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nescrigtign! I% is a series of oil paintings of approximately 1,50 x 1
moters, The pailntings show bananas, The bensnas are on a plate, thay
are partly out and beginning to ro%, and cheap knives and forks lie bow
side them, This danal situation is made highly unusual by the faot. ;liet
the bananas are tiedwith a ooxrd of the type the hangmen uses, The paiht‘-
ings are exeouted, (if onc oan use such & torm after having spoken of a
ha.ngman), in a highly polished, very realistic, almost super-photograph-
ic manner. fThe backgrounds and the plates are storile white, the forks
and knives are dull white, the bananas are brownish, yellowish and graen
ish, end the coxrds are grey., The struoture of the composition is heavy
and olwnp~like. The paintings ere of that type which transmit their mosg
age only to those recoivers who open themselves to ity Some may pase by
the paintings without get#ing any message to spesk of, ' Others oan bacd:ne
almost orushed by the climate of brutal terror and heavy oppréssion that
exhales from the paintinge‘ They were choaen to be subjeots of this pag
er beoause they pose & prodlem which is both very ancient and painfu}..lv
modern. The prodlem of the role of art as the pudblication of a private
experience, as the attempt to dominate a epecifie material, as commitment
to soclety, and as the conflict between these threo aspects,  The painte
inge are unusually utareating, heaauee they proposs & aynthaais of the
conflict,
Al menolegical visiont This method, as proposed by Husserl, con-
sists fundamentally in looking at thinge as if they werd seen for the Lire
time. I% is very difficult to see the things that surround us. They are
covared up with two types of thick layers., One is the layer of habit, the
other the layer of dPrevious kuowledge, Habit makes things invisible, bow
cause we take them for granted. And we can only see things 1f thay in-
trégeus. 4ll the others we pass by or use without looking at them, Pree
vious knowz.edge makes things invisible, because we ¢an explain them, Rz~
plained things are emped things, they are traneparmt and '"mo longer out
there® in an existential sense of the term. They are no longar problm.
and what makes a thing to be a thing 1s its being & prodlem. We cannot
ses what is not a problem. Fhenomenological vision is & mathod to bmwk
et out the layers of hadbit and krevious knowledge, to 11f%t thom from the
things and thus meke them shine again as if they were new coins, A _Phenop
snon is what shines, and phenomenology is the discovery of phenomena amm
us, The result ie very often highly surprising,

Take & banana for an example, Who would eare to look at 11:, eapaei
ally in a tropical’ country. in Brazil for instance? It does not mexrit a‘l: ,
tention, (unless one slips on its Poel), one does not consider it, one eat



A

- 2“

VILEM FLUSSER Lo -
it. 4nd why should one consider ity since so many specialists have dong

807 It is well-known botanieally, both from a structural and a genetie
point of view, and its ecolegy is no problem, It has boen analpzed very
carefully as a food-stuff, . The teohniques of ite planting, harvesting and
Processing have boen satiefactorily developed. =ven in "tropicals art and
literature it has boon used and abused "ad nanseans and offers no attraciss
Thars 18 nothing to bananas but to gresp them, peed them and put them 4n. -
one's mouth in a sort of gonditioned refiex, In faot: our attitude topard
benanas ie ke the monkey's one with thie differences for the monkay it
is 8 matural", for ue it 1s 8 "enlturale unquestioned condition, - .
But 1f we do look at the banana, it bocomes a mysterious; almost une .
canny objaeet. It doss not look like & vegetable at all, for two opposite
rensons, On the one hand 1% is oo emorphous, 1t lacks the ususl botanio-
81 structure of & pine-applo or a cherzy,. It is & primitive plant, and 4%
geena to hava_hben presorved, by some odd aéinemence,- from a goedlogionl |
pest long forgotton. We eat a sort of botarnical dynosaur after dinner, . on
the other hand it has & very pronounced soomorphic shape and texture, ale
moat a8 1f it vere an orgen of en enimal‘e body. Seen thus 1t bocomes fyen)
iy odbscene, snd we eat a phelius efter dinner. And this ie only the bapine.
ning of it Conedder for instance what happens 1f we out 4%, ‘Basically
We can do: 1% two weys, Fither horizentally along its axis, or any othex.
way, vertically diagonally or in various curves. If we 4o 4t horizontally,
we disoover its Cartosian orgenisation end we ere in the world of rationsl
iem., The banane is thon an extended thing to which the logic. of the think
ing thing is adapted,  But if we out it eny othor wey, we discover ite o
morphous lack of structure, and ere in the world of surreslien, . The banana
i8 an absurd thing to which logic is anndapted, And one cen go on this way
almost forever, Because there is np end to the mystery of the things that
surround us, onte We pay them aggention, . |
~ The paintings of Antonic Averal's do this £or us, Kow it hae bean
often held that this is exactly the role of erts unveil the mystery thet
surround uss Ry unvelling the myatersy of tho banana, Amaral shows us some
aspects of 1ts “essence® (oddos). He shows ue some aspects of what etande
behind of what we take to be "real®, (and thie may be the true meaning of tht
tern “hyper-remlism). Ry taking & phenomenologigsl epproach o bananne, he
$ekes one decisive step bayond photographys photography is robJoctives, tut.
iraral transcends the odjeot "bananav and reaéheg sut for its “bananityn,
its essence. According to this view, (that art is unveiling), aceording to
Klee's aphorism that "art malkes the unvieible visiblee, he fulfills the role
of the artist. The fact that his subjects are "mera bananas*, and not pome
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god XJL@&L&LHS%R principle, makes this even more patent, And the fact
that there is mothing (Je m man, (pewbing snthroponorphsusf in these paing
ings is a proof of the honesty Pr Shs Phenomenclogical end cavers thore
is & specific relationsanip betﬁaan nyself and the banena, the benans e
rart of ny “lebenswelt®, of the gontext of my experience, end in order to
erasp this relstionship, X must eliminate all others from 1%, ‘This delibex
ste elimination of men, (who was the almoat esclusive ewbject of previcus
art)y ie charasteristic of the phenomenologicel end structuralistis attitude
(and 48 the remscn why theme attitudes e considered to bo "antihumanietis
by $heir opponents). Theas paintings are publications of a private exXpards=
ence with bananas, becsuse they are Products of a phenomenologioal vision,
and must npt be confused with traditional »etill iivesv, (natures nortes) s
they &ra, for being phenomenological, self-portraits of the peinter with 7o~
ference to bananas, And this ie truse "Publication” in the latin sense of ¥h
termt show onemelf in pudlie, The artiet is an exhidbitionist by exhibiting
the mystory that surrounds vs. This is therefore one mspect of the meseage
these paintings offers thoy unveil the “essence” of banenas, und thas raveal
the relationship betwoan the painter ana bananas, 4nd this is very dmportan
not only beoause we ourselves are surrounded by bananas and met relate to
them, but because benanss ean bo models for all things, ond the relationshdp
that linke us to them can Yo a model for all the relationships we maintain
with the world, In short: the paintings offer "aistheta®, (models for expep
iending the world), o J : S
B: Ethical vision: Yes, tut obvicusly thie is not thedy only, or even their
basic, message, They are not "hyper-realistien paintings.  The banansse they
show are not like they are usually, tut bounid with hengmants cords: to som
the lemst & very unusual sftuation, If we met such & situstion 4n the couree
of our dally life, {at a resteurant tablo for matan_ea);- 4% would ddsturh us
rather profoundly, (it would scere ue to death 18 & botter vwey to put i%),
The questlion we ask when we face such o iai.tuaﬂon, {in reality ot within the
Tictlon of & painting), is: what does this mean, for Heaven's sake? _ Ve akk
the "semantic® question, Iow, mocording to some, this is not a good question
to ask of & peinting, A painting *is what it is what it ian, (aﬁcﬁ;’ﬁiﬂ_e to
these thinkers}, and to aek what 1t means outedide itmelf is to miss the point
of the pa:lnt;img:a Art is no longer "aneqdoticr, such poople weuld any, 1t
tells no story end should nots Peinting has liberated itself from $ts "pe-
nantio dimens:ioh_", 8t hos becoms at last musio-dike: puye "visionn, norely
pure #truoture, Even if A% is not abstract, It then shows, not 4ts own |
struoture, Wt the pure structure of the thing 1t shows; "Lyper-penifieme,
Buty quite obviously, these pictures sheck us to ask the "semantie® question,
They @sk to be "decyphered-, |
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The difference between mshowing" and "meaning®, (between "presenting"
and "repreaenting“), is the fact that in a "show" ve perceive the message,
whilst in a "representation" we must read the message in order 0. perceive
ite mesning, The elements of "representation® are symbols ordered within
a code, and we must decodify them, For instance: the letter “a% phows the
typewriter which has produced it, (4t "preaantsﬁ 1%), and means a ‘speoifie
sound, (1% 'reprasenta“ it), HNow there is a problem. We can prove objeet
1valy that the letter "a" ghows thia specific typewriter, booause 4t is con
nected to 1t by the chedn of cause end effect.  (In fact, detectives do thi
sort of reaaoning.} But we can do no such thing with regard to what 18 re-
Apresented hy the letter. It moy mesn 8 sound, or an erithmetic concept ;o
a logical concept, and eo forth. It depends on the code it is part of,In
other words: There ere various ways to read a symbolical nessago. R

The cage of the paintings under conaideration can now be stated moxe
clearly: They "show" bananas in such very unususl situstions that we are
forced to “read" them as "representations“ of situations not shown, but whi
have e similar struoture to the shown one. In other worde: The phenomena
showh are also symbols which have a meaning that imposes itgelf on their .
reader. They do not allow us the freedom of interpretation usually canﬁect
ed,with repreeentationa. They not only oblige us to "read? them, but alsd
to “remﬁ“ them the way the painter intends us to. They are imperatives,

Before "reading* the paintings, it is important to. stress the faet
thet they are not "representative paintinge® in the common sense of the
‘term. They do not tell stories, they are not indicatives of something. The
 shout orders, they are imperatives which command ue to do éomething. Ine
sense they are not a return to "representative painting+, but they are post
gbstract, This 48 &n important formal distinotion,

, The key to the decodification of the symbolic meaning the ﬁaintinga
have is imposed on us both by the things “shown* and by the olimate in whic
they are shown, It is o very easy reading. Ko problem of decodifieatian. 
The measage is thie: The unusual situation showni (banenas cut with cheap
knives and forks and bound by hangmen's corde), means & an untolerable sit.
uation in the world of real facts, and something must be done about 1t, The
benanas mean an amorphous mess of slowly decaying tropical peaple, and ther
can be no douht what people: thair greenish and yellowish coloring 1nﬁicate
it, (The Brazilien flag shows these colore.) The cheap forks and knives
mean the instruments which cut snd menipulate this mass of people., The
cords mean the situation in which these people find themselves. The steril
plate and baekgfbuhd'maan the general baokground of indifference against
which thie is happening. The heavy athmosphere of terror and oppression



-'5-‘

VILEM FLUSSER | ,
emanated by the paintings is common both to the situation shown and the

situation represented: it imposes this specific reeding. And 1t gives
the ﬁesaage its impoerative form: this situation must not be tolorated!
Fo story is told, mo "facis" are given, but *normai", (models for a be-
havior in the face of &n unmistakeably meant situation), are offered. !
Models for behaving 1n¢his our world. And this is, aocording to’ seme. ﬁhe
role of art: to change our way of living.
Ct Technical vision: They are traditional oil paintings. There can be n
doubt about the very oclose relationship between art and technique. and th
Greek word for both is “techn&“ The ortist is one who manipulates a spe
cifie material in such a way, (technique),; that its inherent potentialit.
1ee beaome patent, He thus explicits what is implicitd in the materiml’
he has chosen, He experiments with his material, and this is. aeeording
to soma, the role of the artist. >
Technological progress has produced a gfeat number of new material
lately. With inherent potentialities that are practiocnlly unknown, They
demand to be manipulated by artists in order to reveal how they may be do)
inated, For instances plastic materinls, neon tubas, videotapes, cvber»
netic systems, (to give somm examples taken haphazard), The so-oalled .
"avent-gerde" art has taken up thés challenge, In fact: the present a&ﬁh:
of the "plastic arta" is one not of new types of messages, but of‘néW'typ¢
of media through which messages may be tranemitted in the future., Artist:
sre learning how to speak several new langungns, bofore they esn sey Bsome-
thing., (The suspicion that they have nothing to say can- therefora not be
 easily eliminated.) Thid scene unproves Koiuhsns polemic aphorism that
¢ "the medium is %the message”: we have a great smount of new medim but very
14ttle pow message. Induch a context oil paintings look & little bit aral
aié. ¥hy should one bother to experiment with oil, the potentimlities of
which have been explored time and again during the post centuries, and
which therofore can hide no surpriaing secret? Ip this sense Amaral 18 no
artist., Or 1s he? '
To answer this queetion we must 20 back to what was said under
"Phenomenolngieal vision” in this paper. FPoesibly the material whieh Ama-
ral manipu.ates, and which with he experiments, is not oil, dbut bananas?
Possibly he has chosen oil, avezy traditional meteriel with little tech
nieal problems), exaotly because it poses little probvleme? In order to get
through it at a material, (vananss), the potentialities of which are unw
knewn? Rot guite unknown, of course, becsuse people like Spozrri do mani-
pulate ‘foodstuffe ‘directly., But stills the indircet manipulation of bana
nas through oi) seens to offer vast possibilities not yet explored if a
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& phenomenological tedhnique 1o applied to them, Eossibly the material
Averal hes commited himself to dominate is this; oil-mediated bananes, .
Let a paralell with music illustrate his prodlems There are. those
like Bach and Schoenberg who experimert with the structure of music, ?hqy
are undouhtedly “avant~gardae® artiata, in the sense that they reveal hidﬁenf
potentialities in the material they have chosen, And then there ore- those - -
like Mozart and Beethoven who do not tire to take one single theme and vari@
ate 1t over and over azain to see what can be done about it: They are not
less “original“ for it, The series “Battiefields" by Amaral is a variati¢n 
onr the theme *bananas", It can probably be fully understood from the tenhni
cal point of view only if it ie considered es a diachronical series of raint
ingﬂ. A film or a videotape could do this for us, Such a film would show
the progressive revelation of the "bananity” of the benana, and also of the
essenee of ite sybolic meaning. Thué Ameral's paintings ere ap example fob
dome future uses of the new media: those paintings ere noty struocturally,
meant to be exhidbited in the traditional form, but for instance as Tv. Pro-
grams. Thelr apparent “traditionality* is thercfore am illusion,

"In fact: the paintinge offer us “"models of use", (teohns) in two
directions. They show how banenas may be manipulated, (snd what they g
bolically mean may be msnipulated). And they show us how paintings nay -be
menipulated., If %o reveal innerent potentialities of specific materials, -
{for instance: bananas and yaintigs), is the role of art, Amaral 1s. an art-
ist, ‘ ‘ ‘
D3 thesis: This paper has attémpted to show three dimensions of'Amaral*s
paintings, which are usually taken to be symptoms of woerks of art, but which
- are uswally taken to be inm confliet with cach other: the aesthetie, the athir

al and the tochnical dimension. There is a tendenoy to believe that they wve-
present some sort of existencial choise for the ertists., They either commit
themselves aesthetically: they publish a private experience end thus. provide
us with models to experience the world., In that osse the techniesl aapeets
of the work beocome secondary and moans to achieve the mesthetie eim, and any
ethical aspect of the work bacomes & sort of impurity to be aveided, Or thay
comnit themselves ethically: they serve society and thus provide us with mod
els to behaxe one way or another, In that case the technieal and aesthetiec .
aspects of the work become mesns to schieve tha aim of ethieal commitment, 0:
they commit themselves technically: they £ight the resistence of a apeeifio
" materiel and thus provide us with models for using the things that surround ..
us, In this oase any -aesthatie and ethical aspects of the work are socident-
al, (although possibly wallcome). ¥We know this triple dilerma well frum his-
tory, and many suffer from it at prasent, : S
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It doea not seom to exiet for Ameral, and for & curious reason., It is

because of their asesthetic quality, (their phenomenological attitude). that
his paintings become ethically relevant: they ere, tecause of 1t, "true“ to
the pituation they mean, and therefore "good® for that situation, It ia be
cause of their aesthetic quclity thet they become technically ralevant:aghes
make it possible to manipulate the material bocause they have assthetionlly
revealed the potentimlities dormant in it. It is bocause of theit ethieal

quality that they sre aesthetically relevant: because they are “true® to 2

meaning that itranscends them they can yhkezbransx make the ﬁhenomenon oontem
plated interecating enough to be contemplated, It is because of their ethlc
al quality that they are technically relevant: 1t 4s worth nhile to experim
ent with bananas, because they moan something thet transcends them, It is

because of their technical quality that they are sesthetically relevantithe
bananas cen be experienced beceuse they have baen apprropriately manipnlathﬁ
And it is becausse of their technieal guality that they are ethically relev-
ent: Dbecause they have bean manipulated the way they have, the‘hananaslﬁan
mean something. The three dimensions, in imaral, sre therefore not in con-
£1li0t, but on the conirary they cannot exist withoutﬁaach'other;

Posgibly the same is true of every true work of art, end is a symp%om
thet it is suthentic., DPut such & synthesis is to be verg rarely feund at
present. It is sasy to find, in almost every work nowadays produoced, (and
be they so-called "great works®), the predominace of either of the three
dimensions. It is easy to say, for the vast majoridty of present works,
whether they were produced by “aesthetissizing®, “politically commited", op
wexperimental” artists, This is the reason why imsral's paintings are so
interesting. One can walk by them, give them a glance and classify them as
ntraditional paintings®, and therefore as snachronisms, Or one mey stop &n
consider them, and suddenly every effort at clsssification becones futile,
¥Which is, after all the only symptom of true art: &#2 stands there in its
own right, demands from us that we aecept it in its own specificity, mokenm
us richer, and defiocs classification,



