conceive of it, decades before Gropius. As Lesso (2023) writes:

Gesamtkunstwerk is a German term which translates into the English “total work of art.” The term
refers to an immersive art experience in which various forms of art and/or design made by different
artists come together to form a single, unified whole. The term was first popularized by the German
composer Richard Wagner in the 19th century. In his ground-breaking essay The Artwork of the
Future, 1849, he argued the case for the “consummate artwork of the future ... [in which] no one
rich faculty of the separate arts will remain unused.”

Lesso elaborates by pointing out that, in his famous “Opera Cycles” (such as the four-part Der
Ring des Nibelungen of 1876), Wagner experimented with the idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk. This
is evident from the manner in which he integrated elements of poetry, drama and theatrical art
with his music.

The Blue Rider (Blaue Reiter) almanac, which appeared in 1912 (thus preceding
Gropius’s Bauhaus of 1919), stretches the idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk even further. An
“almanac™? Really? From Lesso’s description it is evident that this publication transcended the
previous understanding of a Gesamtkunstwerk, which had hitherto been confined to Wagner’s
idea, characterised above, by gathering under one umbrella diverse kinds of art. Lesso (2023)
writes:

The Blue Rider Almanac was a published volume produced by the Blue Rider art group of early

20th century Germany. The movement was led by Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, who curated
this fascinating volume. They included in their weighty tome multiple art forms, including musical



compositions, art prints, essays and illustrations from throughout the history of art. They proved that
the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk could exist beyond performance and architecture.

The final Gesamtkunstwerk that Lesso addresses is just as unlikely as the Blaue Reiter almanac,
if not more so, namely “John Cage and the Black Mountain College happenings” of the 1950s,
which may be regarded as a predecessor of “art happenings” and performance art. She provides
this description (Lesso 2023):

The experimental Black Mountain College in North Carolina [was] built on the legacy of the
Bauhaus in Germany, taking a radical and non-traditional approach to art education. Tutors
including John Cage and Merce Cunningham encouraged their students to collaborate with staff
members and one another in surprising and unexpected ways. One of the most legendary
performances to emerge from Black Mountain College was a Gesamtkunstwerk organised by John
Cage, which later became known as Theatre Piece No. 1, 1952. Artists, painters and musicians came
together for this riotous interaction. It was a significant moment in the history of art, paving the way
for “Happenings” and Performance Art to follow.

From this it appears that one of the key characteristics of a Gesamtkunstwerk is that it emerges
from a moment of “experimentation” — this is apparent from the pioneering work done by
Wagner, Gropius, the creators of the Arts and Crafts Red House, the Blaue Reiter almanac, as
well as the Black Mountain College happenings, as described above. In each case, something
novel was experimentally added to preceding or traditional conceptions of art, resulting in a
transformation of the way it is conceived. Interestingly, however, this does not cancel the
meaning of the individual components of the “total work of art”; whether these include music,
literature, sculpture, painting, or art performances, each of these remains identifiable as such,
and yet the totality is not merely a kind of pastiche, but a conglomerate of interacting members
of the totality.

One could add a striking contemporary South African embodiment of Gesamtkunstwerke
to those listed above. I am thinking of the work of Western Cape Jungian psychoanalyst,
philosopher, poet, novelist and painter, Louisa Punt-Fouché.? For anyone not familiar with her
work, visiting and exploring her website would furnish a rewarding experience of the
reciprocally enriching components of her art, including her writings (invariably enlivened by
her own colourful illustrations) and her paintings, where she employs different, unusual media
in innovative ways, sometimes interacting conceptually with incorporated (literally) textual
elements, engendering surprising insights in the process. Here, too, the different elements of
each one of her works combine to form a refulgent totality, and yet, the distinguishable
components remain perceptually distinct. More recently the Western Cape chanteuse, Petronel
Baard — whose songs are freely available online — has composed music for a selection of
Louisa’s poems and rendered them lyrically in her resonantly powerful, inimitable voice, in this
way adding another art performatively to the already existing components of this singular
Gesamtkiinstler’s work.

The Gesamtkunstwerk is therefore demonstrably not characterised by a kind of Hegelian
“synthesis” that results from Aufhebung (sublation) — simultaneously cancelling, preserving and
uplifting or elevating a former set of historical conditions (Olivier 1983) — because in such a
synthesis the individual components or antecedents “disappear into” the synthetic totality, while
the Gesamtkunstwerk “preserves” its component arts in a different manner. They remain
recognisable in their “original” form, while interacting in surprising ways, which are closer to

3 Retrieved from https://louisapuntfouche.com/ on 7 May 2026.



the Heideggerian conception of a work of art, comprising a “life-giving struggle” between what
Martin Heidegger (1975; Olivier 2002a) calls “Earth” (that which simultaneously shows itself
and withdraws in the artwork, for instance the pigments comprising different colours in
painting) and “World” (the realm of openness in an artwork which allows it to be linguistically
interpreted). In short, the perceptual interactions between these perceptible entities yield
unexpected and edifying aesthetic experiences, in the etymological sense deriving from the

Greek aisthanesthai, meaning “to perceive (by the senses or by the mind), to feel”.*

The experiences afforded by these “perceptual encounters” are the life-blood of the arts,
which ineluctably give rise to various affects or feelings, as memorably conceptualised by
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1994) where they argue that the correlates of (aesthetic)
perception on the part of the subject are “percepts” and “affects” as attributes of artworks (more
on these concepts below), whether these are paintings, sculptures, architecture, photography,
cinema, literature or music. Artworks as Gesamtkunstwerke confirm the accuracy of Deleuze
and Guattari’s philosophy of art.

Film as Gesamtkunstwerk

While Gropius names the three artforms listed above — architecture, interior design, and
furniture — with the advent and development of an art which, perhaps more than any other,
would come to dominate the twentieth century, namely cinema, one cannot overlook this
newcomer’s claim to the status of Gesamtkunstwerk or “total work of art”, particularly
considering the divergent instances listed by Lesso (2023), above. Even Gropius himself
already incorporated cinema into his evolving notion of the Gesamtkunstwerk, as shown by the
fact that his (unrealised) “Total Theatre Project” (Dilber 2024) — designed in 1927 — which was
a project for Erwin Piscator in Berlin, was intended as combining architecture, cinema and
theatre into a comprehensive Gesamtkunstwerk, emphasising the integration of various kinds
of art. The idea was impressively ahead of its time, incorporating a variable theatre space —
depending on the performance director’s needs — including the “basic” models of a proscenium
stage, an arena arrangement, and a classic depth perspective theatre. Dilber (2024) comments
as follows:?

...the aim is to create a new model of theater, a kind of total theatre where the synthesis of arts is
expressed. This new model is theorized and obviously wished to break with the old classical model,
whether by the staging, sound, acting, sets, costumes, or colors. The total theater is notably inspired
by the circus and its interactions, by the proximity with the spectator, by its circle stage, and by its
playful staging (in opposition to classical performances).

Against this backdrop it is therefore apparent that — on the one hand — it may not be difficult to
grasp cinema as an audiovisual art which has managed to create a “synthesis of arts” — after all,
all the other arts feature and are explored in cinema, including cinema itself, in the guise of
what may be called “meta-cinema” (for example Tornatore’s Cinema Paradiso; 1988%), as
certain paradigmatic films have demonstrated. Among those, one has to count (to mention only

4 Online Etymology Dictionary. Aesthetic. Retrieved from https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=aesthetic on
10 October 2025.

5 See also https://www.sensesatlas.com/the-total-theater-of-the-bauhaus/.

¢ Tornatore, G. (Dir.) 1988. Cinema Paradiso. ltaly: Cristaldi Film.



a few) Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927)7, a silent film masterpiece which integrates special
effects, design (of the film set) and symbolic narrative. These combine to deliver the social
critique that the film is known for. Stanley Kubrick's Barry Lyndon (1975)8, in turn, resonates
with the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk through its scrupulous attention to, and interaction
between, natural light, visual design, historical detail and classical music. This has the effect of
occasioning a cinematic experience on the part of audiences where every distinct, but mutually
interacting element contributes to the unified totality. Two of Krzysztof Kieslowski’s
marvellous cinematic trilogy, Three Colours Blue, White and Red (1993-1994)° — to wit, Blue
and Red — may also be comprehended as satisfying the criteria for Gesamtkunstwerke, in so far
as they not only juxtapose, but integrate, cinema, music, musical composition, architecture
(mainly interiors) and drama (Olivier 2002b). Then, of course, there is Bob Fosse’s Cabaret
(1972),'% which is sufficiently paradigmatic as Gesamtkunstwerk to deserve a discussion of its
own, but one that will have to wait for a future occasion.

On the other hand, turning to critical commentary on cinema as a candidate for
Gesamtkunstwerk, this has occurred on several — indeed, many — occasions. Well-known film
theorist, David Bordwell (1980: 99-100), for instance, already broached it in his doctoral
dissertation, where he places this in the context of Impressionism’s debates on the question,
whether film could, indeed, be granted the status of a distinct kind of art. Bordwell points out
that, according to Riccioto Canudo and Elie Faure (in the early twentieth century), cinema is an
art “by virtue of its synthesizing powers” — already a clue to cinema’s inherent capacity to bring
diverse elements together in an encompassing, albeit variegated, unity. Distinguishing between
plastic arts and rhythmic arts, Canudo states that film is a synthetic art insofar as it is capable
of capturing and fixing rhythm and light. “Thus”, Bordwell (1980: 99) avers, “cinema becomes
a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk and a painter-poet-musician becomes the ideal cinematic
creator”. His doubt regarding recently “born” cinema’s classifiability notwithstanding, Faure
similarly highlights its “fusing power” and characterises the distinctness of film’s synthesising
capacity as being located in the peculiar “mixture” of various aspects of different media
(Bordwell 1980: 100). The perspicacity of these impressionist theorists concerning cinema’s
inalienable properties as a worthy art among the older members of the art-family is striking,
particularly given the link they discern between its “synthesising” power and the “Wagnerian
Gesamtkunstwerk”.

A highly original example of approaching cinema as Gesamtkunstwerk is encountered in
the work of David Imhoof. Focusing on the theme of “musical film” and Gesamtkunstwerk in
the context of mass culture and consumerism — and guided by a quotation from Marcel
Duchamp (Imhoof et al. 2021: v), to the effect that spectators add to the creative acts of artists
through their interpretation of artworks — Imhoof (2021: 228-48) constructs an important
argument in terms of what is broadly known as “reception theory”. He takes his cue from
Theodor Adorno’s contention, that there is a direct link between [leitmotifs of Wagner’s
“attempted” Gesamtkunstwerk and cinema, with an emphasis on music, together with Adorno’s
insistence that, far from being “anticommercial”, Wagner’s music was essentially consumerist,

Lang, Fritz. (Dir.) 1927. Metropolis. Germany: Parufamet.

8 Kubrick, Stanley. 1975. (Dir.) Barry Lyndon. U.S.A.: Warner Bros.

Kieslowski, Krzysztof. (Dir.) 1993-1994. Three Colours Blue, White and Red. France, Poland and
Switzerland: France 3 Cinema.

10" Fosse, Bob. (Dir.) 1972. Cabaret. U.S.A.: Allied Artists.



in this way undermining the putative unified character of the Gesamtkunstwerk in question.
Imhoof proceeds by “unmasking” the Gesamtkunstwerk through his analysis of three German
films of roughly the first half of the twentieth century — The Blue Angel (1930), La Habanera
(1937), and The White Horse Inn (1952). Imhoof (2021: 228) observes that:

In each of these three films, music functions in various important ways. Diegetic music helps define
main characters and directs crucial story lines. Nondiegetic music tells viewers what is at stake on
the screen and contextualizes the film’s meaning. Cinema has always wed sight and sound, even in
the silent era.

Examining the question (evidently inspired by Duchamp’s observation, alluded to earlier), how
“consumption” was conducive to cultivating “a sense of unity outside” these musical films,
Imhoof concludes that, given the manner in which the films are consumed, the “discursive
fabric is larger than the individual works themselves” (Imhoof 2021: 244). This is partly due to
the music and soundtrack unifying the films’ meaning to consumers, and partly because of the
extra-cinematic interconnections between various factors, including the divas’ celebrity status
and their ambiguous embodiment of diverse ideologies.

In sum, Imhoof’s (re-)interpretation of the status of a Gesamtkunstwerk in the light of his
meticulous analysis of the three “musicals” in question, amounts to a refusal to isolate them
from the (history of) environing mass culture in which they are “dialectically” inscribed and
integrating them discursively with consumerist practices. Succinctly put: comprehending these
films — and arguably any similar cinematic product — as Gesamtkunstwerke entails the
affirmation that (in accordance with Duchamp’s guiding insight) they are inextricably
intertwined with mass culture, and by implication, that no specific limit may be imposed on
their hermeneutic history of interpretation. This is a valuable reminder to anyone who wishes
to add their ha’penny’s worth to the interpretation of a work of art: it ineluctably becomes an
ingredient in an unstoppable, snowballing cultural history.

The work of Carolyn Birdsall (2012: 141-72) on “Cinema as a Gesamtkunstwerk?”
(Chapter 4 in her book, Nazi Soundscapes) should also be mentioned here. Briefly, she
scrutinises the historical development of the relations between sound and image, or listening
and seeing, from Wagner’s conceptualisation of his opera as Gesamtkunstwerk, through the
Weimar period in Germany, to that of National Socialism or Nazism. In effect, by means of the
concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, she delineates a movement from opera to film to politics, by
showing how, in the end, the Nazi regime laid claim to cinema as Gesamtkunstwerk, utilising
sound and image in such a manner as to create an overall impression of ideological unity and
harmony, effectively with the aim of gaining “total control” over the “hearts and minds” of the
German people by means of cinema, arguably with the intention of constructing the “Volk”
(“people”) aesthetically as “total work of art”.

More specifically, Birdsall concentrates interpretively on filmmaker Walter
Ruttmann’s masterpiece, Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927) as a key case study of the
Weimar period, which she contrasts with his later production under National Socialism, namely
Kleiner Film einer grofien Stadt (1932/33) focusing on Diisseldorf. That is, Birdsall notices a
shift from counterpoint to synchronization and harmony in his work. While in Ber/in, Ruttmann
employs rhythmic counterpoint and montage to depict the complex, often chaotic asynchronous
thythms of urban life, including social divides and strikes, by means of a sound-image
relationship which is experimental and critical, in his film on Diisseldorf this approach changes
fundamentally.



Here Ruttmann abandons this critical counterpoint for a “postcard” aesthetic, where the
editing creates a sense of social harmony and cyclical permanence, erasing the chaotic
impression created by his earlier film, and instead suggesting the absence of conflict, aligning
the cinematic experience with Nazi ideology of national unity and harmony. The darkened
theatre and collective listening were designed to amalgamate the audience into a
unified Volksgemeinschaft (national community). Birdsall posits that “synchronization” was a
metaphor for totalitarian control: just as sound and image were forced into a seamless, non-
conflictual union, so too was the diverse population expected to synchronize with the rhythm
of the state, eliminating individual “noise” or dissent. In Birdsall’s (2012: 155) words:

...the Diisseldorf film was clearly in line with Third Reich “lifestyle propaganda” that provided

audiences with the visually pleasurable experience of an aestheticised rendering of the city. In other

words, although some aspects of Kleiner Film einer groffen Stadt may have been deemed risky or

inappropriate, the overall emphasis of the film is a coherent synthesis of the city’s rhythm or essence,
based on historical continuity, spatial control and a unified community (Volk).

As critical juxtaposition, Birdsall discusses the German documentary film, Hitler s Hit Parade
(2003), directed by Oliver Axer, which is structured around twenty-five songs from the Nazi
period. She contrasts Axer’s film with the seamless audio-visual synthesis typical of Nazi
propaganda cinema (like Ruttmann’s later works). Instead of blending music and image into a
unified Gesamtkunstwerk,  Hitlers  Hit  Parade is  discontinuous,  adopting
a “jukebox” structure. It presents twenty-five hit songs from the Nazi period played in their
entirety, creating a principle of “sonic continuity” that stands apart from the visual
narrative. Moreover, it features “dissonant audiovisions”, an approach where the sound does
not merely illustrate or underline the image.

By allowing the songs to play out fully, often against concomitant, contrasting or critical
visual contexts, Axer’s film breaks the hypnotic, controlling rhythm of the original
propaganda. Birdsall argues that this structural choice serves as a form
of “historiophony” (writing history through sound). The film therefore has the effect of
“breaking the spell” by disrupting the “retrogression of listening” that the Nazi regime
attempted to enforce. By isolating the songs, it forces the contemporary audience to listen
critically to the lyrics and musical styles, rather than being passively swept up in a synchronized
emotional wave. Furthermore, memory and ambiguity are foregrounded insofar as the
documentary reveals the complexity of cultural memory, showing how these songs were
embedded in everyday life (dance, romance, leisure) while simultaneously serving the regime.
Axer’s film effectively refuses to sanitise or totally demonise the soundscape, instead
presenting the ambiguity of how these hits functioned then and how they resonate now.

One is therefore faced by the difficult choice of selecting one or a number of films, to
scrutinise their attributes and qualities, which contribute to its, or their, claim of being a
Gesamtkunstwerk(e), keeping in mind the cautionary criticisms (above) of such a possibility.
Here I shall concentrate on only one such film, namely Francois Girard’s The Red Violin
(1998).!

1" Girard, Frangois. (Dir.) 1998. The Red Violin. Canada: Odeon Films (see official trailer at:
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0120802/ - retrieved on 17 October 2025).



An example of film as Gesamtkunstwerk: The Red Violin (1998)

Francois Girard’s The Red Violin (1998) may be regarded as the four centuries-long “biography”
— as tacitly suggested and prognosticated by the woman, Cesca, who reads the tarot cards in the
film — of an enigmatic, blood-red Violin dating back to 1681, when it was created by (fictional)
master luthier, Nicolo Bussotti, in Cremona, Italy. The chequered history that befell the violin
between that date and 1997 spans not only time, but also variegated cultural spaces, ranging
from Italy through Austria, Britain and China to Canada. Its many adventures at the hands of
several owners, cinematically narrated in dramatic fashion through image-configurations and
dialogue, projects an image of the eponymous “Red Violin” which virtually anthropomorphises
the beautifully crafted instrument (for good reason, as will become apparent below) — despite it
once being described by a sound engineer in the film as “the ultimate acoustical machine”.

An excellent discussion of the film by The Classical Girl (2020),'? includes the following
passage, which highlights the extent to which music is the unifying thread in this extraordinary
film, holding the other arts that feature in it together, as it were, and making of the film a
Gesamtkunstwerk:

Though all this I can’t believe I haven’t mentioned the music, composed by John Corigliano. An
acclaimed American composer, his music has been commissioned, performed, and recorded by
many of the most prominent orchestras, soloists, and chamber musicians in the world. His work
for The Red Violin won him the 1999 Academy Award for Best Original Score. One can fully
appreciate Corigliano’s wide range in a film score like this. There are so many distinct flavors, from
Mozart-esque 18th century Vienna, to the raw, sensuous sounds of Gypsy violin, as well as the
sweeping, romantic “Anna’s Theme” that carries through the entire movie. Kudos, as well, to the
sensational performance by violin soloist Joshua Bell, who performed nearly all the violin solos as
a body double...with one charming exception [A reference to the astounding 11-year old violinist,
Christoph Koncz, who plays and himself performs the recitals of the 18"-century prodigy, Kaspar
Weiss, in the film; B.O.]...Hats off, as well, to conductor extraordinaire Esa-Pekka Salonen (the
new Music Director for San Francisco Symphony...

In what sense is The Red Violin a Gesamtkunstwerk, then? In the first place it is exquisitely
crafted, audiovisual cinema, of course, which comprises the “envelope”, as it were, within
which the other arts are encountered, but secondly this kind of cinema is also the mechanism
which activates the other forms of art, among which musical performance is conspicuously
preeminent. Then there is the visual presentation of a variety of architectural works, including
house and palace architecture, as well as literature in the guise of the novelistic literary work
on the part of the character, Victoria, lover and muse of the violinist, Lord Frederick Pope. All
of these are anthologically (“mosaically”, perhaps) presented in dramatic terms, so that
cinematically mediated drama may be said to be another distinguishable art enveloped within
the film. I should stress that, in light of the mutually interacting relations among these distinct
artistic components enveloped by the film as cinematic art, 7he Red Violin cannot be
comprehended as “unified” Gesamtkunstwerk in the sense of its constituent elements being
subsumed under some homogenising principle. It is a Gesamtkunstwerk insofar as these
distinguishable components comprise a richly variegated tapestry or collage, functioning
together (zusammen, which is etymologically related to Gesamt) to create a cinematic
masterpiece.

In passing I mentioned that Cesca — who is the servant of Anna Rudolfi, wife of the

12 Revisiting “The Red Violin”. 2020. The Classical Girl 31 August. Retrieved from
https://www.theclassicalgirl.com/revisiting-the-red-violin/ on 17 October 2025.
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luthier, Bussotti — adumbrates the future of the Red Violin when she offers to foretell Anna’s
future by means of the Tarot. Cesca draws five cards, with each signifying something different,
in the following sequence: first, The Moon, which is understood as an indication that the person
in question — here, ostensibly Anna — will enjoy a long life. Secondly, Cesca draws The Hanged
Man, which she explains as denoting misery and disease afflicting people who associate with
the relevant person (Anna). The third card turns out to be The Devil, signifying — according to
Cesca — that Anna will (supposedly) be seduced by a handsome, disingenuous man. This is
followed, fourthly, by Justice, a card which augurs difficulties such as persecution and the
involvement of “Anna” in a trial, where she would be declared guilty. According to Cesca, the
fifth and last card, Death, does not represent what it seems to, but its opposite, namely “rebirth”,
given the graphic depiction of the morbid figure in an upside-down position.

However, the audience realises that Anna is not the subject of Cesca’s augury when Anna,
as well as her child dies in childbirth, paving the way for the realisation that her foretelling
applies to the Red Violin instead. It is only near the end of the film, after appraiser Charles
Morritz has received the chemical analysis of the Red Violin’s varnish — which Morritz uses as
crucial evidence to authenticate the violin’s legendary history — that he is startled to discover
that the “varnish” on the instrument contains human blood. This leads to his (and the
audience’s) realisation, that Bussotti mixed his deceased wife’s blood with the varnish. The
discovery makes perfect sense, and reveals to viewers the reason why Cesca thought she was
foretelling the future events in Anna’s life; in fact, the violin was to “become” Anna through
her blood being united with this exquisite instrument, described by the sound engineer at the
auction house as “the single most perfect acoustical machine I’ve ever seen”. Here the film-
narrative is analogous with that of a detective novel, reflecting another sense of it being a
Gesamtkunstwerk.

As the narrative unfolds, one witnesses the successive historical events that correspond
with Cesca’s interpretation of the five cards’ meaning, albeit not in a straightforward, linear
manner, but rather as a kind of temporal dialogue between the twentieth century present in
Montreal, Canada, where the Red Violin becomes the most coveted item at an auction of
musical instruments, on the one hand, and the distinct episodes preceding this culminating one
— the “rebirth” foreshadowed by Cesca’s fifth tarot card, on the other. In other words, one
beholds a temporally significant to-and-fro between the narrated past and the narrated present,
where each cutting between these two modes enriches the viewer’s understanding of the Red
Violin’s biography. And the rich, although semantically divergent tapestry of every
cinematically narrated episode is presented in terms of the constituents of The Red Violin as a
Gesamtkunstwerk.

The Red Violin as Gesamtkunstwerk

With the successive historical episodes in the biography of the eponymous Red Violin as one’s
guide and interpretive framework, one is able to decode the cinematic images as semiotic
emblems signalling the distinguishable arts conspiring together to make of this film a
paradigmatic Gesamtkunstwerk. It should be noted that the film may be described as a novel
example of an “anthology drama”, that is, a series of episodes, sequences or segments, in each
of which a group of different characters appears, carrying forward the narrative in distinctive
terms, although a central theme or motif — in this case the titular Red Violin itself — may feature
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as sustaining element. The etymology of the word, “anthology” casts light on its employment
regarding a specific genre: The term originates from the Ancient Greek word, anthologia,
denoting “flower-gathering”!® which is used to indicate (among other things) a genre pertaining
to different kinds of art, such as a collection of literary or philosophical works, for instance
poems, short stories or essays, compiled into a single volume. In the case of The Red Violin,
“anthology” refers to the distinguishable vignettes comprising the whole, with each
contributing a unique glimpse of (as will be shown below) the subtly anthropomorphised string
instrument’s historical journey, although — cinematographically speaking — they share stylistic
features.

The first of these, corresponding with the tarot card of The Moon, is set in seventeenth
century Cremona, Italy, where Bussotti lived — an episode which is not exhaustively constructed
when the film opens, but incrementally “completed” through flashbacks as the film narrative
unfurls further — and provides an exemplary instance of the overlapping and mutual
complementing of different arts, including music, painting and architecture, together with the
craft of lutherie, directed by master-luthier Bussotti. The latter is seen crafting the Red Violin
in his workshop, alongside his apprentices, in a setting rich with artistic detail and
craftsmanship. This is achieved to a large extent by the production design of the film, under the
leadership of Francois Séguin, which was evidently aimed at creating a coherent visual style
across the different time periods traversed in the cinematic narrative, in the process successfully
presenting the cultural, historical and sometimes — as in the Chinese episode set against the
backdrop of Mao’s “cultural revolution” — even the political context of each era’s settings,
which are reflected in the props and costumes relating to the time in question. This rich visual
depiction of Cremona in 1681 includes detailed attention to architectural elements, as well as
artistic artifacts such as sculpture and painting, which are integral to the film’s narrative and
atmosphere. The result is that the film’s visual design and presentation reflect Baroque-era
Cremona’s artistic heritage authentically, as a city which is renowned for being the birthplace
of the modern violin, not to mention having been the home of legendary luthier-craftsmen like
Andrea Amati (c. 1505-1577), the inventor of the modern violin, and Antonio Stradivari (1644—
1737), possibly the most famous of seventeenth century Italian luthiers. Among the features
contributing to a richly detailed portrayal of Cremona, the setting includes artisan workshops
adorned with decorative elements, period-accurate architecture, and religious art redolent of the
age. Importantly, as far as the question of its Gesamtkunstwerk-character is concerned, the
design and craftsmanship of the Red Violin itself — its sculptural form, wood inlay, and ornate
varnish — blurs the line between musical instrument and fine art, merging the two in the process.

The second episode comprising the “life-story” of the titular Red Violin — set at an
Austrian orphanage and in eighteenth century Vienna — corresponds with the tarot card of The
Hangman, which pertains to the lamentable heart condition, suffering and premature death of
the orphan prodigy violinist, Kaspar Weiss, when he is invited to do a recital for Prince
Mannsfeld, an aristocratic patron. Here the film’s set first allows the viewer to set eyes upon
the austere, sturdy, almost fortress-like architecture of the orphanage church, before witnessing
the cultural setting of 1793 Vienna, where the film audience is invited to imbibe the cultural
atmosphere of artistic refinement in this centre of classical music in visual and audial terms.
The visual emphasis in this episode is more on architectural interiors than exteriors, which

13" Online Etymology Dictionary. Anthology. Retrieved from https://www.etymonline.com/word/anthology on
17 October 2025.

12



nevertheless metonymically suggest the Baroque and classical architecture of the time, as in the
building interior where Weiss is expected to perform for the prince. Understandably, the Vienna
sequence concentrates more on the cultural significance of music in this era — after all, it was
the city where Mozart spent the final decade of his life — and the tragic fate of the gifted Kaspar
Weiss, than on visual arts like painting or sculpture.

In the third sequence — previously alluded to by Cesca’s drawing of the Tarot’s The Devil
— depicting the passage of the Red Violin through time, one observes the crossing of the ocean
to England by the musically talented Romanis (Gypsies), who pilfered it when they robbed
Kaspar Weiss’s grave, in which it was buried with the unfortunate boy. It is clear that, in their
hands, its capacity for musical entertainment is appreciated, albeit in earthy, almost chthonically
sensuous fashion. However, when the Red Violin changes hands from the Romanis to Lord
Frederick Pope, who offers them hospitality on his estate in exchange for the exquisite
instrument, the latter truly comes into its own again, as it did in Weiss’s hands. Its potential is
prodigiously actualised by this flamboyant “devil” of a virtuoso violinist, whose passionate
carnal relationship with (appropriately named) novelist Victoria Byrd as his muse, gives rise to
scintillating performances at a Victorian symphony hall in Oxford. The interactions between
the mercurial Pope playing the eponymous Red Violin, and the literarily gifted novelist, Byrd,
conspicuously represent the dynamic structure of this Gesamtkunstwerk. Particularly the mutual
passion involved in graphically presented erotic exchanges between them, condense the
reciprocal enhancement of different arts subsumed under the vitalising (and revitalising) aegis
of such a “total” work of art. Perhaps the explosive manner in which Byrd and Pope part, is a
metaphor for the negative effects of separating such mutually sustaining arts. The former,
having just returned from Russia where she went to research her current novel, finds Frederick
“performing” in more than one sense with the female Romani violinist and, having slightly
damaged the violin by shooting at it with a revolver and grazing its neck, leaves him in a huff.
When Frederick commits suicide, leaving his estate to Victoria, the Red Violin is appropriated
by his Chinese servant, who returns to Shanghai, sells it to a dealer in antiques — who repairs
the instrument — and in turn sells it to a young Chinese woman during the 1930s.

Hence, the fourth sequence, set in Shanghai in the late 1960s, during the upheavals of
Mao’s “cultural revolution” — which resonates with Cesca’s fourth tarot card, to wit, Justice
(signifying a consequential trial) — continues tracing the events befalling the time-travelling
Red Violin. In this segment the audience is audiovisually confronted with a mishmash of
cultural artifacts, as might be expected during an era of sometimes chaotic, revolutionary
transition from one socio-political dispensation to another. While one can detect a variety of
colonial-historical buildings in the scenes where Lord Pope’s servant sells the Red Violin to the
antiques dealer, to which could be added the opulent residence of the wealthy woman who
purchases the instrument for her daughter, the stark architectural contrast between these
buildings and the austere spaces where the revolution is enacted cannot escape one’s notice.
This is nothing less than a dramatic architectural juxtaposition, matched by the events which
unfold during this scene sequence, where Xiang Pei — the now adult daughter who received the
Red Violin as a present from her mother — finds herself dangerously torn between her duties as
political officer of the revolutionary forces, on the one hand, and her nostalgic love of the Red
Violin and what it represents. It was carefully hidden by herself, to prevent it from being burnt,
like other western musical instruments. When she slips away to retrieve the violin from its
hiding place, with the intention of entrusting it to the care of a music teacher, Zhou Yuan, her
son, Ming, unexpectedly arrives on the scene. This is where viewers discover Xiang Pei’s love
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for the Red Violin as emblem of the best music the West has to offer, learning that she was
herself an accomplished violinist before the inception of the cultural revolution. She entreats
Ming to keep quiet about the Red Violin and briefly demonstrates its enchanting acoustic
qualities by playing the maudlin “Anna’s Theme” on the instrument for him, before sending
him off. She hastily dashes through crowded streets to Zhou Yuan’s residence to entrust the
violin to him, where he reluctantly agrees to keep it safe from ignorant destruction by zealous
revolutionaries. Her frantic flight from her colleagues for the sake of rescuing the iconic musical
personification of a seventeenth century Italian woman — or perhaps of her offspring — in this
way setting it free to continue its journey through time, instantiates a creative interaction
between music and drama, adding to the film’s claim of being a Gesamtkunstwerk. The drama
involves Xiang Pei being pursued by revolutionary guards who, having learned of the Red
Violin’s existence, raid her home, discovering remnants of broken gramophone records, torn
sheet music and other evidence of her affinity for western music — anathema to the fervent
drivers of Mao’s cultural revolution — prompting them to try and find her. She, in turn, knows
only too well what terrible fate awaits the precious string instrument — and not least, herself —
if she should be apprehended with it in her possession. The dramatic series of events culminate
in the successful rescue of the Red Violin, paving the way for fleshing out the last sequence —
which has appeared intermittently by way of an alternation between flashbacks and flash-
forwards — set in Montreal.

The fifth and final vignette of the film narrative is set in 1997 Montreal, Canada,
corresponding to Cesca’s tarot card called Death, of which the upside-down depiction suggests
to her that, paradoxically, it signifies “rebirth” — something the audience observes happening to
the Red Violin in and around the auction house known as “Duval’s”, in this way granting it a
new lease of life. The violin is about to be auctioned together with other western instruments
shipped there by the present-day Chinese government (which was obviously in need of money),
having been discovered in the deceased Zhou Yuan’s house, his corpse surrounded by a large
collection of western (string) instruments which he had guarded and preserved. The central
cultural artifact in this episode is the Red Violin itself, as suggested by the fact that it is
announced by the auctioneer as being the “star” of the show, and corroborated by the
consideration, that in this instrument — survivor of many divergent adventures (in the course of
which it could easily have perished) — the many paths (and oceans) it has traversed come
together. That the auction, and the new path on which it launches the Red Violin, represent the
culmination of its preceding history, is further evident from the presence of representatives from
previous episodes of the violin’s journey (another “anthology”!), each intent on bidding on the
violin, in the hope of appropriating it. They include Xiang Pei’s son, Ming, an agent from the
Pope Foundation, and monks from the Austrian monastery where Kaspar Weiss first played on
it. Seen in this way, the music associated with the Red Violin, interacting with the converging
narrative strands suggested by the representatives of each cardinal stage of the violin’s historical
voyage, which can be understood as biographical chapters, amplify the film’s claim to being a
Gesamtkunstwerk. Given the attention given to craft in this final sequence (and recalling
Gropius’s insistence, that craft cannot be separated from art), one might add it to the perceptible
constituents of 7he Red Violin as Gesamtkunstwerk. This is suggested specifically by appraiser
Morritz’s reliance on the (Duval’s) sound engineer for determining the identifying features of
the Red Violin, to be able to affirm that this is in fact the sought-after instrument; the latter
comments admiringly on the superb craftsmanship which engendered this inimitable
“acoustical machine”.
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Heeding the implicit counsel of Birdsall (2012), as well as Imhoof (2021), in their
respective contributions to the literature surrounding the “contested” concept of the
Gesamtkunstwerk, discussed earlier, some observations, which acknowledge the validity of
their criticism, should be added here. This is advisable, lest readers are left with the impression
that The Red Violin has been presented as if it were a self-sufficient, hermetically sealed artifact,
with no connection to the cinematic and (more broadly) cultural history within which it is
inscribed. First, one can learn from Birdsall’s discussion of Axer’s documentary film, Hitler’s
Hit Parade (2003), which — unlike Ruttmann’s later works — avoids the seamless audio-visual
synthesis  associated with Nazi propaganda cinema, aimed at yielding a
unified Gesamtkunstwerk. Instead, Axer’s discontinuous, “jukebox” structure is designed to
shatter the hypnotic, paralysing rhythm of the original propaganda. Similarly, in The Red Violin
Girard eschews techniques aimed at bestowing on the film a smooth, unifying and — from the
audience’s perspective — ideologically reassuring structure. Instead, the “anthological” — or
“mosaic” — structure effectively precludes the “totalising” impression of such a grand synthesis.
Arguably this is achieved without relinquishing the film’s character of being a
Gesamtkunstwerk, however, as demonstrated earlier.

Second, in the light of Imhoof’s analysis of three “musicals”, where he comprehends them
in relation to the history of mass consumer culture in which they are embedded, one could
contextualise The Red Violin primarily in relation to the advent of globalisation and the
accompanying commercialisation in Canadian cinema. These processes entailed a strategic
shift toward international co-productions, necessitated by having to secure funding and global
distribution. Directed by Canadian Francgois Girard and co-written with Don McKellar, the film
typifies the 1990s tendency of pooling resources through treaties between different countries,
in this case Canada, Britain and Italy.!* Although this structure allowed for higher budgets and
access to international talent, it risked resulting in what some critics saw as a “disembedded”
narrative, lacking a sense of place or a specific cultural identity.

However, one could argue that the film’s anthological structure, and its use of multiple
languages (French, Italian, German, English, Chinese), which were designed to appeal to
the global market rather than a local audience, not only succeeded in this commercial respect,
but also managed to reflect the multi-cultural context characteristic of a globalised world. In
this manner, it overcomes any possible charge of projecting the image of a modernistically
isolated artifact, created with aesthetic disinterest. Does it not, then, degenerate into a kind of
amorphous cultural mixture, like the desert called “trifle” (to use a culinary metaphor)?
Arguably not, given what was already pointed out above with reference to Birdsall’s
demonstration of the jukebox-structure of Axer’s film, which avoids the ideological trap of
imposing a false sense of unity and harmony through the choice of certain film techniques. In
the case of The Red Violin such spurious unity is eschewed through the very structure of
cinematic juxtaposition — almost a dynamic collage or “assemblage” in the Deleuze-Guattarian
(1994) sense — of the main “character” in the film, namely the eponymous Red Violin, in diverse
cultural-historical situations. Paradoxically, in each of these it is recognisably the “same”
artifact, while simultaneously and unavoidably assuming the “appearance” which the specific
cultural-temporal situation “extracts” from it.

4" The Red Violin (1998 Movie): Summary & Analysis, Jotted Lines, 14 February 2020. Retrieved from
https://jottedlines.com/the-red-violin-1998-movie-summary-analysis/.
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Finally, regarding the “cultural identity” of the film, in light of the above it should be
clear that it cannot simply be dubbed a product of Canadian cinema, given its imbrication with
the production facilities of the other countries involved in depicting the violin’s historical-
global journey. In the context of globalisation, of which this international cooperation is
symptomatic, it may also be argued that the narrative’s focus on the Red Violin’s epic journey
through time and space has the inevitable consequence, that it degenerates into a mere
commodity and even an object of fetishism, as metonymy of the film’s own mode of being as
a globally traded cultural product. This would be erroneous, however, considering that, strictly
speaking, in psychoanalytic terms a “fetish” is an object desired “as such”, in contrast with what
Lacan calls an objet petit a — the “little other object” or “cause of desire” — from the perspective
of which the desire of the subject (in this case those who play the violin) may be comprehended
(Evans 1996: 38, 64-65, 128-129). In the film the titular “Red Violin” is not desired as a fetish
in this sense; it is desired by performing artists (Caspar Weiss, Lord Pope, and so on) for the
marvellously inimitable sound it produces, that is, as an objet petit a or “cause of desire”.

The Red Violin of The Red Violin as “percept” and “affect”

Employing Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s (1994) notions of “percepts” and “affects”
highlights the artistic character of The Red Violin and yields rich rewards. The Red Violin itself
is, of course, the central “percept”, to which an amalgam of “affects” correspond, which are so
rich and divergent that the sensed image of the Red Violin could be described as an “affect of
the sublime”. In other words, the concentration of “affects”, corresponding to this “percept” of
the Red Violin’s image, is sufficiently complex, given its many countervailing affects, that it
cannot be grasped at the level of unitary perception, although it may be understood as a
rationally comprehensible idea (Kant 1969: 99-100; Olivier 2021). Deleuze and Guattari (1994:
164) clarify the meaning of these two concepts as follows:

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.

As an example, Deleuze and Guattari write further that “Harmonies are affects. Consonance
and dissonance, harmonies of tone or color, are affects of music or painting” — an elaboration,
brief as it is, which allows one to perceive the many instances of such “affects” encountered in
The Red Violin as “harmonies” of this kind, as long as the correlation between “percept” and
“affect” are firmly kept in mind. The image of the Red Violin itself, taken as “a bloc of
sensations, that is to say, a compound of percepts and affects”, illustrates this admirably. In the
light of the cinematically accumulating percepts, together with their corresponding affects — as
manifested in the preceding discussion of the different historical-cultural situations in which
this eponymous instrument makes its successive appearances — it shows itself as something
virtually surpassing the status of “object”, attaining that of an historical “subject” akin to a
person. For instance, the feeling of compassion or concern for this instrument, on the part of
the audience, resonates with the complex “affect” of the Red Violin — “complex” because of all
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the divergent historical “adventures” which successively befall it being condensed in its
“percept”.

Nor should this be surprising; after all, both Cesca’s Tarot-oriented prognostications, and
the fusion of Anna’s blood with the violin via the varnish, transubstantiate the violin into an
historical “subject”, metaphorically speaking. As such, the Red Violin, together with the
thoroughgoing melodic motif, or “Anna’s theme” — simultaneously melancholic and uplifting
— which surfaces in every historical period (at the hands of the specific violinist in question,
such as prodigy Kaspar Weiss and virtuoso Frederick Pope), combined with the specific music
that is performed, constitutes the percept from which the varying affects emanate — in the case
of the ill-fated Kaspar one of sadness and melancholy, and in that of Pope an affect of erotic
exuberance and creativity. The melancholy affect resurfaces in the context of the Chinese
cultural-political revolution, attached to the percept of Xiang Pei retrieving the instrument from
its hiding place, to rescue it from destruction at the hands of the fanatical red guards — herself
having been an outstanding violinist after receiving the Red Violin as a gift from her mother —
and reliving memories of her own performances before rushing to entrust it to the music teacher,
Zhou Yuan.

Conclusion

What may one conclude from all of this as far as the historical significance of
Gesamtkunstwerke is concerned? One finds a clue in the preceding interpretation of The Red
Violin in terms of affects and percepts. In short, reflecting on these constituents of the film as
work of art, embodied in the audiovisual “bloc of sensations” comprising the film, one thing
becomes clear. Through the affects and percepts presenting all the vicissitudes of its chequered
temporal existence (and corresponding with the sensory experiences of the film audience), this
charismatic instrument — the Red Violin — has demonstrated that, even under circumstances
extremely inimical to its survival — including the chaos of Mao’s cultural revolution, where it
faced the real possibility of destruction for the sake of political suppression — it can survive and
flourish. Metonymically speaking, the “percept-ually” and “affect-ively” constituted narrative
reminds one that, whatever political turbulence might threaten it, short of being physically
annihilated, art and its artifacts can prevail.

Moreover, recalling MacCarthy’s remark, at the beginning of this article, concerning
Gropius’s belief that a Gesamtkunstwerk has more than mere artistic significance — an insight
which could be illuminatingly applied to other instances of Gesamtkunstwerke referenced in
this article, such as Gropius’s Bauhaus itself, and the multilayered medieval sculptural work of
Gislebertus — The Red Violin amply demonstrates that this is indeed the case, in so far as this is
evident in the percepts and especially the affects comprising the image of the Red Violin. These
are discernible in every distinct episode of the narrative, and range from sadness or melancholy,
through spiritual enthusiasm, erotic desire or passion, fear or anxiety, to covetousness, to
mention only some.
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Feedback loops of attention: art and the potential for intimate
encounters in public

Beate Maria Jordaan
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This essay theorises attention as a feedback loop: a recursive structure in which the act of looking
returns to and intensifies itself rather than progressing toward narrative or interpretive resolution. It
is this feedback loop that forms the essay’s central mechanism, in which the loop itself that generates
a metaphorical “bubble” of intimate encounter in which beholder and image become momentarily
enclosed, intimate yet enacted in public, sustained yet open and recursive rather than effortful or
willed. The museum and the cinema serve here as two practical examples through which this
mechanism can be traced and observed in action. Both are secularised temples for structured looking
whose ritualised spectatorial engagement can sustain the loop of attention long enough for the
bubble to form, but neither is the essay’s primary object of inquiry. Drawing broad inspiration from
Simone Weil’s concept of elevated attention and Arthur Schopenhauer’s (1909) notion of aesthetic
contemplation as a temporary release from the restless “will to live”, and in dialogue with Michael
Fried’s (1980) theory of absorption, Jonathan Crary’s (1999) writings on distraction, and Giuliana
Bruno’s (2014) account of embodied spectatorship, I trace this feedback loop across a series of case
studies, including the nineteenth-century miniature eye portrait, video art by Nam June Paik and
Bill Viola, and Jean Siméon Chardin’s Soap Bubbles. I propose that image studies’ most urgent
intervention today may lie in attending to this feedback loop of intimate encounter itself, as a radical,
absorptive antidote to our current era of image saturation and distraction.

Keywords: feedback loop, intimate encounter, attention, museum and cinema, video art
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n an age shaped by informational excess and distracted vision, the practice of sustained,

contemplative looking is increasingly rare. The central aim of this paper is to describe the

event of image interaction as a feedback loop grounded in intimate, absorptive attention. I
call this mechanism a feedback loop because the act of looking returns to and intensifies itself,
rather than progressing towards a final resolution. The term is feedback in something close to
its literal, cybernetic sense. An output (the beholder’s attention) is returned as input (the
image’s renewed claim on that attention), each pass reinforcing rather than dispersing the
encounter, until the bubble of intimate attention either intensifies or breaks. Throughout, I am
deliberately theorising a particular and bounded notion of attention: intimate yet enacted in
public; sustained and elevated, yet open and recursive rather than effortful or willed. I argue
that in the event of a patient image interaction, a metaphysical bubble is created through this
mechanism of the feedback loop, wherein only the image and beholder exist momentarily. I
argue that the museum and the cinema are unique spaces in that they strive to facilitate an
intimate, private attention to art in a public setting. Both institutions stage not only spaces of
spectatorship but also the creation of a bubble of attentiveness. The bubble metaphor is inspired
by Peter Sloterdijk’s Bubbles: Microspherology (2007), to describe an intimate image viewing
event as a microsphere of equal relation. I propose the term Intimate Encounter for a patient
and sustained image encounter. The dyadic enclosure of the bubble in these moments of
absorbed looking finds both image and beholder in an atemporal being-with where the
boundaries between subject and object are dissolved. The intimate encounter is defined by
looking to authors such as Michael Fried (1980), who defines absorption as a spectatorial mode
in which the viewer becomes fully engrossed in the image, unaware of their own act of looking;
Jonathan Crary (1999), whose analysis of modernity and distraction contextualises shifting
patterns of attention; and Giuliana Bruno (2014, 2022), who describes museum and cinema
spaces as architectures that provoke embodied forms of spectatorship. Beginning with the
nineteenth-century miniature eye portrait, I start with a private image viewing setting to
describe intimate looking. Moving into the museum and cinema, I consider how these
institutions architect attention and facilitate temporal loops. Case studies include Bill Viola’s
Nantes Triptych (1992), Peter Greenaway’s Wedding at Cana (2009), Nam June Paik’s TV
Buddha (1974, 1989), and Jean Siméon Chardin’s Soap Bubbles (1733-4). I argue that each of
these works functions as a meta picture for the bubble of intimate encounters. A meta picture,
as W.J.T. Mitchell (1994: 38) describes it, is a self-aware picture that is able to provide “a
second-order discourse that tells us — or at least shows us something about [all] pictures.”

Miniature eye portraits as archetypes of intimate encounters

Miniature eye portraits, studied by Haneke Grootenboer in her 2012 book, Treasuring the Gaze,
feature a single human eye, isolated from the rest of the face. They were popular especially in
nineteenth century Victorian Britain as small gifts among lovers, friends and family members
(Grootenboer 2012: 22). Like hair jewellery,! which was also popular at the time, they were
worn close to the body, in pockets, or worn as brooches, rings or pendants. These objects
performed an emotional and symbolic function, offering their owner a site of repeated, private,
intimate looking (Grootenboer 2012: 18). The eye portrait in figure 1 measures just 3.2 by 3.8
centimetres, a scale that enforces close, private viewing and so anticipates the intimate mode

!'Victorian hair jewellery was especially popular in the mid nineteenth century and includes necklaces, earrings,
rings, bracelets and watch chains made from the hair of a loved one. Their purpose could be as a reminder of a
deceased person, or as a remembrance of a friend, lover, or family member (Yan 2019: 124).
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of attention this paper develops.? Cradling the object in one’s hands to view it makes the act
and event of beholding literal. The owner of an eye portrait would take the portrait into their
hands, making them a beholder of a returned gaze. By holding the portrait and by returning its
gaze, a temporary bubble is created through a private feedback loop of perception. When the
reciprocal gaze is broken or the beholder’s attention is redirected in any way, the bubble pops.
Bubbles, as Sloterdijk (2007: 48) points out, “like happiness and glass, (...) bear the risks native
to everything that shatters easily”. Grootenboer (2012: 23) refers to this fragile created space
as “intimate vision”. I adapt this term to intimate encounters, as an image interaction constitutes
the entire body and imagination, not just vision.

Figure 1
Giuseppe Sacco, The eye of a young woman, 1844, tempera on paperboard, 3.2
x 3.8 cm, private collection
(Leppert 1996: cover image, rights holder unverified)

According to Grootenboer (2012: 15), eye pictures are “symptomatic of a culture of
seeing, as they are both agent and representation of vision”. The eye miniature becomes a
theoretical object and, in W.J.T. Mitchell’s (1994) terms, a meta picture, one that renders visible
the desire to look. This intimate, private, repetitive act of viewing epitomises a space of my
inquiry here, and what Grootenboer refers to as “a sort of exclusive scopic circuit” is what |
want to conceptualise as a feedback loop of attention. I argue that this exclusive scopic circuit,
in suspending the viewer’s ordinary, purposive looking, performs in miniature the release from
the Will that Arthur Schopenhauer (1909) associates with aesthetic contemplation. Like the
cinematic close-up, the eye miniature invites a mode of looking that is intensified by its scale

2 The rights holder for this image could not be identified. The image is reproduced here for non-commercial
academic use under fair use/fair dealing, with no known commercial licensing path. The image appears without
attribution on the cover of Art and the Committed Eye (Leppert 1996), and is believed to be held in a private
collection or orphaned. Should a rights holder come forward, appropriate credit will be added in future versions.
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