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You have to change to stay the same.  (William de Koonig, Stevens and Swan, 2004)  

 

One cannot say everything at once. (The Divided Self, Laing, 2010:11) 

  

Introduction1 

This article dwells on the notion of the ‘tableau form’ from the perspective of my 
on going research into the image and through engaging with a particular 
understanding of the image and limit.  The context for this dwelling is given by 
an intellectual climate that addressed the image and the question of what an 
image is with an insistence and perseverance that put the image at the forefront 
of several contemporary discourses across the fields of aesthetics, philosophy, 
art history, cultural studies, sociology and many others.  

Imagining imagination, imagining the image and imagining painting. Philosophy 
structures itself as a tradition and as an image of its own change. The same can 
be said about painting. Inside this tradition, two main strings proved extremely 
influential for thinking the image: the transcendental (e. g. Heidegger, Hegel, 
Descartes, Plato) and the immanent (e. g. Deleuze, Hegel, Spinoza). In-between 
these two a bottomless gap empties itself out extending into unbridgeable 
depths only to self-inflate contracting the two into one and the same tact. 
Considering the thinkers I am engaging with and the unorthodox meanings and 
ideas I am proposing, my concerns appear to explore the transcendental path of 
the (painted) image, however not without disruptions. 

Several are the concerns around the image, touched upon, over and over again in 
a proliferation that remains inert in a timeless blossom stage, and blocked in 
inescapable antithetic dichotomies between ‘They’ and “Us’: presentation - 
representation, subject - object, sense - signification, being - becoming, 
ontological - ontic, presence - absence, offering - withdrawal, one - multiple, 
exposition of presence - display of appearance, isolation - merger, trace - form, 
and this enumeration could go on ad-infinitum. The perpetuation of such 
abstract terms within an adequate conceptual frame should welcome an intruder 
whose personal unity and painterly sensibility might reorient, transpose, and de-
place their immortalization and immutability.  

I partake in the same differential-dialectical game. I am reacting to it and I am 
experiencing its appropriation (of the metaphysical tradition, but only as it is 
accompanied by art’s tradition) through which I am infecting some places in 
order to distract their formations. 

I am engaging with the tableau through the image and through limit. I claim a 
dependency of the tableau on the image, if it should do, what Jean François 



Chevrier claims it does. I am going against the normal understanding, use and 
function of the image and I am following a particular ontological understanding 
of the image. I am disrupting this ontological analysis of the image with the 
presupposition that its ontological difference and distinctness is not fixed and 
secure, on the contrary, it is conditioned by change, as is the case with all beings, 
being or beingness. This ontological difference exists and is only in its ontic 
manifestations. (The doubling of being with its essence creates a value of 
beingness that is given to beings purely for the fact that they are; this value can 
be replaced and falsified like any other exchange value.) Furthermore, I am 
underlining the fact that the image, as a mode of being is a plastic being that can 
be blocked in an ontological and ontic malady. The image in its personalized 
analogy may at least try to resist a reifying, objectifying or mechanical relation 
with an artwork, making space for a reciprocal relation between artworks and 
the world, between ‘They’ and ‘Us’. Such a reciprocal, facial relation, obsessed 
with individuation, may not be founded on the prerequisite of complete 
understanding and of the complete assimilation of the frontal other, which for 
this very purpose is systematically sliced and dissected in it-processes, in 
systems, in the sum of disparate parts, in a machined whole with effective 
outcomes. On the contrary, it acknowledges its distinctness, its differentness, its 
separateness, its rend(s) and accepts its threat of semiotic collapse and its 
incomprehensible kernel. The image and its desire have a potential for 
unmediated de-territorialisation and re-territorialisation.  

 

Tableau, image, divided-self 

A traditional pictorial form, the tableau, is credited for having the power to offset 
thinking, to push through contingency and transpose necessity. The historic form 
of the tableau, not as a formalist device, but as ontological presence, that is, as a 
strategy for bringing into presence something new, previously unknown and 
unseen, including negative presence, seems to re-activate reason.  A ‘thinking 
based on fragments, openness and contradiction’ is different from discursive and 
scientific thinking legitimated by the order of non-contradiction. Speculative, 
meditative, symbolic or hermetic reason (Eco 1990) are only few examples of 
such ‘other’ forms of reason adopted in the Christian, in the Neo-platonic or in 
the Hermetic tradition. These forms are characterized by the fact that they allow 
contradiction being open to various interpretations that carry equal truth-value. 
Thus reason, as the Aristotelian logic conditions it, is not the only source of 
meaning and it does not exhaust all sense in the world, nor the Greek heritage. 
What may be brought to the fore by the ‘restored tableau form’ is then an il-
logical, ir-rational daimonic relation, in which the whole is thought again and 
through contradiction, difference, spacing and explosion. This relation is not 
symmetrical, but reciprocal and one that doubles itself: on the one hand, it is a 
relation between something that is determinative and what is determined by it, 
and on the other hand, it is a relation between the totalitarian representation of 
the work and the figure or Gestalt of the artist/viewer.  

Like Jean François Chevrier, I am not interested in looking at the tableau from a 
formalist perspective and I am dealing with it trough a specific understanding of 
the image and through a sensing of form as limit, as peras. The tableau, according 



to Chevrier, is not about a structured content represented within a unifying 
whole, but about participating in a dynamic and daimonic ontological space, 
about a path of crossing a limit without trespassing. The tableau form and an 
understanding of the artistic image as re-presentation, that is, as an intensified, 
acute type of presentation (Darstellung, in German and referring to the act and 
will to put publicly forward and in place, in an obvious way, the exposure and 
opening of ground, the sense in which and how something exists in itself), they 
both invoke distance and faciality and a facing between a subject or self and 
something that is like a self, but other. They both mobilize desire and a facing 
between two faces simultaneously at di-stance and in (con-)tact with each other. 
The tableau and the image are not in front of us, but before us. They are at 
distance and this distance is inserted in-between presences, places, multiple 
times and bodies, through and as the spacing of an ontological and ontic 
difference. They bring the same to account without destroying the breadth 
between the two faces, one of the same and one of the other. ‘The frontality of 
the picture hung on or affixed to the wall and its autonomy as an object are not 
sufficient as finalities. It is not a matter of elevating the photographic image to 
the place and rank of painting.’ The tableau form as a picture affixed to a wall can 
be an object, a thing or an image. The tableau will ‘reactivate a thinking based on 
fragments, openness and contradiction, not the utopia of a comprehensive 
systematic order’ only as image, as a material manifestation of an image (which 
does not have to be only visual). The thought following the one just enunciated 
above is regarding the fact that the image and the tableau are, that they are 
modes of being, they are plastic beings, which like all beings and being, are labile 
and in a constant becoming, change and ex-change. A third thought follows from 
the previous: no matter how mobile and explosive they are, their lability and 
transformative tendency may however remain blocked in a certain state. In this 
article I do not have space to fully explain what I mean by ‘being blocked in a 
state’, but I will give a short explanation later on in the text. Such linear 
advancement from one thought to another helps clarity, but in itself, it is 
grounded in scrolling and in dislocative detours always excessive to such linear 
structures. 

Jean Luc Nancy developed across several texts (The Ground of the Image, 2005; 
The Muses, 1996; Multiple Arts. The Muses II, 2006), a very specific analysis of the 
image. (He was not alone. In the same period, thinkers like M. Blanchot, R. 
Barthes, J. Rancière, J. F. Lyotard and many others and not only in France, 
concentrated on the image with a similar interest.) While pointing out that, along 
visual images, there are also other types of images, such as musical, olfactory, or 
gustative images, Nancy explicitly and repeatedly stresses the fact, that the 
image is different from other things in the world, from other occurrences, from 
‘mere representations’ or ‘cheap decorations’. His ontological understanding of 
the image as a mode of being is influential for my own practice, and while I find 
the thought that the image is a particular mode of being very compelling, I also 
believe that this distinctness is not granted and that it may or may not real-ize 
itself in ontic manifestations, it may or may not find the right determination for 
its realization. This ontological difference has a tendency for dislocation and 
splinters easily into uncountable bits. The ontological difference between image 
and things, between being and beings, and the ontic difference between things in 
the world circulate constantly in one another. The image, as a being is not static 



and it is not monolithic – being is ‘singular plural’, as Nancy wrote in his book 
Being Singular-Plural (2000). The image as being is always ‘in transit’ and 
constantly changes and ex-changes several forms of existence and manifestation. 
It exists in multiple, consequent or concurrent determinations, sometimes even 
contradictory ones at the same time and is, as presence, always in excess of itself, 
while still remaining the same. Therefore, the difference between image (in 
Nancy’s understanding) and image (in the common use of the word as 
representation) are ontologically given, as Nancy points out, but this difference 
manifests itself in and through ontic determinations given by cultural, social, 
historical or political constructions. There is a tensed friction between artistic 
images, on the one hand as an event of becoming (when presence includes the 
presencing of absence, of the void, of the two types of negativity, the dialectical 
and the differential one), and on the other hand, as an essentialist visual 
perception and representation, constructed by a subject and by an 
understanding of presence as essence and immutability. There is a forcing form 
internal to the image and belonging to ‘ a hidden art in the depths of the human 
soul’ (Kant 1998: 173) that is the existence of the image. Each image exposes 
overtly (Dar-stell-ung) an arché-vision (Ein-bild-ung) and re-presents (Ab-bild-
ung) something that is given as one already. The first image before all images 
was already concomitantly one image (Ein-bild(-ung)), a before-image (Vor-bild), 
an after-image (Nach-bild) and a copy (Ab-bild).2 Every image in this sense is a 
first image and repeats its birth, the act of putting the manifold into the one of an 
image. The image is one and is multiple. (In its core, this line of thought evolves 
around metaphysical presence and its other, and around the possibility of an 
other form). The rend(s) (Huberman 2005: 139) of this di-, tri- or n-vision that 
determine the intimate and finite infinite space of the image are projected from 
its interior to its exterior and in the relation with other beings in the world. My 
thought is then: if the image is an ontological mode of being that can adopt, 
change, become and divide itself in an infinite number of possible 
determinations, some sensed as more ‘truthful’ and some ‘falser’, some more 
valuable, some less, then we could suppose, in Laing’s existential clinical terms, 
that the image could be a divided self, a psychotic being, whose existential sense 
of identity and autonomy are severely ruptured. If we think how important and 
how dependant images and artworks are now of how and if they are curated, this 
clinical perspective is not at all far-fetched. According to the Online Etymological 
Dictionary, ‘to curate’ comes from the Latin curatus, meaning ‘to be responsible 
of the care (of souls)’ and ‘to take care, to be concerned and to heal’. While still 
remaining one and the same, in spite of all irruptions, explosions, dislocations, re-
formulations, re-constructions and re-design, curated images gather themselves 
into a (new) meaning with each show anew. The more labile they are, the more 
changes and shifts in meaning they provoke, the more things they engage with 
and participate in, the more they are praised and the more their value (monetary 
or symbolic) as artworks increases. Such a malleability and plasticity of an 
artwork, of an image, requires an extreme internal force and drive for change 
and equally, an unimaginable force of self-identity and autonomy that accepts 
and resists such outmost number of transformations, metamorphoses or gaps. I 
will imagine the image in analogy to an existentially insecure person who does 
not have a sense of identity and autonomy and who, in order to feel real and as a 
whole, would try to protect and construct its self in different ways. A type of 



schizoid organization and self-preservation mechanism are experienced in the 
production of images, by image-makers (this includes artists, but also curators, 
viewers, critics and others, because the image is with their participation in the 
image) and by the image within itself. With ‘experience’, I mean here, what 
Heidegger explained: ‘To undergo an experience with something, […] be it a 
person, a thing, or a god, means that this experience befalls us, strike us, comes 
over us, overwhelms us and transforms us [daß es uns widerfährt, daß es uns 
trifft, über uns kommt, uns umwirft und verwandelt].’ (Malabou 2011: 28) 

Such thought experiment presents the image as a psychotic person, in the 
standard clinical sense of psychosis (being aware of the problems posed by such 
categorizations, but being unable to address them at this stage): a subject that 
one refers to as having a derangement of personality and a loss of contact with 
reality; a person that exposes ab-normal or deteriorated social functioning, 
irrational thinking processes and inappropriateness in its appearance and acts; a 
person that shows an outside the norm/order/structure condition of the mind, 
of embodiment and behaviour, and an excessive and extreme state of 
consciousness. To clearly mark it as a thought experiment, I will name the image, 
P during this analogy. The force of the image for de-territorialization and re-
territorialization is only one implication brought forward by this experiment.   

P is troubled by an extreme state, a combination of despair, angst, alienation, 
boredom, and absurdity. While such existential states are normal and often 
experienced for longer or shorter periods by everyone, they are kept in balance 
by using the potentiality of distance. Distance makes the projection of meaning 
possible and opens up hope for change. It prevents existential feelings from 
reaching such an ultimate intensity. Distance belongs essentially to the human 
existence because it makes projections possible. Human existence is a balancing 
act between the belief in the meaningfulness of the world and the possibility that 
everything meaningful breaks down. Two sides of the same coin, in constant 
oscillation. The existence of the image is traced by its temporalities, it is marked 
by its spacings and becoming, by its projections and changes, and it is a similar 
tightwire act. P is not always able to take its identity, autonomy and realness, its 
presence, for granted. In order to resist and fight such radical feelings, P like any 
other divided self, develops a complex security and self-control-mechanism to 
safeguard its self and its relation to the world.  

With this in mind and with my circular thought line now arched back within 
Nancy’s ideas, with which I started, I can re-claim that from an existential 
perspective, the image is in itself, but also in relation to the world a divided 
being. It is divided between presentation, representation and the ornamental, 
between giving and receiving form, between passivity and activity. I believe that 
this ontological and existential insecurity is a productive and creative force to 
which we should expose ourselves, rather than trying to fix, to ‘cure’ it according 
to rational, aesthetical, economic or political purposes. All too often images are 
‘curated’. Luckily, sometimes, in spite all intentions, some slippages and leakages 
remain unbridgeable, and even though ‘curated’, images cannot be ‘healed’ 
entirely and they resist the healing process in their own passive way, allowing 
their manifold metamorphic forces to explode and unfold their worlds. 



Jean-Luc Nancy: the image, the distinct 

The image is both an ex-position of presence and a display of appearance. It 
exposes self-co-incidence and self-fittingness of some thing with some thing in 
some thing. It shows the thing in itself and its appearance, their co-incidence and 
the gap inscribed in the ‘co’. What is exposed, is an image that is always in excess 
of itself. Its (sur-)face is the above-all-face, its ex-position is the positioning of an 
intimacy to its exteriority, its ex-pression is the pressure and touch against its 
sur-face, through it, without trespassing it. The image is a site of con-centration in 
co-incidence that displays and is the transformative rupture in any presence, a 
force. It is not the display of forms and it is not formal (in the normal 
understanding of form), but the making visible and the taking hold of the force 
that forms, of the forming force itself. The image displays the giving of form as 
the receiving of form and it shows how a self comes to fit with itself in itself. How 
something resembles itself as such is laid out and presented as difference in 
sameness through mechanisms of resemblance and formation. What gives forms, 
receives it at same time, and presents itself in image, as a presence, only 
inasmuch as it says mutely, in image, that it is this thing.  

Nancy’s understanding of the image as presentation - more precisely, the 
presentation of presentation, the presentation of formation and figuration - 
works against the normal way we talk about images: as signifying 
representations, as imitations or mimetic reproductions, as reflections or 
mirrors of a determinate and determinable pre-existing reality. In Nancy’s view, 
the image traces or figures a force, which has no pre-existing reality. The first 
line of the image, the line that draws the figure, that figures something, is both a 
line of separation and withdrawal. A form is always ground for other contingent 
forms.  

This said, the (por)trait is not only a line of separation, but also one of mediation 
between the image and us, between the image and its ground, between the image 
and the world, between being and beings, between images. The sense of the 
image is unmediated through any order of representation or signification – this 
is its distinction. But, there has to be something that keeps this distinction going, 
that holds it at distance that keeps the difference moving. Sense is a sort of 
movement (in all its meanings, not only as movement from one point to the 
other, but also and precisely as metamorphic change), it is becoming. There is a 
contingent gap between the ontological and the ontic difference and a sort of 
necessary mediation between them, a distance and ornamentality, an excess of 
force, that keeps this concatenation going. The line of the image is a force; it is 
the limit of this force. The image is not the representation of this force; it is this 
force and it is precisely this force that touches us, but not because it creates an 
emotion that implies continuity or empathy. What touches and makes contact is 
the force of sense (that is of being, of the gap and proximity between being and 
beings), the trace or line that both presents something and withdraws it at the 
same time. Nancy calls the image the distinct, because the distinct is what holds 
itself apart from the world of objects. The image is distinct from the being-there 
of things, entities that are available, grasped, fully assimilated or understood, 
functional and useful. Through this ontological separation, its radical otherness 
and insurmountable assimilation, the image can expose a sense of the world in a 



way that is unmediated by any other order.3 The meaning of an image is 
scattered, dissimilar, heterogeneous and non-signifying, but it still is sense.  

   

A pause on the idea of FORM as limit 

I intent to recover in our understanding and usage of ‘form’ the meaning of peras, 
that is of a limit that doesn’t limit. Limit and not only form, is an essential 
element in an artistic image, for both the artist, as maker, thinker, researcher, 
designer or displayer, but also for the viewer. The Husserlian phenomenological 
perspective of something from something, that is of a limit that limits from 
another limit that also orders and systemizes induces a seeing that is a decoding 
of signs, ideas and symbols, a reading out of failures or non-failures. Such is a 
faculty of registering and filtering. But there has to be an alternative opened by a 
perspective and intentionality produced by a limit that doesn’t limit. Such would 
be an active, daimonic looking within something, a speculative and meditative 
vision of what is for what it is within what it is and could be in this or another 
world. Distinctness and difference, fragmentation or individuality recognized for 
what they are and for what something is within its potentiality, rather than 
distinctness as mal-position that one has to digest and assimilate conceptually, 
or that needs to be adjusted to fit the system or norm. An event that is able to 
make thinking-structures porous is given by a faculty and potency to play with 
limits that limit, that are accidental and necessary limitations (e. g. formal, 
material outlines, concepts, categories, styles, exterior surfaces and borders, 
languages, conventions and so on) and a limit that doesn’t limit. A thinking figure 
at its limit is thinking its ‘visible’ limits and its invisible ones, within which it is 
oriented as being. 

Peras is the Ancient Greek word for limit. The meaning of the word was a direct 
expression of a way of life that often involved traversing the sea and that 
reflected the symbolic, magical and mythological meaning and force of the sea’s 
other shore. Peregrination was a main element of life in Ancient Greece. The 
word was initially used by Homer in the Iliad in relation to entities whose limits 
were outside human perception, such as the earth, the sea, the sky, or Gods, and 
referred thus to a limit that had to be imagined, presupposed and inferred (not 
deduced, as it was not the result of a causal logical deduction). Peras became o 
poetic index for distance and displacement, and a-conceptual sense given in and 
by the projection and plunge into the unknown of dis-place and di-stance.  

I am interested in the idea of starting in one point with one point in mind and 
vision and extending and projecting it to a sensed, but unknown extremity. Such 
a movement is a passionate pro-jection and participation potentially traced by 
and in an image. This extremity or these extremities are the projection of the 
point’s most intimate interiority, the inflection of its intimate identity into its 
outside, into its infinite exterior. For Aristotle the limit was not a hollow exterior 
surface dressing up an entity, and Nancy reflects this idea in his understanding of 
bodies as ‘partes extra partes’ (Nancy 2008: 29). The meaning of peras is also not 
about overtaking a known border (the Greek word for border and outline that 
could be overtaken was horos), but about reaching the one limit within which 
one is moving as being.  It is about the process and path of reaching an unknown 



but sensed limit (in Nancy’s understanding of sense). Such a limit is an 
orientational, directional sense-function.   

The image exists at the vanishing point of signification and systematic structures. 
Nancy claims that the image is always an innovation: it is an invention of a new, 
an other form that is given, and equally an invention of one that it is received. 
The image images and it presents into the one of the image (Ein-bild-ung) an 
unseen (by the eye and by the ‘I’) formation of possible presence, a new world, ‘a 
singular variation on the totality of distinct sense’ (Nancy 2005:12). The 
participation in an image interrupts and is a caesura in our cognitive and sensory 
habits, in meaning and in the signifying systems we inherited and use. 

With this in mind, we can imagine how images are simultaneously bordering on 
a complete isolation and on a complete merging of identity with what exists in 
the world, with objects, things, entities and beings.  I am daily and constantly 
bombarded with images and pictures in all sorts of media and hybrid forms. In 
an incessant, conscious and unconscious encounter with images, in my private 
and public practice, I am also actively engaged in the making and production of 
images, representations and decorations, some more and some less vulnerable, 
redundant, existentially insecure, visual occurrences effaced by inauthenticity, 
meaninglessness and absurdity - even though and precisely because, as 
Heidegger put it, we live (lived) in ‘a world as picture/Bild. (Die Zeit des 
Weltbildes/ The time of the world picture, Martin Heidegger, 2003: 69-113)  

Images and pictures are constantly taken, produced, copied, multiplied, created, 
appropriated, collaged, transformed, re-configured, trans-figured, displayed, 
projected, printed, animated, corrected, photoshop-ed, sold, exchanged, falsified, 
stolen… Our existence is a divided psychotic image. Images precipitate and 
participate in a lack of temporal and spatial continuity. The same image can be 
seen simultaneously in different cultural and socio-political contexts. They can 
rarely and with great difficulty take hold on an over-riding sense of consistency 
and cohesiveness, and are often caught up displaying the desired, ultra-perfect 
appearance, as they ‘should’, while revealing its emptiness and redundancy, 
fragmentation and insubstantiality. While something is displayed, something else 
remains hidden. Between them, worlds spin out. The mode of existence of 
images has to constantly shift form, ground, and sense. An artistic image is not 
only an artistic image, it is also a commodity, a decorative picture; a copy is not 
only a copy and an original has lost its ‘aura’ as an original. This devalued, non-
auratic original gains its value from the number of copies it produces and this 
sheer re-productivity of copies promotes new originals (whose origin is in the 
copy). The image is not one and the image is not whole. 

Artistic images have both a disjunctive and a conjunctive relation to the world. 
Their identity and autonomy, if we can speak of them, seem to be lived in and as 
a constant split experience within themselves, as a failure of adjustment, as a loss 
of contact with the world, with objects, or as an acute depersonalization and 
engulfment in the consumerist reification and thingness of the world; as a 
worthless, empty and scattered reality.  

My thought experiment with recourse to the personification of the artistic image 
as an existentially insecure person, is intended as a provocation against another 
analogy that it is usually made when addressing a work of art, that of an 



apparatus, system, automaton or something similar. This existential split that 
slices back and forth through an equal feeling of impotence and potence, through 
spot on clarity and ambiguous equivocation, is something that differentiates 
human existence. 

 I am using ‘divided self’ in its clinical (more or less contested) meaning 
established by R. D. Laing’s analysis in his book, The Divided Self (2010). This 
book was first published in 1959/1960 with the subtitle, An Existential Study in 
Sanity and Madness. Laing drew upon an ‘existential-phenomenological approach 
for a science of persons’ in his analysis of psychosis. He develops his idea of the 
self and the ‘false self system’ through looking at clinical cases, but also through 
invoking literary and philosophical examples (e. g. Kafka or Kierkegaard). His 
activities, research and writings were housed by or grew out of the field of 
psychoanalysis and antipsychiatry. 

Such schizoid (with a real chance to change into schizophrenic) experiences are 
inherently located, I believe, within the creative process of image-making and in 
the endless act of condensation and gathering in itself that the image is. Similarly 
to a psychotic person, the image is and has to be in an extreme state of 
consciousness, of alienation, of anxiety and despair in order to be what it is. All 
these experiences provoke in the image a loss of contact with reality (reality 
understood here in the normal way, of what exists in the world and thus what 
exists according to a specific meaning of presence, existence, truth and being) 
and an inability to represent, to think/or to appear to think rationally. The image 
in these existential experiences is spacing something that is analogous to the 
other face, that of the artist or viewer.  This rend is the image and in its relation 
to the worlds it is ultimately also one between an individual, particular existence, 
a universal, general order and a finite infinity of potentialities and whatever 
determinations to choose from. 

The image P, an analogy 

P is a distinct and obvious person. Not a thing, not a system, not an organism, not 
an automaton, but a person, and a strange one. P is obviously itself; it resembles 
itself while being dissimilar. As being, P has the potential to modify its presence 
(and its non-presence), to alter its actuality, and its very personal relatedness 
and separateness to the world. Social, cultural, temporal, spatial or material 
determinations are constantly exchanged, re-modelled and re-moulded in an 
equal desire to reveal and conceal itself at the same time. P is non-linguistic 
matter in contact with linguistic matter. P is as much an accidental given, 
material and conceptual making and manifestation, as it is its necessary artificial 
self-design, self-appearance and self-staging. P is torn apart between an 
inhibited, personal and interior reality and an exterior, publicly exhibited 
appearance. P offers willingly and overtly certain aspects, while others are kept 
hidden and withdrawn. P desires and depends on the participatory interaction of 
the rest of the world, and invites and provokes the others to make con-tact, while 
equally dreading the possibility of being engulfed and assimilated by them and 
the rest of the world. P feels precariously differentiated from everyone and every 
thing. At times this existence, its identity and self, are experienced as being more 
unreal than real, more insubstantial than substantial. Existing as a whole, as a 
totality with certain continuity in space and time, and inner consistency or 



genuineness is a constant fight, a perpetual threat that demands an intense and 
tiring preoccupation to preserve this unity, this totality. P is constantly absorbed 
in inventing ways and forms to be real, to be one and to be alive. P contrives a 
complex, ornamental system of concatenations of fictional traces, figures and 
forms of inscription and has a highly developed and specialized self-system to 
control its self-enterprise and to safeguard its autonomy and wholeness.   

The attempt to understand, love and appreciate this character for what it is, 
without trying to fix it, brings under scrutiny the neutral position from which we 
traditionally perceive, engage and judge images critically. It is impossible, under 
any circumstance, to encounter or to engage with P on, from and within an 
absolute neutral ground. From person to person, in reciprocity, we have to 
transpose ourselves into a strange world, and traverse from one world to 
another, from one way of being-in-the-world to another. Embellished by our own 
ground and intentions, by our own being-with-in-the-world and by our own 
world we carry with us, when facing P, we may receive its form or not and we 
may give P the form we created ourselves.   

The image is a world. Being is radically being-with, it is shared and being is only 
in being with one another. Between one and the other there is no indistinct 
continuity, between one and the other is difference and con-tact; one and the 
other are in contiguity. The image is a way of being and being-image is a radical 
being-with-in-the-world. Being-image is a being-image-with-in the world of 
objects/representations/things/concepts/tool/products/commodities. P is only 
in sharing being. P is facing its non-P, its other. P and its other are in contact, in 
commun-ication with each other, in-touch; they are neither in logical 
contradiction, nor in opposition and none can be assimilated to the other. Our 
initial intentional acts towards the image lead to separate directions and results. 
The relation we have with images is manifold and can be differently described: 
personalizing, reifying, objectifying, mechanical and others. The unity exposed in 
the image is specifically personal and human. 

Ontologically and existentially the image is stretched between representation 
(mind/concept), presentation (body/sense/matter), the ornamental and an 
infinite number of possible determinations that it can be (e.g. painted, abstract, 
old, copy…). When referring to an existentially insecure person, one usually 
speaks about a split experienced by this person within itself, between a ‘true’ and 
an ‘un-true, un-real, empty’ self or objectified parts. The split of identity and of 
the totality of experiences is also a split between the self and the rest of the 
world, between an interior structure of identity and the structure that is 
employed in relation to the exterior world in order to protect this intimate sense 
of identity. P’s relation to itself and its relation to the world are both disrupted. 
Often, the ‘real’ self is experienced as an immaterial hidden entity and the false 
self is identified with the physical, material body, exhibited to the world, 
sacrificed and abandoned, in order to mask and protect the true hidden self. The 
true self is an immaterial, imaginary representation of the mind, disembodied 
and clearly disjointed from the physical body, which may be felt both as a 
protection mask and as a false carcase, or cage, or trap for the true hidden self. 
Safeguarding one’s self means overlooking and controlling an infinitely growing 
proliferation and entanglement of real and fictional elements and tableaus. The 
body-matter becomes a tool for ‘im-‘ and ‘de-personalization that will help 



preserving one’s self. On this way, one develops a whole world, a whole micro-
cosmos in which one can both hide one’s true self and in which one can enact a 
fictional being-with-in-the-world. In trying to cope with the anxieties provoked 
by this split within itself and between itself and the world a divided self may pass 
through different forms of anxiety: engulfment, implosion and petrification.  

Engulfment refers to an extreme anxiety to be completely understood, 
assimilated, grasped, comprehended, even to be seen or loved. P fears that it may 
be fully absorbed and assimilated, or turned into a purpose or end. P is 
extremely anxious about being turned into an object, an icon, a monument, a 
copy, a mere representation, or a cheap decoration.  

The enunciation of a the painter Philip Guston is most revealing in this sense:    

‘[…] Images that can be too quickly recognized. To preconceive an image, or even to 
dwell on an image, then to go ahead and paint it is an impossibility for me. I have 
often wondered why I find an image that is easily recognizable to be so intolerable 
in painting. My answer is that it’s intolerable—and so irrelevant—because it’s too 
abstract. By that I mean that it’s simply and only recognizable. The artist had a 
thought and then proceeded to paint the thought.’ (From an interview with Harold 
Rosenberg first published in: Philipp Guston: Recent Paintings and Drawings 
(New York: Jewish Museum, 1965) 

Fighting against a complete loss of being by absorption, P plunges in the next 
threat of complete isolation.  In isolation, P will soon experience itself as fully 
empty, as a void and although P might desire this emptiness, P also dreads it. 
This emptiness appears to be the only way in which P can exist as and in itself, 
but living this void out would be an enormous threat for exposure. For P reality, 
existence and actuality, presence and relation have different signification and are 
often felt as implosive. Petrification refers to an anxiety for losing one self by 
being turned by others or through turning others into dead matter, without 
relevance, personality, subjectivity, or autonomy.  

Caught between such existential insecurities and ontological anxieties, P 
develops for itself a fictional self-system as a guardant, as a way to secure the 
totality of its experiences. The more it grows, the more dangerous and suspect 
this system becomes. This fictional, artificial relation to the world is a pseudo-
interpersonal relation based on fantastical omnipotence and relative freedom. At 
any moment, P may dissolve into non-being, into a chaotic non-entity. Every 
move is meaningful and necessary and at the same time, purely in vain. If 
anything goes, nothing really matters. Freedom tends towards submission and 
submission towards freedom, the image towards the concept and the concept 
towards the image, the eidos towards the ídea and the ídea towards the eidos. A 
consciousness is from and of something, and always also ‘within something’ and 
beyond itself. Whatever its plasticity and change is, it is an oriented movement – 
towards to other and a proper ‘with’. P existence is effectively a limit at limit.  
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Abstract: 

This article analyzes the state of dependency between the tableau and the image. 
The proposed ideas go against the normal understanding, usage and function of 
the image and follow instead a particular ontological understanding of the image. 
This ontological analysis of the image is irritated by the presupposition that the 
ontological difference and distinctness of the image is not fixed and secure, on 
the contrary, it is conditioned by change, as is the case with all beings, being or 
beingness. This ontological difference exists and is only in its ontic 
manifestations. Furthermore, the article underlines the fact that the image, as a 
mode of being is a plastic being that can be blocked in an ontological and ontic 
malady. The artistic image is interpreted through an analogy that tries to resist a 
reifying, objectifying or mechanical relation with an artwork, and one that 
acknowledges its distinctness, differentness, separateness, and rends, and that 
accepts the threat of semiotic collapse and its incomprehensible kernel.  

The intellectual context that is addressed and disrupted at the same time is 
oriented around the writings on the image of the French philosopher Jean-Luc 
Nancy’s (*1940), the existential and clinical term of a ‘divided self’, the subject of 



research in R. D. Laing’s book, The Divided Self, published in 1960, and the 
thinking of a cultural ontology by the Romanian philosopher Constantin Noica’s  
(1909-1987).  
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1 This article is based on my contribution to the first research symposium, 
Fragments, Openness and Contradiction in Painting and Photography at Central 
Saint Martins on 27 November 2010. My paper attended to the fragment by Jean 
François Chevrier, which was quoted in the ‘call for papers’ text:  

The restitution of the tableau form (to which the art of the 1960s and 
1970s, it will be recalled, was largely opposed) has the primary aim of 
restoring the distance to the object-image necessary for the 
confrontational experience, but implies no nostalgia for painting and no 
specifically “reactionary” impulse. The frontality of the picture hung on or 
affixed to the wall and its autonomy as an object are not sufficient as 
finalities. It is not a matter of elevating the photographic image to the 
place and rank of painting. It is about using the tableau form to reactivate 
a thinking based on fragments, openness and contradiction, not the utopia 
of a comprehensive systematic order. (Jean François Chevrier) 

2 Heidegger, Martin (1991), Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik/ Kant and the 
Problem of Metaphysics, Frankfurt am Main: Viitorio Klostermann, pp. 92-97 

3 Nancy uses the entire semantic field of the word sense, referring at sense in all 
its five senses: meaning, direction, five senses, reason, and intuition. When Nancy 
speaks of sense he refers to something that takes place before the separation 
between the sensible and the intelligible. Sense takes place, it is in our sharing of 
simultaneous time-space and in being with one another. 
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