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CASEMAJOR & STRAWTHE VISUALITY OF SCENES: 
URBAN CULTURES AND VISUAL SCENESCAPES

NATHALIE CASEMAJOR & WILL STRAW 
TRANSLATION/TRADUCTION : JONATHAN ROULEAU

This issue of Imaginations stages a set of encounters 
between the notion of “scene” as employed in studies 
of the arrangements of cultural life and a variety of 

theoretical developments dealing centrally with the status of 
the visual. Few of the current writings on cultural scenes have 
engaged with work in visual studies or, indeed, addressed the 
visual properties of scenes. This lack of interest is surprising 
given the visual dimension at the heart of the etymology of 
scene. However, our aim here is not to assert the primacy 
of visuality in scenes, as if, having lost some of its original 
associations, the scene must re-establish its visuality in the 
name of an etymological fundamentalism. Nevertheless, an 
engagement of scene theory with visual studies is particularly 
pertinent given the ascendant attention to both scene and 
visuality in contemporary cultural studies. 

The concept of scene has a complex history within treatments 
of urban culture. Used casually for decades to describe any 
loosely organized aggregate of cultural activities, the concept 
has received more formal development in recent years in such 
fields as popular music studies (Shank; Straw), contemporary 
art criticism (Gielen), and the sociology of urban amenities 
(Silver et al.). Indeed, we can identify the ascendancy, in 
recent years, of a concept called “scene thinking” (Woo, et 
al.). This development has been roughly synchronous with 
the movement of visuality toward the centre of cultural 
analysis. Beginning in the late 1980s, visuality was given 

renewed conceptual treatment in art history (Foster), then 
adopted more widely within newly named fields such as visual 
studies (Mirzoeff, “Invisible Empire”) and cultural geography 
(Tolia-Kelly and Rose). From a set of interdisciplinary vantage 
points, visual studies have analyzed seeing and being seen as 
social facts, enmeshed in power relations and culturally specific 
visual orders. 

The possible convergences of scene theory and visual studies may 
already be glimpsed in a great deal of recent scholarship on the 
culture of cities. Scenes are increasingly understood not merely 
as the organizational forms that gather around styles of cultural 
expression but also as bound up with the sensory textures of 
urban life. These textures are not only visual, of course, but, in 
the intersensorial economies of urban life, cultural forms such 
as music and food come to occupy the realm of the visual, 
taking their place within the scenescapes of contemporary cities. 
Exploring the visual dimensions of scenes also allows us to 
situate the analysis of music and other cultural forms in relation 
to what has been diagnosed as a “visual turn” (Dalle Vacche) 
within cultural analysis. These turns have brought with them 
a host of aesthetic, social, and political questions that can only 
benefit the analysis of cultural forms. By formulating new ways 
to articulate the notions of visuality and scene, this special issue 
aims to contribute to a broader analysis of culture and sociality in 
the urban public sphere. 

DOI : http://dx.doi.org/10.17742/IMAGE.VOS.7-2.1

The growing interest for the visual field was amplified 
in the early 1990s in the “iconic turn” proposed by 
the German art historian and philosopher Gottfried 
Boehm (What is an image?) and the “pictorial turn” 
promoted by his American counterpart W.J.T. Mitchell 
(The Reconfigured Eye). These two frameworks entered 
into a productive dialogue: Boehm developed a “science 
of images,” focusing both on visual perception and the 
hermeneutics of pictures (Towards a Hermeneutics), 
while Mitchell’s “image science” provided a critique 
of visual culture and media aesthetics through the 
analysis of “living images” (What Do Pictures Want?). 
This debate largely unfolded within the parameters 
of phenomenology (visuality as experiences of 
viewing), semiotics (visual signs), and hermeneutics 
(meaning-making processes). It strived to deconstruct 
logocentrism, challenging the classical critiques of 
sight as superficial and deceptive. However, rather 
than opposing the linguistic turn or imposing the 
visual realm as a dominant trope, the most fruitful 
contributions reconfigured the articulation between the 
discursive and the visible. Through the interconnected 
categories of visual surface and discursive depth, 
these two dimensions are considered in “a mutually 
constitutive (horizontal)” relationship (Bartmanski 
and Alexander 4).

As the landscape of cultural analysis was quickly 
transformed in the 1990s with the inflation of various 
turns and areas of studies, the field of visual studies 

formed across disciplinary traditions (Bachmann-
Medick). This renewed attention to visual phenomena 
was cross-fertilized with insights from cultural 
studies (notably the scrutiny of contemporary and 
popular culture), media studies (at a time when digital 
technologies were transforming media environments), 
performance and gender studies (with critical insights 
on staged action and the body), and postcolonial 
theories (opening up to anti-hegemonic and non-
Western traditions). The intersection of the visual turn 
with a material turn1 also inspired propositions from the 
field of cultural sociology to rethink iconology through 
the lens of materiality (Bartmanski and Alexander). 
In the field of cultural geography, the conjunction of 
the visual turn and the spatial turn prompted new 
visual explorations of space and bodies (Tolia-Kelly 
and Rose). Visual research methods have also grown 
in popularity since the 1990s, particularly in the fields 
of visual sociology and visual anthropology, providing 
new tools for data collection, processing, analysis, and 
communication (Margolis and Pauwels).2 The notion 
of visibility, which has also attracted considerable 
attention in recent decades, exceeds the visual field to 
encompass the broad social phenomena of publicity.3 
Embraced in sociology, communications, and political 
science, this interest in visibility fostered investigations 
into the dynamics of power and exclusion in the 
public sphere (Honneth), monitoring and surveillance 
by means of watching (Ericson and Haggerty), the 
formation of symbolic capital in celebrity culture 

1. Urban Visuality

1.1 Visuality and the Visual Turn

The term visuality has been the object of renewed 
development and systematization since the late 1980s. 
While its use extends as far back as the 19th century 
and beyond, it was brought to the fore by the collective 
book Vision and Visuality edited by Hal Foster in 
1988. With backgrounds in history, art history, art 
criticism, and psychoanalysis, the contributors to this 
volume advanced the notion of visuality as central to 
an analysis of seeing and being seen as socio-cultural 
constructs. They proposed to examine “how we see, 
how we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how 
we see this seeing or the unseen therein” (Foster ix). 
From this perspective, visuality is considered not as 
the sum of all images but as a broader set of visual 
forms and practices, contextualized in historical and 
cultural configurations, entangled in power relations, 
and co-constitutive of social orders. Indeed, Sumathi 
Ramaswamy conceives of the visual realm as “world-
making and world-disclosing, rather than merely 
world-mirroring” (12). Transcending the notion 
of image as representation, the study of visuality 
moves past the aesthetic investigation of artworks to 
encompass a wider array of visual processes, forms, 
and dispositives, including perception, vision, the 
gaze, image-making technologies, and their impacts on 
visual environments—an interrelated set of dimensions 
combined into a complex “rendition of physical and 
psychic space” (Mirzoeff, The Right to Look 2-3).
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(Heinich), and the conditions of discoverability of content on the 
Web (Koed Madsen).

Overall, the surge of interest in the visual realm has raised new 
epistemological questions for cultural analysis, but rather than 
converging towards a homogeneous framework, it has resulted 
in multiple research programmes predominantly crystallized 
around the notions of visuality, pictoriality, and iconicity. Of 
the various notions that emerged from the visual turn, that of 
visuality likely offers the more comprehensive analytical scope, 
since its contours exceed the narrower categories of the icon and 
the picture. The extensive range of phenomena grasped under 
the scope of visuality opens a path along which to map out the 
formation of systems of power governing social imaginations 
and “vision-oriented subjectivities” (Ramaswamy 1). Despite 
their differences, all three frameworks of visuality, pictoriality, 
and iconicity contributed to carve out a historical and critical 
perspective on power dynamics and ideology.4 The formation 
of visual conditions has especially been analysed through the 
categories of visual regimes, “scopic regimes” (Metz; Jay, “Scopic 
Regimes”), and “visual orders” (Boehm, “Pictorial Versus Iconic 
Turn”). These categories aim to elucidate the co-constitution of 
visual facts, macro sociopolitical dynamics, and subjectivation 
processes. They also contextualize these formations in cultural 
settings, unveiling a cultural diversity of visual regimes. Enmeshed 
in the history of modernity, industrialisation, imperialism, and 
technological innovation, the historical and cultural formation 
of visual regimes contributed to shape contemporary urban 
cultures.

1.2. Sight in the City

The contributions in this issue address the dynamics of cultural 
city life from a perspective concerned with urban visuality. 
Their conceptual frameworks are rooted in various perspectives, 
described in this section along three main dimensions: cities as 
optical environments, the visual conditions of social interaction, 
and the dynamics of global popular culture. 

1.2.1 The Urban Space as Optical Environment:  
Perception and Modern Subjectivities

A first perspective explores the optical features of urban 
environments in the historical context of modernisation and the 
transformation of structures of perception. Present-day digital 
technologies with their plethora of new instruments of vision—
cameras, cell phones, online mapping services, and virtual reality 
experiments—highlight the ocularcentrism of modern societies, 
placing “vision as the master sense of the modern era” (Jay, 
“Scopic Regimes” 3) and adding yet another layer of complexity 
in the ocular perception of city life. The changing conditions 
in the visual experience of urban space are historically tied to 
the broader dynamics that shape the formation of modern 
epistemologies and subjectivities. Art historians have extensively 
documented these interlaced dynamics, insisting that “historical 
transformations in ideas about vision were inseparable from 
a larger reshaping of subjectivity that concerned not optical 
experiences but processes of modernization and rationalization” 
(Crary, “Suspension of Perception” 3).
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commodity displays, and architectural ornaments.5 
The commodification of urban experience and the 
condition of “the subject-in-sight” (Foster xiii) quickly 
evolved in the last decades of the 21st century with 
the combined advancements of computer science, 
neurosciences, and cognitive psychology, leading to 
ground-breaking innovations in machine vision and 
artificial intelligence. The interweaving of urban and 
digital environments sets new conditions for seeing and 
governing the city, redefining the relationship between 
visual observation, knowledge, and governance. 
For instance, the increasing use of facial recognition 
technology in retail stores brings customer profiling 
to new intrusive levels. Digital technologies provide 
models of vision that reshuffle the lines of objective 
and subjective vision, significantly influencing power 
relations, cultural visual practices, and contemporary 
subjectivities in the urban space.

1.2.2 Visual Interaction,  
Urban Sociality, and Oversight

A second framework explores the role of visual 
interaction in urban sociality. It focuses on the social 
character of the visual sense, not only as a modality of 
individual and group interaction but also in relation to 
collective affects—what Christian Metz defines as “the 
desire to see (= scopic drive, scopophilia, voyeurism)” 
(15)—as well as power relations.

Social interaction in everyday city life largely relies on 
the visual perception of social belonging and cultural 
differentiation. As several contributors in this issue 
point out, clothing, jewelry, hairstyles, and tattoos 
function as visual signs that can indicate affiliation to a 
social class, religious group, or subcultural movement. 
They also project the visible features of symbolic 
status, contributing to social distinction and asserting 
hierarchies between groups and individuals. Cultural 
differentiation manifests itself not only in the choice of 
wearable visible signs, but also in different cultures of 
the gaze: David Frisby and Mike Featherstone note that 
“cultural variations in modes of seeing others, hearing 
others and smelling others have begun to receive more 
attention in recent decades” (9). 

At the individual level, the gaze is a powerful modality 
of interaction that sets relations of distance and 
proximity. Georg Simmel’s early sociology of the sense 
suggested that eye contact and reciprocal glances 
create moments of intimacy and mutual recognition. 
In Erving Goffman’s work, the visual dimension 
of ordinary face-to-face interaction operates as 
an element of social staging. He characterised the 
relative position of actors and spectators (witnesses 
and bystanders on the street) through the figures 
of insiders and outsiders. These social types can be 
further extended to analyse the visual experiences of 
tourists vs. locals (Urry), or steady onlookers (posted 
at terraces, windows, balconies) vs. viewers in motion 
(flaneurs, car and bike riders).

Since the early-modern era, the pictorial representation 
of the city has been a privileged field for experimenting 
with new models of vision. During the Italian 
Renaissance, urban landscape painting engaged with 
perspective through the optical mechanism of the 
camera obscura, thematized by Leon Battista Alberti’s 
metaphor of the window on the world. Following 
Erwin Panofsky, the literature generally describes 
a dominant Cartesian model of knowledge that 
positions a transcendental, incorporeal, and sovereign 
subject at the center of pictorial and scientific modes 
of observation. According to Jonathan Crary, the 
rational model of objective vision was challenged by 
investigations into the physiological and psychological 
conditions of visual experience in the 19th century, 
giving rise to new physiological and epistemological 
models based on “the corporeal subjectivity of the 
observer” (“Techniques of the Observer” 4). Rather 
than implying a historical succession of unified visual 
regimes, a nuanced analysis of this historical process 
supposes the coexistence of a plurality of contested 
regimes (Jay, “Downcast Eyes”; Brighenti).

As industrialisation and urban growth reshaped city 
life, visual perception became entangled in new logics 
of capitalism, mass culture, and sensory stimulations. 
These transformations inspired several works in 
the Frankfurt School circle, including analyses by 
Siegfried Kracauer and Walter Benjamin of the 
sensory experience of the metropolis with its crowds, 
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although it has been challenged by a plethora of new 
models:6 for example, the synoptic gaze (the many 
watch the few; Mathiesen), post-panoptic visuality 
(global surveillance from multiple locations; Bogard), 
and the oligoptic (partial and fragmentary view on the 
city constructed by Google Earth; Latour). 

1.2.3 Urban Popular Culture, Mediatisation,  
and Global Flows

A final framework articulates urban visuality with the 
transformations of popular culture, mediatisation, and 
cultural globalisation. It addresses the central position 
of cities in global visual economies. Indeed cities 
(particularly metropoles) are privileged sites for the 
production, distribution, and consumption of cultural 
experiences. Their iconic architecture, mass events, 
and media production facilities supply an influential 
imagery that shapes collective imaginations. Influenced 
by migration and touristic flows, urban cultures are 
particularly saturated with cosmopolitan values and 
cultural hybridisation. They operate as laboratories of 
experimentation in new forms of entertainment, artistic 
creation, and lifestyle, influenced by global trends and 
broadcasted on worldwide networks. Longstanding 
relationships between visuality and local identity are 
increasingly challenged by the transnational processes 
of deterritorialization and reterritorialization (Sassen). 
These processes have had an impact on the structures 

of feelings that define locality, what Arjun Appadurai 
has called “a phenomenological property of social life 
… that is produced by particular forms of intentional 
activity and that yields particular sorts of material 
effects” (182). Given the accumulation of wealth and 
political power in metropolitan areas, along with 
rising inequalities and spatial segregation, several 
contributions in this issue read cities as the cradle of 
visual repertoires of countercultures (such as graffiti 
murals) and social contestation.

The visuality of popular culture oscillates between 
hypervisibility and infravisibility. Forms of urban 
spectacle multiplied under the influence of 
industrialisation and technical innovation. Adding 
to the traditional activities of cultural leisure and 
entertainment (theatrical and musical performances, 
circuses, fairs), the mechanisation of optical systems 
and processes of techniques of image reproduction 
introduced a new variety of immersive spectacles in the 
city. Dioramas, stereoscopes, and, later, movie theaters 
developed throughout the 19th century, whereas the 
advancement of industrial printing allowed for a wide 
dissemination of photographs on postcards, leaflets, 
posters, and magazines. This booming image industry, 
bolstered in the middle of the 20th century by the arrival 
of television, generated new documentary accounts 
and fictional narratives of urban social life. In the post-
industrial era of creative economies (Graeme), when 
fashion, interactive design, and video gaming gain an 

Power relations between the viewer and the object of 
vision often shape visual interaction in the city. The 
experience of gendered and racialized gazes exemplifies 
the social stratification of visual experience in urban 
spaces. These experiences reveal the dissymmetry in 
practices of gazing between groups of different classes, 
genders, and races. Feminist studies and African 
American studies have exposed the ways in which the 
gaze in street interactions can instantiate practices of 
domination and surveillance. In this context, the right 
to look is not reciprocal: on the one hand, the dominant 
gaze objectifies subordinate bodies (female bodies 
in particular), while on the other hand, subordinate 
groups are refrained from looking back. In her work 
on “black looks,” bell hooks showed that in segregated 
America black people could be violently punished for 
observing white people, producing “an overwhelming 
longing to look, a rebellious desire, an oppositional 
gaze” (116). 

Military, colonial, and disciplinary activities more 
generally propelled the development of visual 
techniques, including the visualisation of battlefields 
(from paper maps to satellite photography and drone 
video streams), the surveillance of slave ships (Browne) 
and colonial plantations (Mirzoeff, “The Right to 
Look”), and the racist stop-and-frisk urban policing 
method targeting visible minorities in public spaces. 
Michel Foucault’s classical model of the panopticon 
inspired many works on urban CCTV networks, 

THE VISUALITY OF SCENES: 
URBAN CULTURES AND VISUAL SCENESCAPES

increasing influence on visual creation, cities reassert 
their centrality as image-production sites. Competing 
with one another for tourism development, global 
metropoles invest on brand images promoting festive 
events, bustling nightlife, and fine dining. 

This plethora of urban spectacles, including screens 
and video mapping, contribute to what French design 
scholar Alain Mons calls a “generalised aestheticization” 
of urban space (19). What characterises this 
postmodern aesthetics, according to Christine Buci-
Glucksmann’s work in The Madness of Vision (2013), 
is an ocular madness reminiscent of baroque spectacle. 
This visual superabundance is reinforced by the 
synchronous mediatisation of urban experiences on 
image-sharing platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Flickr. Yet if the omnipresence of 
spectacle in city streets and the overabundance of 
mediatised images is a key feature of urban visuality, a 
whole set of cultural practices belong to the infravisible 

realm. Out of sight, away from the central sites of public 
visibility, alternative or underrepresented cultures also 
contribute to the social fabric and visual creativity of 
urban life. Among these are cultural minorities who 
find in private house parties a collective space to 
express the cultural diversity that many performance 
venues and music clubs are lacking. One can also 
think of gay scenes that moral reprobation long ago 
pushed underground. Other cases concern rave 
cultures that keep parties locations secret until the last 
minute to delay police raids, or artistic and political 
movements seeking exclusive spaces of gathering, 
voluntarily restraining the visibility of their activities 
and limiting access to these spaces to a small network 
of initiated persons. The contributions in this issue 
engage with these complex dynamics by investigating 
how the notion of scene can encapsulate the visuality 
and (in)visibility of social worlds and urban cultural 
phenomena. 

2. Scenes and the Visuality of Social Worlds 

2.1 Scene as Theatre of Sociability

Throughout its history, the term scene has meandered 
in loose fashion across semantic and conceptual fields. 
The term’s mobility is helped by its flexibility in English 
and Latin languages, where it may designate both the 
fixity of a bordered space of vision (as in attempts by 
police to “secure a crime scene”) and the flux of urban 
life (as in references to Mexico City’s “thriving art 
scene”7). While the different equivalents for scene in 
non-English Latin languages (such as the French scène, 
the Spanish escena and the Portuguese cena) share a 
cluster of associations, the term may also lose particular 
meanings as it moves across linguistic boundaries. 
For example, the French use of scène to designate a 
theatrical stage has dropped away from the English 
meanings of the term. Nonetheless, in both languages, 
the term may designate a bounded sequence of actions 
in narrative or theatrical forms such as the novel or 
play (as in references to a “final scene”).  

In the history of English language usages of scene, 
we find a divided history. Along one trajectory of 
usage, scene maintains its theatrical roots. From the 
17th century onward, the Oxford English Dictionary 
notes, scene is used to describe various kinds of 
social appearance, as when people speak of authors or 
politicians entering the scene, or of their romantic or 
professional lives being changed by the entrance of a 
rival onto the scene. Part of this history involves seeing 

CASEMAJOR & STRAW
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the spaces of everyday social life in dramatic terms, 
as stages on which various phenomena (typically 
people) become visible. A theatrical sense of scene 
also persists in reference to someone “making a 
scene”—that is, expressing themselves in an excessively  
performative fashion.

A theatrical genealogy of scene winds its way through 
key works of English-language social theory and, in 
particular, the works of Erving Goffman and Kenneth 
Burke. Burke’s work is a central focus of Steven Schoen’s 
essay in this issue. Goffman’s use of scene usually 
follows conventional uses of the term; he is interested 
in those moments in which upset people “make a 
scene” in moments of infraction,8 as well as in scenes as 
simple units of action within films. However, one also 
finds, scattered throughout his work, a more distinctive 
sense of scene as an arrangement of elements (people, 
actions, things, places) in which a certain social or 
moral condition is expressed: in Interaction Rituals, for 
example, Goffman refers to a “judgmental scene” (21), 
a “scene of mutual considerateness” (24), “scenes of 
action” (192), a “scene of fatefulness” (200), and so on. 
If scene is not the key term in Goffman’s dramaturgy 
of social behaviour, he will nevertheless invoke it with 
some regularity as a way of granting coherent purpose 
to moments of social interaction.  

What ties together the various theatrical senses 
of scene is the notion of social life entering and 
occupying a space of public visibility. When practices 
of consumption—such as eating in restaurants or 
listening to live music—participate in the broader 
spectacle of urban effervescence, we may say that they 
are contributing to a sense of scene. That scene is not 
simply visual, of course; in particular, it is marked by 
the aural buzz of conversation and the haptic bustle 
of mingling bodies. Nevertheless, following Alan 
Blum (“Scenes”), we might say that scenes enact the 
transformation of social intimacy into public spectacle, 
something to be observed, and that this transformation 
is a key operation of urbanity. A sense of scene takes 
shape when innumerable acts of sociable interaction 
resonate with each other to endow a particular space 
(a block, a street, a neighbourhood) with a surplus of 
affective energies. In the versions of scene described 
here, individual cultural objects (such as styles of food 
or genres of music) are little more than pretexts for 
the theatre of sociability from which a scene derives  
its energies. 

2.2 Scene as Social Formation

In the second sense of scene to be discussed here, 
links to the theatrical roots of the term fade. The term 
scene becomes one more term in a social morphology, 
a way of naming particular units or organizational 
forms of social life. A scene, in this other sense, is 
the aggregate of places, people, things, and actions 
that sustain the life of particular social phenomena. 
These social phenomena (such as musical genres 
or recreational activities) become the very core of a 
scene, the foci of attention and devotion around which 
scenes assemble themselves and by which they are 
named and identified (as in references to “a Vicksburg, 
Mississippi chess scene,”9 or “global black metal music 
scenes”). The key questions are no longer those of 
how certain phenomena enter the space of collective 
vision, but of the ways in which a heterogeneous set 
of elements (people, sites, objects, styles, etc.) coheres 
around particular cultural “objects” (styles, practices,  
genres, etc.)

This sense of scene, as an assemblage of elements 
around a particular set of objects or practices, has 
become prominent in recent years in academic studies 
of musical culture.10 Journalists and scholars had 
recourse to the notion of scene when other labels for 
cultural unities—such as subculture, community, 
or world—came to be seen as presuming overly 
rigid boundaries or essentializing versions of group 
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identity.11 The point of this turn to scene is not to 
dissolve the sturdy structural dimensions of these other 
terms within a loose sense of indefinite social flux, but 
rather to find ways of thinking about the organization 
of cultural worlds that acknowledge their looseness 
and the variety of involvements they permit.  

We have suggested that the concept of scene serves 
to designate two sorts of cultural phenomena. In one 
usage, scene captures the spectacle of urban sociability 
that is produced (or expressed) as an effervescence 
or excess within the rituals of urban life. In another, 
scene is a network of phenomena grounding and 
structuring the social life of cultural phenomena. For 
the purposes of illustration, we might look at another 
term currently ascendant in cultural analysis, in which 
the theatrical and organizational dimensions of scene 
are interwoven: this term is “atmosphere.”

2.3 Scene as Atmosphere: Affective Resonance  
and Units of Containment 

In Ben Anderson’s intriguing development of the 
concept, an “atmosphere” is that state that results 
when various affective intensities interact within 
a “space of resonance.” The quality of possessing a 
particular atmosphere has, of course, long been one 
of the attributes of those contexts of lively sociability 
named in our first definition of scene. However, as he 
moves to reflect more specifically on the concept of 
“sphere,” Anderson provides additional tools to think 
about the second definition of scene, the arrangement 
of elements around a particular cultural “object” (such 
as a style of music):  

Atmospheres have, then, a characteristic spatial 
form—diffusion within a sphere. Returning to De-
leuze and Guattari, we can say that atmospheres 
are generated by bodies—of multiple types—affect-
ing one another as some form of “envelopment” is 
produced. Atmospheres do not float free from the 
bodies that come together and apart to compose 
situations. Affective qualities emanate from the as-
sembling of the human bodies, discursive bodies, 
non-human bodies, and all the other bodies that 
make up everyday situations. (80) 

If atmosphere captures the sense of effervescence at 
the core of the first, theatrical sense of scene, the more 

restricted notion of sphere leads us to a second way 
in which we might think about scenes: as containers. 
To conceive of a scene as container is to think of it 
as something that holds within its boundaries all the 
phenomena that structure the life of certain cultural 
styles or practices. The idea of atmosphere offers one 
way to reconcile different notions of scene, as both 
a site of affective resonance, generating a surplus of 
social intensities, and as a unit of containment, an 
organizational form that holds together the constituent 
parts of a cultural practice.

In fictional texts, both literary and cinematic, a scene 
may designate any unit of action that is relatively 
contained: we speak of the shower scene in Alfred 
Hitchcock’s film Psycho or the balcony scene in 
William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. In literary 
studies, the notion of scene has been developed in 
ways that retain this function of designating a textual 
unit while opening up onto the ways in which literary 
texts may enact the display of sociability. Renée de 
Smirnoff, in an analysis of visuality in the fiction of the 
French writer Honoré de Balzac, notes how a logic of 
sequence and narrative will be interrupted in certain 
Balzacian texts at those moments in which they set, 
before the reader, the description of a social tableau. 
These tableaux are scenes in the sense of opening up 
a place of representation in which we are presented 
with the spectacle of social relations arranged within 
a bounded space, as if for the reader’s observation (de 
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Smirnoff 232). Sequences featuring banquets or parties 
describe people, décor, and a variety of objects in 
their simultaneous visibility. In the midst of narrative, 
then, a scene takes shape as a tableau of relationships 
distributed within space. These tableaux maintain the 
aforementioned sense of scene as container in the 
ways that their textual limits limit the display of such 
relationships and their constitutive parts.

Scenes of social worlds may strive to document and 
display a repertory of well-established social types in 
the panoramic form of the extended sequence. Alain 
Badiou has written of the typologie populaire that, in 
French cinema of the 1930s and 1940s, filled crowd 
scenes with social types who stood for the disappearing 
social variety of an earlier age. These scenes fulfill the 
function of social mapping, visualizing the social as a 
population of socio-historical types arranged within 
the space of the cinematic frame. At the same time, such 
scenes typically possess an excess of collective energies 
and descriptive details that goes beyond their strictly 
sociological function—indeed, the pleasure of an 
exuberant excess is one of the delights of this cinematic 
genre. Anthony Slide notes that a 19th-century term 
for the theatrical extra was “supernumerary,” a term 
that connoted a surplus of people extending beyond the 
dramatic function of any single one. The social scenes 
found within literary or cinematic texts thus work in 
several ways: inventorial, in the ways they move across 
varieties of social identity; atmospheric, in the energies 

produced through the resonance of bodies and things; 
and visually spectacular in producing intervals in the 
flow of narrative so as to offer their own abundance for 
observation. 

2.4 Scene as Figure of Knowledge

The recourse to scene as a distinctive figure of knowing 
is prominent in the work of several French theorists 
and philosophers. In her biography of Roland Barthes, 
Tiphaine Samoyault notes the extent to which the man’s 
life and career may be seen as the passage through 
a sequence of prominent Parisian scenes, from the 
theatrical circles of Barthes’ young adulthood through 
the literary-political avant-gardes of the 1960s. At 
the same time, Samoyault suggests, scene became 
a key term for Barthes in his efforts to give form to 
particular unities of cultural struggle. Samoyault 
traces the movement of Barthes’ notion of scene away 
from its origins in theatre (a central focus of his early 
work) to its use in naming the various battlegrounds 
in the “wars of languages” (guerre des langages) with 
which his later work was preoccupied. A scene, here, 
names both a particular relationship of forces and the 
concrete situations in which the conflict between them 
is made manifest.  

“The ‘scene’ has always haunted Foucault,” wrote Gilles 
Deleuze (79). Indeed, the writings of both Michel 
Foucault and Jacques Rancière are marked by the 
use of scenes in the conventional sense of descriptive 
tableaux employed in the illustration of ideas. One 
need only think of the spectacle of violence that opens 
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish.  Rancière’s most 
explicit definition of scene is offered in the introduction 
to Aisthesis:

The scene is not the illustration of an idea. It is a little 
optical machine that shows us thought busy weaving 
together perceptions, affects, names and ideas, con-
stituting the sensible community that these links cre-
ate, and the intellectual community that makes such 
weaving thinkable. The scene captures concepts at 
work, in their relation to the new objects they seek to 
appropriate, old objects that they try to reconsider, 
and the patterns they build or transform to this end. (xi)

As an optic machine, Rancière’s scene joins the broader 
history of visuality considered here. The theorist’s 
scene—one that weaves together social forces to 
heuristic ends—is different in kind from the loosely 
bounded music or food scenes encountered amidst 
the flux of contemporary urban life. The visuality of 
both sorts of scene, though, is shaped by the ways 
in which they are simultaneously integrative and 
distributive. Scenes gather together social forces and 
actors of multiple kinds and then offer an image of 
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their interwoven proximity. At the same time, scenes 
distribute these forces and actors across particular 
arrangements that intermittently assume the visual 
form of the tableau.  

In this section, we have traced four prominent ways 
in which the notion of scene has been conceived. 
We may group these in two pairs. In one pairing we 
find an experiential understanding of scene, as social 
action that congeals as theatrical spectacle, or as 
an atmosphere in which intensities of various sorts 
resonate. The visuality of scenes considered in this 
way is often taken to obscure the social logics that 
structure and ground them. In the other pairing, the 
scene is a form of ordering, gathering actors, forces, 
and materials around a particular cultural object (a 
musical style or cultural practice, for example), or 
arranging these elements through the operations of 
an “optical machine” that serves in the production 
of knowledge. In these conceptions, scenes become 
intelligible through their ordering in the realm  
of the visual.

3. Authors’ Contributions

The authors represented in this issue work, for the 
most part, in different versions of media or cultural 
studies (Casemajor, Straw, Rouleau, Reia, Halliday, 
Soldani, Rochow, Schoen). We are pleased also to 
have contributions from specialists in geography 
(Gwiazdzinski), art history (Yuen), philosophy (Silva), 
and the visual arts (Radwanski). This range confirms 
the extent to which the question of visuality runs 
through a variety of recent attempts to understand the 
aesthetic, social, and political scenes of contemporary 
urban life. 

Luc Gwiazdzinski’s evocative essay on the Nuit debout 
movement in France sets the images of that movement 
in contrast to what he calls the standard visualities 
of political crisis: those of a president addressing 
the nation on television or a well-organized political 
march. In terms that might be applied to a variety of 
scenes—those of political movements, to be sure, but to 
music and other cultural scenes as well—Gwiazdzinski 
captures the ways in which the very form of Nuit debout 
is “multiscalar and fractal,” assuming dimensions and 
geometrical forms appropriate to the localities in 
which it has emerged and to the larger spatial unities 
of which such localities are a part.

Jonathan Rouleau’s essay on Barcelona, like 
Gwiazdzinski’s, examines the practices of the urban 
night, offering its own understanding of the forms 
and relationships through which cities produce scenes 

as terrains of visibility. Indeed, Rouleau deploys 
Gwiazdzinski’s notion of nighttime archipelagos to 
give form to the compressed terrains of nighttime 
sociability that have focused political opposition 
to Barcelona’s recent transformation into a tourist 
playground. The visuality of Barcelona’s nighttime 
scenes is marked by a shifting set of relationships 
between foreground and background, between the 
spectacles of revelry—typically involving outsiders, 
that emerge to focus attention, challenge local values, 
and generate judgement—and the routine labours of 
a local population dedicated to continually producing 
the infrastructures within which these spectacles 
unfold. 

In Maria Teresa Soldani’s detailed study of Richard 
Linklater’s 1991 film Slacker, the notion of scene 
works at several levels of isomorphic and interwoven 
visibilities. The much-heralded music scene of 
Austin Texas circa 1990 was, in a sense, the simple 
location of musical and other cultural practices, but 
it also served—through Linklater’s film and a broad 
network of other discourses—as a synecdoche for 
both a national culture of alternative music and the 
broader generational phenomena (“Generation X”) 
through which this culture was understood. We see 
here, as in Gwiazdzinski’s account of Nuit debout, the 
multi-scalar properties of scenes, their capacity to 
replicate themselves in patchworks extending across 
space and to cohere as social or political phenomena 
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at different levels of generality. At the lowest level of 
Soldani’s analysis, we see the Austin scene as a set of 
ground-level gestural economies unfolding within 
what she calls a “space of flux and encounter” marked 
by the slow, indeterminate movements of people across 
urban space. At the highest level, we see a generation 
enact, through its performance of “slackness,” its 
disengagement from political systems viewed as 
alienating. As Soldani suggests, with respect to Slacker, 
“[t]he drift of the film’s camera through the spaces 
of the scenes reveals the varied humanity of a new 
generational phenomenon.”

In Rebecca Halliday’s article on the place of 
photography within a Fashion Week circuit involving 
several Western cities, the visual dimensions of scenes 
work again at several levels. The visual field, in her 
analysis, may be seen as one of ongoing transactions, as 
visual motifs and frames are transformed in the back-
and-forth between the urban street and the fashion 
runway. Here the visual field of fashion photography 
may appear as a zone of unidirectional expropriation, 
with the ongoing absorption of informal street style 
into the commercial forms and institutions of fashion 
photography. Yet, as Halliday shows, cities seek 
representations of themselves that establish fashion 
tastemakers within their own streets so as to produce 
the signs of cosmopolitan fashionability by which 
they may market themselves as places of style and 
trendiness. Street and fashion runways are both scenes 

in an ongoing relationship where authenticity and 
prestige are traded back and forth.

Jhessica Reia’s text on the straight edge music scene in 
São Paulo, Brazil invites a view of scenes as containers, 
entities that hold, within their boundaries, all the 
phenomena that structure the life of certain cultural 
styles or practices: places, media forms, rituals, visual 
styles, and ideological positions. If music, within this 
structure, provides a relatively coherent, shared domain 
of expression, then the visual assists in dividing straight 
edge culture into its various supplementary objects 
and adornments. Food, design, signage, subcultural 
merchandise, and the built environment are among 
what might be called the distributed features of the 
São Paulo scene—the partial objects, functioning for 
the most part within the realm of the visual, through 
which the scene acquires infrastructural solidity.

In their comparison of the life of musicians in 
Copenhagen, Denmark and Wellington, New Zealand, 
Kate Rochow and Geoff Stahl propose was they call a 
photographic and cartographic analysis rather than 
the ethnographic approach common in analyses of 
music scenes. Mapping the itineraries of musicians 
and inviting them to draw “mental maps” of the spaces 
they inhabit and traverse, Rochow and Stahl show the 
contours and extensions of a scene, its anchoring in 
practices of movement and imagination. Building on 
ethnographic work on “musical pathways” through 
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cities, they extend the notion of pathways in two ways: 
first, by considering the movement of objects and other 
materialities (and not merely people); and second, by 
seeing a pathway as not as a line but rather a complex 
of overlapping rhythms. The visual, in this analysis, lies 
in the activity of map-mapping through which they 
capture “manifold spatial expressions.”

One of the original features of Steven Schoen’s article 
is the way in which it brings the work of Kenneth 
Burke into what might be called “scene studies.” 
In Burke’s analysis, scene is “a blanket term for the 
concept of background or setting in general, a name 
for any situation in which acts or agents are placed” 
(Burke, “Grammar of Motives” xvi, original emphasis).  
Following Burke, Schoen argues, scene is not merely 
a quality of citylife to identify or recognize; we render 
something a scene in an act of looking that renders 
it meaningful. His analysis of the reality television 
program Taxicab Confessions, New York produces a 
sense of scenic theatre at three dimensions: in the taxi 
cab itself, in which riders are filmed with supposedly 
hidden cameras; at the level of the larger city, which 
Schoen calls a “scene of experimentation, excess and 
transgression,” and in the conventions of the reality 
television show, which produce scenes in which people 
are considered both ordinary and, in a variety of ways, 
grotesque. 

The scene described in Katherine Yuen’s article on Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche is mostly visual, with artistic works implicated 
within urban spaces whose accumulated meanings these works 
comment upon, supplement, or enhance. The artworks of Nuit 
Blanche take their place, for one night, within networks of works 
and spaces, as points in what she calls the “cross-disciplinary 
network of contemporary art movements.” Judgements of Nuit 
Blanche often comment on two sorts of relationships: those of 
the works to the spaces in which they are installed, and those of 
Nuit Blanche scene-makers to the artistic character of the event. 
The disconnect of certain works to the contexts of their display 
is one basis for ongoing criticism that Nuit Blanche is losing 
its original purpose to engage with the community. The sense 
that the crowds wandering through Nuit Blanche see their own 
public sociability as the key feature of the event is another point 
of contention. Even as the key terms for describing and judging 
Nuit Blanche borrow from discussions of the visual, Yuen notes 
a counter-discourse that addresses sound and speech. In its early 
days, critics claim, works spoke to the place of their exhibition 
in a critical dialogue. Now, such dialogue has been lost in the 
buzz of crowds who see Nuit Blanche as just another occasion for 
wandering along city streets in a festive fashion. 

Armanda Silva’s work on urban visuality grows from a multiyear 
project on urban imaginaries involving key cities of Latin America 
and collaborators from several disciplines. Ranging across several 
books devoted to individual cities and a significant contribution 
to the art festival Documenta 11, the Urban Imaginaries examines 
images within contemporary urban culture. The imaginary, Silva 
suggests, shows itself through the eruption into a social setting 

of images that cause astonishment. Scene, in this work, is less a 
category of collective being (as when we speak of “music scenes”) 
but arrives through the production of an image as a “phantasmatic 
illusion” through which people participate in city life. 

We are very pleased to include as the visual dossier in this 
issue a selection of images by the Brazilian photographer Livia 
Radwanski that document the transnational music scene known 
as Sonidero. Radwanski’s engagement with the Sonidero scene has 
extended over several years, in interdisciplinary collaborations 
with scholars and artists and through a number of exhibitions 
and publications. In the interview accompanying her visual 
dossier, she draws attention to the rich material culture in which 
Sonidero is embedded—the intersecting technologies, multiple 
commodity forms, and visual accoutrements that render the 
visual field of Sonidero highly complex. As the musical forms 
of Sonidero circulate quickly and informally through multiple 
pathways of circulation, the objects and images of the movement 
also accumulate to produce clusters of visuality. 
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Notes
1 See, for example, Hans Belting on corporeality and visual 
anthropology.

2 For an anthology of visual research methods, see Eric 
Margolis and Luc Pauwels.

3 Andre Mubi Brighenti prefers to investigate the notion 
of visibility, arguing that visuality is a narrow culturalist 
“counterpart of the sense of sight” (3). Distancing himself 
from the field of cultural studies, he adopts a social-
epistemological approach that focuses on the notion of 
visibility “as a form of ‘visuality at large,’ making it clear 
that the visible entails more than the visual, more than the 
sensorially perceptible” (3).

4 See for example W.J.T. Mitchell on “visual order” (in 
Boehm and Mitchell, “Pictorial Versus Iconic”) and Dominik 
Bartmanski and Jeffrey Alexander on “iconic power.” 

5 See also Susan Buck-Morss for a discussion of Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project and Henrik Reeh for an analysis of Kracauer 
and modern urban culture.

6 For a critical discussion of these models, see David Lyon.

7 See “Why art lovers are flocking to Mexico City,” The 
Telegraph, 27 October 2016 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
travel/destinations/central-america/mexico/articles/
mexico-city-culture-guide/ Accessed January 3 2016.

8 See Alan Blum (“Scenes”) for a discussion.

9 See “Johnny Guinn is king of Vicksburg chess scene,” The 
Vicksburg Post, 10 December 1966, http://m.vicksburgpost.
com/2016/12/10/johnny-guinn-is-king-of-vicksburg-chess-
scene/ Accessed 20 January 2017.

10 See, for example, the various studies collected in Bennett 
and Peterson.

11 See Shelemay for a useful discussion of these conceptual 
and terminological issues.
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LA VISUALITÉ DES SCÈNES: 
CULTURES URBAINES ET FORMES VISUELLES DES PAYSAGES SCÉNIQUES

Ce numéro de la revue Imaginations propose 
une série de rencontres entre la notion de 
scène, telle qu’employée dans les études sur 

les agencements de la vie culturelle, et une variété de 
propositions théoriques traitant du statut du domaine 
visuel. Parmi les publications récentes au sujet des 
scènes culturelles, peu ont dialogué avec les travaux 
issus des études visuelles, ou même considéré les 
propriétés visuelles des scènes. Ce peu d’intérêt est 
surprenant eu égard à la dimension visuelle qui se trouve 
au cœur de l’étymologie du terme scène. Notre objectif 
n’est pas ceci dit d’affirmer la primauté de la visualité 
dans l’analyse des scènes, comme si, ayant perdu 
certaines de ses associations originales, la scène devait 
ré-établir sa visualité au nom d’un fondamentalisme 
étymologique. Toutefois, amorcer une réflexion 
théorique sur les scènes en engageant le dialogue 
avec les études visuelles s’avère particulièrement 
pertinent étant donné l’attention croissante portée 
aux notions de scène et de visualité dans les études  
culturelles actuelles. 

L’histoire de la notion de scène dans le traitement de la 
culture urbaine est complexe. Utilisée informellement 
pendant des décennies pour décrire des configurations 
d’activités culturelles vaguement organisées, cette 

notion a récemment fait l’objet d’un développement 
plus formel dans les domaines de l’étude des musiques 
populaires (Shank; Straw), de la critique de l’art 
contemporain (Gielen) et de la sociologie des aménités 
urbaines (Silver et al.). Ces dernières années ont 
d’ailleurs vu émerger une approche nommée « scene 
thinking » (Woo et al.). Dans la même période, la notion 
de visualité a pris une place de plus en plus importante 
dans l’analyse de la culture. À partir de la fin des années 
1980, la visualité a bénéficié d’un traitement conceptuel 
renouvelé en histoire de l’art (Foster), avant d’être 
adoptée au sein de nouveaux champs tels ceux des 
études visuelles (Mirzoeff, « Invisible Empire ») et de la 
géographie culturelle (Tolia-Kelly et Rose). Les études 
visuelles, en particulier, ont jeté un nouvel éclairage 
interdisciplinaire sur l’expérience de voir et d’être vu, 
envisagée comme un fait social enchevêtré dans des 
relations de pouvoir et des ordres visuels, eux-mêmes 
caractérisés par une singularité culturelle.

Il est déjà possible d’entrevoir quelques convergences 
possibles entre la théorie des scènes et les études 
visuelles dans les nombreux travaux récents sur les 
cultures urbaines. La compréhension des scènes s’est 
progressivement élargie, avançant au-delà de l’idée 
d’une forme organisationnelle cristallisée autour d’un 
style d’expression culturelle, pour inclure aussi la 
façon dont les scènes se conjuguent avec les textures 

sensorielles de la vie urbaine. Ces textures ne sont pas 
seulement visuelles, bien entendu, mais en observant 
les économies intersensorielles de la vie urbaine, 
on constate que de nombreuses formes culturelles, 
comme celles de la musique ou de la gastronomie, se 
manifestent aussi dans le domaine du visuel, prenant 
ainsi part aux scenescapes (ou paysages scéniques) 
des villes contemporaines. Explorer les dimensions 
visuelles des scènes permet de situer l’analyse de la 
musique et des diverses formes culturelles urbaines 
en relation avec le tournant visuel (visual turn) 
diagnostiqué dans les études sur la culture (Dalle 
Vacche). Les multiples tournants de ces dernières 
décennies ont mobilisé une foule de problématiques 
esthétiques, sociales et politiques, dont l’analyse des 
formes culturelles ne peut que bénéficier. En formulant 
de nouvelles façons d’articuler les notions de visualité 
et de scène, ce numéro spécial vise à contribuer plus 
largement à l’analyse de la culture et de la socialité dans 
la sphère publique urbaine. 

1. Visualité urbaine

1.1 La Visualité et le Tournant Visuel

Le terme de visualité a fait l’objet d’un développement 
renouvelé et d’une systématisation depuis la fin des 
années 1980. Quoique son usage remonte aussi loin 
que le 19e siècle et même au-delà, il fut porté à l’avant-
plan par l’ouvrage collectif Vision and Visuality, édité 
par Hal Foster en 1988. Issus des domaines de l’histoire, 
l’histoire de l’art, la critique d’art et la psychanalyse, 
les auteurs du volume insistent sur la centralité de la 
notion de visualité pour analyser le fait de voir et d’être 
vu comme des construits socioculturels. Ils proposent 
d’examiner « comment nous voyons, comment nous 
sommes capables de voir, autorisés ou poussés à voir, et 
comment nous voyons le fait de voir et ce qui manque 
à être vu » (Foster ix)1. Dans cette perspective, la 
visualité est considérée non pas comme la somme de 
toutes les images, mais comme un ensemble de formes 
et de pratiques, contextualisées dans des agencements 
culturels et historiques, imbriquées dans des relations 
de pouvoir et co-constitutifs d’ordres sociaux. Sumathi 
Ramaswamy conçoit ainsi le domaine visuel comme 
« constitutif et révélateur du monde, et non simple 
reflet du monde » (12). Transcendant la notion 
d’image comme représentation, l’étude de la visualité 
dépasse l’investigation esthétique des œuvres d’art 
pour englober un large éventail de processus, formes 
et dispositifs visuels, y compris la perception, la vision, 
le regard, les technologies de création d’images et leur 
impact sur l’environnement visuel – autrement dit, une 

série de dimensions interreliées et combinées dans 
l’« expression d’un espace physique et psychique » 
(Mirzoeff, The Right to Look 2-3).

L’intérêt croissant pour le champ visuel s’est amplifié 
au début des années 1990 avec le « tournant iconique » 
proposé par l’historien de l’art et philosophe allemand 
Gottfried Boehm (Was ist ein Bild? [What is an 
Image?]) ainsi qu’avec le « tournant pictorial » lancé 
par son homologue américain W.J.T. Mitchell (The 
Reconfigured Eye). Ces deux cadres ont donné lieu à 
un dialogue productif : Boehm a développé une « 
science des images » (science of images) centrée tant 
sur la perception visuelle que sur l’herméneutique des 
images (Towards a Hermeneutics), alors que l’approche 
de Mitchell (image science) a fourni une critique de la 
culture visuelle et de l’esthétique médiatique à travers 
l’analyse des « images vivantes » (living images; What 
Do Pictures Want?). Ce débat s’est largement déployé 
dans les paramètres de la phénoménologie (envisageant 
la visualité comme expériences du voir), la sémiotique 
(la visualité comme ensemble de signes visuels), et 
l’herméneutique (par les processus de création de 
sens dans le domaine visuel). Les instigateurs de 
cette discussion se sont efforcés de déconstruire le 
logocentrisme, contestant les critiques classiques de 
la vue comme superficielle et trompeuse. Cependant, 
plutôt que de s’opposer au tournant linguistique, 
ou d’imposer le domaine visuel comme un trope 
dominant, les contributions les plus fructueuses ont 

proposé de reconfigurer l’articulation entre le discursif 
et le visible. Thématisées à travers les catégories de la 
surface visuelle et de la profondeur discursive, ces deux 
dimensions sont interconnectées dans une relation « 
mutuellement constitutive (horizontale) » (Bartmanski 
et Alexander 4).

Alors que le paysage de l’analyse culturelle se 
transformait rapidement dans les années 1990 avec 
l’inflation de divers tournants et champs d’études, le 
domaine des études visuelles s’est formé à la jonction 
de diverses traditions disciplinaires (Bachmann-
Medick). Le renouvèlement de cette attention portée 
aux phénomènes visuels s’est par la suite enrichi sous 
l’influence des études culturelles (avec notamment 
l’analyse des cultures populaires et contemporaines), 
des études des médias (au moment où les technologies 
numériques transformaient les environnements 
médiatiques), des études du genre et de la performance 
(liées à l’analyse critique de l’action et de la mise 
en scène des corps) et des théories postcoloniales 
(avec l’ouverture aux traditions non occidentales et 
antihégémoniques). La rencontre du tournant visuel 
et du tournant matériel2 a par ailleurs inspiré des 
propositions dans le champ de la sociologie culturelle 
pour repenser l’iconologie au prisme de la matérialité 
(Bartmanski et Alexander). Dans le champ de la 
géographie culturelle, la conjonction du tournant 
visuel et du tournant spatial a provoqué de nouvelles 
explorations visuelles de l’espace et des corps (Tolia-
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Kelly et Rose). Les méthodes en recherche visuelle 
ont aussi gagné en popularité depuis les années 1990, 
particulièrement dans les domaines de la sociologie 
visuelle et de l’anthropologie visuelle, fournissant de 
nouveaux outils pour la collecte, le traitement, l’analyse 
et la diffusion des données de recherche (Margolis et 
Pauwels)3. La notion de visibilité, qui a aussi joui d’une 
attention considérable dans les dernières décennies, 
dépasse quant à elle le champ visuel pour s’intéresser 
plus largement aux phénomènes sociaux de la publicité 
(au sens du statut public des choses)4. Adoptée en 
sociologie, en communication et en sciences politiques, 
cette approche de la visibilité a suscité diverses études 
sur les dynamiques de pouvoir et l’exclusion dans 
la sphère publique (Honneth), sur le contrôle et la 
surveillance (Ericson et Haggerty), sur la formation 
du capital symbolique dans le culte des célébrités 
(Heinich) et sur les conditions de la découvrabilité des 
contenus sur le Web (Koed Madsen).

De façon générale, cet intérêt accru pour le domaine 
visuel a soulevé de nouvelles questions épistémologiques 
en analyse culturelle. Mais plutôt que de converger vers 
un cadre homogène, elles ont donné lieu à de multiples 
programmes de recherche, principalement regroupés 
autour des trois notions de visualité, de pictorialité 
et d’iconicité. De toutes les notions qui ont émergé 
du tournant visuel, celle de visualité semble être la 
plus compréhensive, sa portée analytique dépassant 
les catégories plus restreintes de l’icône et de l’image. 

La vaste gamme de phénomènes rassemblés sous la 
bannière de la visualité donne matière à décrire la 
formation des systèmes de pouvoir qui gouvernent 
les imaginaires sociaux et les « subjectivités axées sur 
la vision » (Ramaswamy 1). Malgré leurs différences, 
ces trois cadres (visualité, pictorialité et iconicité) 
ont contribué à forger une perspective historique et 
critique des dynamiques de pouvoir et des ressorts 
idéologiques du domaine visuel5. La formation des 
conditions visuelles du monde social a notamment 
été analysée selon les catégories du régime visuel, du 
régime scopique (Metz; Jay, « Scopic Regimes ») et de 
l’ordre visuel (Boehm, « Pictorial Versus Iconic Turn 
»). Ces catégories visent à élucider la co-constitution 
de faits visuels, de dynamiques macrosociopolitiques 
et de processus de subjectivation. Elles contextualisent 
aussi ces formations à l’intérieur de cadres culturels, 
dévoilant les effets de la différenciation culturelle 
dans la constitution des régimes visuels. Enchevêtrée 
dans l’histoire de la modernité, de l’industrialisation, 
de l’impérialisme et de l’innovation technologique, 
la formation historique et culturelle des régimes 
visuels a contribué à façonner les cultures urbaines 
contemporaines.

1.2 La Vue et la Ville

Les contributions rassemblées dans ce numéro abordent 
les dynamiques de la vie culturelle des villes du point 
de vue de la visualité urbaine. Leurs cadres conceptuels 
sont ancrés dans des perspectives variées, que l’on peut 
regrouper selon trois principales orientations : les 
villes comme environnements optiques, les conditions 
visuelles de l’interaction sociale, et les dynamiques de 
la culture populaire globalisée.

1.2.1 L’espace Urbain Comme Environnement  
Optique : Perception Et Subjectivités Modernes

Une première perspective explore les caractéristiques 
optiques des environnements urbains dans le contexte 
historique de la modernisation et de la transformation 
des structures de la perception. Les technologies 
numériques actuelles, avec leur pléthore de nouveaux 
instruments de caméras à vision, téléphones cellulaires, 
services de cartographie en ligne et expérimentations en 
réalité virtuelle—, viennent renforcer l’oculocentrisme 
des sociétés modernes, érigeant « la vision comme sens 
dominant de l’ère moderne » (Jay, « Scopic Regimes » 
3). Avec ces technologies de vision, une nouvelle strate 
de complexité s’ajoute à la perception oculaire de la vie 
urbaine. Ce changement des conditions de perception 
s’inscrit dans les dynamiques historiques plus 
générales qui ont contribué à former les épistémologies 

et les subjectivités modernes. Les historiens de 
l’art ont largement documenté l’entrelacement de 
ces dynamiques, en faisant apparaître que les « 
les transformations historiques qui ont affecté les 
conceptions de la vision sont inséparables d’une refonte 
plus globale de la subjectivité, qui ne concernait pas 
seulement les expériences optiques, mais les processus 
de modernisation et de rationalisation au sens large » 
(Crary, « Suspension of Perception » 3).

Depuis le début de l’ère moderne, la représentation 
picturale de la ville a été un domaine privilégié pour 
expérimenter de nouveaux modèles de vision. Durant 
la Renaissance italienne, la peinture de paysages 
urbains a exploré la technique de la perspective tirée 
du mécanisme de la camera obscura, que Leon Battista 
Alberti a décrit comme une fenêtre sur le monde (ou 
sur la ville). À l’instar d’Erwin Panofsky, la littérature 
académique a généralement décrit ce développement 
de la perspective comme un signe de la domination du 
modèle cartésien du savoir, qui positionnait un sujet 
transcendantal, incorporel et souverain au centre des 
modes d’observation scientifique et picturale. Selon 
Jonathan Crary, ce modèle rationnel d’une vision 
supposée objective a toutefois été contesté au 19e 
siècle par l’étude des conditions physiologiques et 
psychologiques de l’expérience visuelle, donnant le 
jour à de nouveaux modèles épistémologiques fondés 
sur « la subjectivité corporelle de l’observateur » 
(Techniques of the Observer » 4). En fin de compte, 

plutôt que d’induire une succession chronologique 
de régimes visuels homogènes, une analyse nuancée 
de ce processus historique fait plutôt apparaitre une 
coexistence de régimes pluriels et contestés (Jay, « 
Downcast Eyes » ; Brighenti). 

À mesure que l’industrialisation et la croissance 
urbaine transformaient la vie urbaine, la perception 
visuelle s’est trouvée remodelée par les nouvelles 
logiques du capitalisme et de la culture de masse, aux 
prises avec des stimulations sensorielles inédites. Ces 
transformations ont inspiré de nombreux travaux dans 
le cercle de l’École de Francfort, incluant les analyses 
de Siegfried Kracauer et de Walter Benjamin sur 
l’expérience sensorielle de la métropole et de ses foules, 
ses vitrines de marchandises et ses ornementations 
architecturales6. La condition du « sujet visible » (Foster 
xiii) dans l’espace urbain, traversé par des rapports de 
pouvoir et des logiques commerciales, a rapidement 
évolué dans les dernières décennies 20e siècle, 
sous l’influence combinée des progrès de la science 
informatique, des neurosciences et de la psychologie 
cognitive, qui ont mené à de nombreuses innovations 
en vision machinique et en intelligence artificielle. 
L’imbrication des environnements numériques et 
urbains a généré de nouvelles conditions de vision et 
de gouvernance dans la ville, redéfinissant la relation 
entre observation visuelle, savoirs et pouvoirs. Par 
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exemple, l’utilisation croissante des technologies de 
reconnaissance faciale dans les commerces de détail 
rend possible un profilage des clients qui repousse les 
limites de l’intrusion dans la vie privée. Plus largement, 
les modèles de vision suscités par les technologies 
numériques mettent à l’épreuve la frontière entre 
visions objective et subjective. Ces nouvelles conditions 
techniques influencent significativement les rapports 
de pouvoir, les pratiques culturelles et les subjectivités 
contemporaines qui se déploient dans l’espace urbain.

1.2.2 Interaction Visuelle,  
Socialité Urbaine et Surveillance

Une deuxième perspective explore le rôle de 
l’interaction visuelle dans la socialité urbaine. Elle 
s’attache au caractère social du sens visuel, entendu 
comme modalité de l’interaction entre individus 
et au sein des groupes, mais aussi comme mise en 
relation entre affects collectifs—ce que Christian Metz 
définit comme « le désir de voir (= instinct scopique, 
scopophilie voyeurisme) » (15) — et rapports de 
pouvoir. 

Dans la vie quotidienne urbaine, la perception visuelle 
de l’appartenance sociale et de la différentiation 
culturelle façonne largement les interactions sociales. 
Comme le soulignent plusieurs contributions dans ce 
numéro, l’habillement, les parures, les coiffures et les 
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tatouages fonctionnent comme des signes visuels qui 
peuvent indiquer l’affiliation à une classe sociale, à 
un groupe religieux ou à un mouvement subculturel. 
Ils projettent aussi les caractéristiques visibles d’un 
statut symbolique, contribuant à la distinction sociale 
et à la reproduction des hiérarchies entre groupes et 
individus. La différentiation culturelle ne se manifeste 
pas uniquement dans le fait d’arborer des signes 
visibles, mais aussi dans la pluralité des cultures du 
regard : David Frisby et Mike Featherstone ont noté 
que « ces dernières années, les variations culturelles 
dans les modes de voir, d’entendre et de sentir l’autre 
ont suscité une attention croissante » (9). 

Au niveau interindividuel, le regard est une modalité 
d’interaction puissante qui établit des relations de 
distance et de proximité. La sociologie de sens de 
Georg Simmel a suggéré que le contact visuel et les 
regards réciproques créent des moments d’intimité et 
de reconnaissance mutuelle. Dans les travaux d’Erving 
Goffman, la dimension visuelle de l’interaction 
ordinaire en face à face opère davantage comme un 
élément de mise en scène sociale. Goffman a caractérisé 
la position relative des acteurs et des spectateurs 
dans les scènes de rue (impliquant passants, témoins 
et curieux) à travers les figures de l’initié (insider) 
et du tiers extérieur (outsider). Ces types sociaux 
peuvent s’étendre à l’analyse des expériences visuelles 
des touristes vis-à-vis des locaux (Urry), ou des 
spectateurs immobiles (sur les terrasses, les balcons et 

aux fenêtres) et des observateurs en mouvement (les 
flâneurs, conducteurs de voiture et cyclistes).

Les relations de pouvoir qui s’établissent entre 
observateur et objet de vision façonnent l’interaction 
visuelle dans l’espace urbain. Cette stratification sociale 
se manifeste en particulier dans le regard genré et 
racisé qui révèle une dissymétrie dans les pratiques 
et les expériences du regard entre groupes issus 
de différentes classes, ethnies et genres. Les études 
féministes et afro-américaines ont notamment exposé 
la façon dont l’expérience visuelle peut s’inscrire dans 
des pratiques de domination et de surveillance. Ainsi, 
le droit de regarder n’est pas nécessairement réciproque 
: d’une part, le regard dominant tend à objectifier le 
corps de l’autre (les corps féminins en particulier), alors 
que d’autre part, des groupes subordonnés peuvent 
être privés du droit de retourner le regard. Dans ses 
travaux sur le regard des Noirs (black looks), Bell 
Hooks a souligné que durant la ségrégation aux États-
Unis, les Noirs pouvaient être violemment punis pour 
avoir observé des personnes blanches, provoquant « 
une impérieuse envie de regarder, un désir rebelle, un 
regard oppositionnel » (116).

Le progrès des techniques d’observation et de 
surveillance visuelle a accompagné le développement 
des activités militaires, coloniales et disciplinaires, 
incluant la visualisation des champs de bataille (de 
la simple carte papier aux flux vidéo des drones, en 

passant par la photographie satellitaire), les moyens 
de surveillance des bateaux d’esclaves (Browne) et des 
plantations coloniales (Mirzoeff, « The Right to Look »), 
ou encore le stop-and-frisk, méthode de contrôle urbain 
controversée qui cible en particulier les minorités 
ethniques dans l’espace public des villes américaines. 
Le modèle classique du panoptique (l’observation de 
nombreux individus depuis un lieu central; Bentham 
dans Foucault) a inspiré divers travaux sur les réseaux 
de caméras de surveillance. Il a cependant été remis en 
question par une pléthore de nouveaux modèles7, parmi 
lesquels se trouvent le regard synoptique (l’observation 
de quelques individus par un grand nombre de gens; 
Mathiesen), la visualité postpanoptique (surveillance 
globale à partir de multiples lieux; Bogard) et 
l’oligoptique (vision partielle et fragmentaire de la ville 
construite par Google Earth; Latour).

1.2.3 Culture Populaire Urbaine, Médiatisation 
 Et Mouvements Globaux

Une dernière perspective articule la visualité urbaine 
avec les transformations de la culture populaire, de 
la médiatisation et de la globalisation culturelle. Elle 
concerne la position centrale des villes dans l’économie 
visuelle globale. En effet, les villes (particulièrement 
les métropoles) sont des sites privilégiés de 
production, de distribution, et de consommation 
d’expériences culturelles. Leur architecture iconique, 

leurs évènements à grande échelle et leurs infrastructures de 
production médiatique déploient une imagerie influente, qui 
façonne les imaginaires collectifs. Marquées par la migration et 
les flux touristiques, les cultures urbaines sont particulièrement 
imprégnées de valeurs cosmopolites et particulièrement 
propices à l’hybridation culturelle. Elles fonctionnent comme 
des laboratoires d’expérimentation où s’élaborent de nouvelles 
formes de divertissement, de création artistique et de styles 
de vie. Si elles sont influencées par les tendances globales, ces 
formes culturelles urbaines sont aussi largement diffusées dans 
les réseaux internationaux. Ce faisant, les relations traditionnelles 
entre visualité et identité locale sont de plus en plus reconfigurées 
par les processus transnationaux de déterritorialisation et de 
reterritorialisation (Sassen). Ces processus ont eu un impact sur 
les structures affectives qui définissent la localité, caractérisée par 
Arjun Appadurai comme « une propriété phénoménologique de 
la vie sociale […] qui est produite par des formes particulières 
d’activité intentionnelle et qui engendre des types particuliers 
d’effets matériels » (182). Considérant l’accumulation de richesse 
et de pouvoir politique dans les zones métropolitaines, ainsi que 
les inégalités croissantes et la ségrégation spatiale, plusieurs des 
contributions à ce numéro dépeignent l’espace urbain comme 
le berceau de répertoires visuels de contreculture (pensons aux 
murales de graffitis), mais aussi de contestation sociale.

Par ailleurs, la visualité de la culture populaire urbaine oscille 
entre hypervisibilité et infravisibilité. Du côté de l’hypervisibilité, 
les formes du spectacle urbain se sont multipliées sous l’influence 
de l’industrialisation et de l’innovation technique. S’ajoutant aux 
activités traditionnelles de loisir et de divertissement culturel 

(performances théâtrales et musicales, cirques, foires), la 
mécanisation des systèmes optiques et des procédés techniques 
de reproduction des images a diversifié les formes de spectacle 
immersif en ville. Le 19e siècle a vu l’apparition des dioramas, 
stéréoscopes et, plus tard, des salles de cinéma, alors que les 
progrès de l’impression industrielle permettaient la dissémination 
massive de photographies, cartes postales, brochures, affiches et 
magazines. Cette industrie de l’image en plein essor, renforcée 
au milieu du 20e siècle par l’apparition de la télévision, a produit 
de nouveaux portraits documentaires et récits fictionnels de la 
vie sociale urbaine. À l’ère postindustrielle de l’économie créative 
(Graeme), ce sont la mode, le design interactif et les jeux vidéo 
qui gagnent en influence dans la sphère de la création visuelle, 
contribuant ainsi à renforcer la centralité des villes comme sites 
de production d’images. Rivalisant entre elles pour capter la 
manne du développement touristique, les métropoles investissent 
dans les évènements festifs, l’animation de la vie nocturne et la 
gastronomie pour forger et imposer leur image de marque dans 
l’espace des échanges globalisés.

Cette pléthore de spectacles urbains, incluant les écrans géants et 
le mapping vidéo des bâtiments, participe à ce que l’anthropologue 
français Alain Mons nomme la « l’esthétisation généralisée » 
de l’espace urbain (19). Dans cette esthétique postmoderne, 
Christine Buci-Glucksmann voit une folie oculaire réminiscente 
du spectacle baroque. D’autant plus que les plateformes de 
partage de photographies en ligne comme Facebook, Instagram, 
Snapchat et Flickr viennent décupler la surabondance visuelle 
et la médiatisation synchrone des expériences urbaines. Or, si 
l’omniprésence du spectacle dans l’espace de la ville et la profusion 
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des images médiatisées caractérisent en partie la 
visualité urbaine, un large ensemble de pratiques 
culturelles appartiennent au domaine de l’infravisible. 
Hors champ, extérieures aux principaux sites de 
visibilité publique, les cultures alternatives ou sous-
représentées contribuent tout autant au tissu social et 
à la créativité visuelle de la vie urbaine. Par exemple, 
certaines minorités culturelles trouvent dans les fêtes 
privées un espace collectif pour exprimer la diversité 
culturelle absente de nombreuses salles de spectacle. 
Pensons également aux scènes gaies que la réprobation 
morale a longtemps poussées dans la contre-culture. 
Relèvent également de l’infravisible le mouvement 
des raves qui garde ses lieux de rassemblement secrets 
jusqu’à la dernière minute pour éviter les descentes 
policières, ou encore les mouvements politiques ou 
artistiques qui cherchent à se tenir à l’écart, restreignant 
volontairement la visibilité de leurs activités et limitant 
l’accès à leurs assemblées, réservées à des réseaux étroits 
d’initiés. Les contributions à ce numéro s’intéressent à 
ces dynamiques complexes en investiguant comment 
la notion de scène peut exprimer la visualité et la 
visibilité—ou l’invisibilité—des mondes sociaux et des 
phénomènes culturels urbains.

2. Les Scènes Et La Visualité Des Mondes Sociaux

2.1. La Scène Comme Théâtre de Sociabilité

Au gré de son histoire, le terme de scène a fluctué 
entre plusieurs champs sémantiques et conceptuels. 
Les fluctuations de ce terme sont notamment dues à 
sa versatilité en anglais et dans les langues latines, où il 
peut désigner aussi bien la fixité d’un espace de vision 
délimité (comme lorsque la police tente de « sécuriser 
une scène de crime ») que le flux de la vie urbaine 
(comme en référence à « la vitalité de la scène artistique 
de Mexico »8). Bien que dans les langues latines, les 
différents termes équivalents à l’anglais scene (tels 
que le français scène, l’espagnol escena et le portugais 
cena) partagent un lot d’acceptions communes, ce 
vocable s’est aussi départi de certaines significations 
en franchissant les frontières linguistiques. Ainsi, 
l’utilisation du terme scène pour désigner le plateau 
où se joue un spectacle (« monter sur scène »), qui 
prévaut en français, a été abandonnée dans l’usage en 
anglais. Par contre, dans les deux langues, le terme peut 
désigner une séquence d’actions organisées dans une 
forme narrative ou théâtrale, comme celle du roman 
ou de la pièce de théâtre (on parlera par exemple de la 
« scène finale »).

En anglais, l’histoire du terme scene révèle une scission 
entre différentes trajectoires d’usage. L’une de ces 
trajectoires conserve les racines théâtrales du terme. 
À partir du 17e siècle, le Oxford English Dictionary 
mentionne que ce vocable est utilisé pour décrire 

divers types d’apparition sociale (au sens d’arrivée dans 
une arène sociale), telle l’entrée en scène d’un auteur 
ou d’un politicien, ou l’irruption d’un rival sur une 
scène d’activité. Un trait de cette trajectoire consiste 
à rendre perceptible la dimension dramatique des 
espaces sociaux de la vie quotidienne, en référant à des 
plateformes abstraites où les phénomènes (les gens, 
principalement) deviennent visibles. Cette acception, 
rattachée à la performance théâtrale, subsiste également 
dans la référence à une personne qui « fait une scène 
»— c’est-à-dire qui s’exprime avec exagération.

On peut repérer une généalogie théâtrale du terme 
scène en parcourant le vocabulaire clé de la théorie 
sociale en langue anglaise, notamment les travaux 
d’Erving Goffman et de Kenneth Burke. L’œuvre de 
Burke est au cœur de l’essai que Steve Schoen signe dans 
ce numéro. En ce qui concerne Goffman, la façon dont 
il utilise le terme de scène ne déroge globalement pas 
aux usages conventionnels; il s’intéresse à ces moments 
où, sous le coup de la colère, quelqu’un fait une scène 
en réaction à un incident9, mais il s’intéresse aussi aux 
scènes comme unités d’action singulière dans les films. 
Cependant, on peut déceler au fil de son œuvre un 
sens plus particulier de la scène comme agencement 
d’éléments (individus, actions, choses, lieux) dans 
lequel s’exprime une certaine condition morale ou 
sociale : dans Les Rites d’interaction, par exemple, 
Goffman décrit une « scène du jugement » (22), une « 
scène [de] considération mutuelle » (25), des « scènes 

de l’action » (15710), une « scène de la fatalité » (163), et ainsi de 
suite. Si la notion de scène n’est pas le pivot de la dramaturgie 
goffmanienne du comportement social, elle y est néanmoins 
régulièrement invoquée pour offrir une compréhension cohérente 
de l’orientation des situations d’interaction sociale.

Les diverses significations théâtrales du mot scène ont en 
commun le fait d’évoquer une forme de vie sociale qui entre 
dans un espace de visibilité publique pour l’occuper. Quand les 
pratiques de consommation—manger au restaurant ou assister 
à une performance musicale—participent au spectacle de 
l’effervescence urbaine, on peut avancer qu’elles relèvent d’une 
dynamique scénique. La manifestation des scènes n’est pas 
uniquement visuelle, bien entendu; elle inclut par exemple le 
brouhaha sonore des conversations et le mouvement haptique 
des corps qui s’agitent. Toutefois, à la suite d’Alan Blum (« Scenes 
»), on peut observer que dans une scène s’opère la transformation 
de l’intimité sociale en un spectacle public qui, en quelque sorte, 
se donne à voir, et de surcroit, cette transformation constitue 
un processus clé de l’urbanité. La dimension scénique émerge 
lorsque d’innombrables actes d’interaction sociale résonnent 
entre eux pour investir un espace particulier (un bâtiment, une 
rue, un quartier) d’un surplus d’énergie affective. De ce point de 
vue, la singularité des formes culturelles (qu’il s’agisse d’un style de 
cuisine ou d’un genre musical) n’est qu’un prétexte pour façonner 
le théâtre de sociabilité d’où les scènes tirent leur énergie.

2.2 La Scène Comme Formation Sociale

Un second pan de réflexion sur la notion de scène s’intéresse aux 
acceptions plus éloignées des racines théâtrales du terme. Dans 
cette trajectoire d’usage, la scène devient un levier d’analyse de 
la morphologie sociale, c’est-à-dire une façon de nommer des 
unités particulières ou des formes organisationnelles de la vie 
sociale. Une scène est alors comprise comme l’agrégation des 
lieux, des gens, des choses et des actions qui composent la vie 
d’un phénomène social particulier. Ces phénomènes sociaux 
(tels les genres musicaux et les activités récréatives) constituent 
le cœur d’une scène, le centre de l’attention et de la dévotion 
autour desquels les scènes s’assemblent et par lesquelles elles 
sont nommées et identifiées (comme en référence à « la scène 
des joueurs d’échec de Vicksburg au Mississippi »11 ou la scène 
mondiale du black metal). Les questions centrales qui animent 
cette réflexion ne sont plus liées aux façons dont certains 
phénomènes intègrent l’espace de vision collective, mais aux 
façons dont un ensemble hétérogène d’éléments (individus, lieux, 
objets, styles, etc.) gravitent autour d’objets culturels singuliers 
(styles, pratiques, genres, etc.).

Cette acception du terme scène, décrivant un assemblage 
d’éléments autour d’un ensemble particulier d’objets ou de 
pratiques, a pris une place saillante dans les travaux universitaires 
sur la culture musicale publiés ces dernières années.12 Journalistes 
et chercheurs ont commencé à avoir recours à cette notion 
lorsque d’autres termes servant à étiqueter les unités culturelles—
subculture, communauté ou monde—ont été contestés en raison 
de leurs contours trop rigides ou de leur vision essentialisante de 
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l’identité de groupe13. L’intérêt de ce virage vers le terme 
de scène n’est pas de chercher à dissoudre les profondes 
dimensions structurelles portées par ces autres notions 
dans une définition flottante, caractérisant un flux 
social indéfini. Il s’agit plutôt de trouver une façon 
de penser l’organisation des mondes culturels qui 
puisse reconnaitre leur élasticité et la multiplicité des 
manières de s’y engager. 

Nous avons suggéré que le concept de scène sert à 
désigner deux types de phénomènes culturels. Dans 
une première acception, la scène capture le spectacle 
de la sociabilité urbaine qui est produite (ou exprimée) 
sous la forme d’une effervescence ou d’un excès dans le 
cadre des rituels de la vie urbaine. Dans une seconde 
acception, la scène est un réseau de phénomènes qui 
fondent et structurent la vie sociale des phénomènes 
culturels. À titre complémentaire, examinons un autre 
terme de plus en plus mobilisé en analyse culturelle, qui 
croise les dimensions théâtrales et organisationnelles : 
ce terme est celui d’« atmosphère ».

2.3 La Scène Comme Atmosphère : Résonance Af-
fective et Unités de Contenance

Dans un développement original de cette perspective, 
Ben Anderson décrit l’« atmosphère » comme un état 
résultant de l’interaction entre une pluralité d’intensités 
affectives au sein d’un « espace de résonance ». Il va de 

soi que le fait de posséder une atmosphère particulière 
a longtemps été l’un des attributs de ces contextes 
de sociabilité vivante exposés dans notre première 
définition du terme scène. Cependant, lorsque 
Anderson en vient à élaborer plus spécifiquement 
le concept de « sphère, » il contribue à développer la 
seconde définition du terme scène, soit l’arrangement 
d’éléments autour d’un « objet » culturel particulier 
(comme un style musical) :

Les atmosphères ont donc une forme spatiale carac-
téristique : la diffusion dans une sphère. En revenant 
à Deleuze et Guattari, on peut dire que les atmo-
sphères sont générées par des corps (de multiples 
sortes) qui s’affectent mutuellement, produisant 
ainsi une certaine forme d’« enveloppement ». Les 
atmosphères ne peuvent être abstraites des corps 
qui se rassemblent et se séparent pour former 
des situations. Ces qualités affectives émanent de 
l’assemblage des corps humains, des corps discur-
sifs, des corps non humains et de tous les autres 
corps qui composent les situations quotidiennes. (80)

Si le terme d’atmosphère capture l’effet d’effervescence 
au cœur de la première acception de scène (dans son 
sens théâtral), la notion plus étroite de sphère conduit 
à une seconde piste d’analyse, dans laquelle les scènes 
sont envisagées comme des « contenants ». Concevoir 
la scène comme un contenant, c’est prendre en compte 
sa capacité à retenir à l’intérieur de ses limites tous les 

phénomènes qui structurent la vie de certains styles 
culturels ou pratiques culturelles. L’idée d’atmosphère 
offre ainsi la possibilité de réconcilier différentes 
acceptions de la notion de scène, comme site de 
résonance affective générant un surplus d’intensité 
sociale, et comme unité de contenance, c’est-à-dire 
comme forme organisationnelle qui fait tenir ensemble 
les éléments constitutifs d’une pratique culturelle.

Dans les œuvres de fiction, autant littéraires que 
cinématographiques, une scène peut désigner n’importe 
quelle unité d’action relativement circonscrite : on 
parlera de la scène de la douche dans le film Psychose 
d’Alfred Hitchcock, ou de la scène du balcon dans 
Roméo et Juliette de William Shakespeare. Dans les 
études littéraires, le développement de la notion 
de scène retient cette capacité à désigner une unité 
textuelle, tout en prenant en considération la manière 
dont les textes littéraires peuvent dépeindre des formes 
de sociabilité. En s’intéressant à la visualité dans l’œuvre 
romanesque d’Honoré de Balzac, Renée de Smirnoff 
note comment, dans certains textes balzaciens, la 
logique séquentielle et narrative s’interrompt au 
moment où apparaît, devant le lecteur, la vision d’un 
tableau social. Ces tableaux sont des scènes au sens où 
ils ouvrent un champ de représentation dans lequel 
est exposé le spectacle des relations sociales, agencées 
dans un espace délimité, comme organisées pour 
l’œil du lecteur (de Smirnoff 232). Les séquences de 
banquet ou de fête dépeignent des personnages, des 

décors et toute une variété d’objets dans une forme de 
visibilité simultanée. Au beau milieu de la narration 
prend alors forme une scène, comme un tableau 
de relations distribuées dans l’espace. Ce tableau 
maintient l’acception précédente du terme scène au 
sens de contenant, dans la mesure où ses contours 
textuels circonscrivent la représentation des relations 
et de leurs éléments constitutifs.

Les scènes de mondes sociaux peuvent tendre 
à documenter et à exposer, dans une séquence 
panoramique étendue, un répertoire de types sociaux 
bien établis. Alain Badiou a évoqué dans ses écrits la « 
typologie populaire » qui peuplait les scènes de foule 
du cinéma français des années 1930 et 1940, donnant 
à voir des types sociaux emblématiques de la diversité 
sociale d’un monde voué à disparaitre. Ces scènes 
remplissent une fonction de cartographie sociale, 
visualisant la société au travers d’une population 
de types sociohistoriques, disposés dans l’espace du 
cadre cinématographique. En même temps, de telles 
scènes se caractérisent par un excès d’énergie collective 
et de précision descriptive qui dépasse leur portée 
strictement sociologique—c’est en effet le goût pour 
cette exubérance excessive qui fait apprécier le charme 
de ce genre cinématographique. Anthony Slide souligne 
qu’au 19e siècle, le vocable désignant un figurant dans 
une pièce de théâtre était celui de « surnuméraire », un 
terme qui évoque le surplus d’un collectif, excédant la 
charge dramatique individuelle de chacun des éléments 

qui le composent. Les scènes sociales ancrées dans les 
textes littéraires ou cinématographiques fonctionnent 
donc selon plusieurs logiques : elles ont une qualité 
d’inventaire, liée au fait qu’elles mobilisent une variété 
d’identités sociales; une qualité atmosphérique, due 
à l’énergie produite par la résonance des corps et 
des choses; et une qualité de spectacle visuel, liée à 
l’aménagement de riches séquences d’observation 
intercalées dans le flux de la narration.

2.4 La Scène Comme Figure Heuristique

Le recours à la notion de scène comme figure distinctive 
qui permet d’élaborer un savoir est notable dans l’œuvre 
de nombreux théoriciens et philosophes français. 
Dans sa biographie de Roland Barthes, Tiphaine 
Samoyault remarque à quel point la vie et la carrière 
de l’auteur peuvent être envisagées comme la traversée 
d’une série de scènes parisiennes emblématiques, des 
cercles théâtraux du jeune adulte aux avant-gardes 
littéraires et politiques des années 1960. Par ailleurs, 
Samoyault suggère que la scène est devenue un terme 
clé pour Barthes dans sa tentative de donner forme à 
des unités particulières de lutte culturelle. Samoyault 
retrace l’usage de la notion de scène chez Barthes : 
progressivement détachée de ses origines théâtrales 
(un aspect central des premiers travaux de l’auteur) elle 
est par la suite employée pour nommer les différents 
champs de bataille où sévit la « guerre des langages 

», motif de ses derniers écrits. Une scène, dans ce 
contexte, qualifie autant un rapport de force particulier 
que les situations concrètes dans lesquelles s’exprime le 
conflit entre ces forces.

« Le ‘tableau’ a toujours hanté Foucault », écrit Gilles 
Deleuze (86). En effet, les travaux de Michel Foucault, 
comme ceux de Jacques Rancière, sont marqués 
par une utilisation de la figure de la scène au sens 
conventionnel de tableaux descriptifs, à l’appui d’une 
démonstration. Il suffit de penser au spectacle de la 
violence qui ouvre Surveiller et Punir de Foucault. La 
définition la plus explicite du terme scène proposée par 
Rancière se trouve dans l’introduction de Aisthesis :

La scène n’est pas l’illustration d’une idée. Elle est 
une petite machine optique qui nous montre la 
pensée occupée à tisser les liens unissant des per-
ceptions, des affects, des noms et des idées, à con-
stituer la communauté sensible que ces liens tissent 
et la communauté intellectuelle qui rend le tissage 
pensable. La scène saisit les concepts à l’œuvre, dans 
leur rapport avec les objets nouveaux qu’ils cherch-
ent à s’approprier, les objets anciens qu’ils tentent 
de penser à neuf et les schèmes qu’ils construisent 
ou transforment à cette fin. (12)

En tant que machine optique, la scène de Rancière 
participe à l’histoire générale de la visualité, au cœur 
de la réflexion de ce numéro spécial. La scène du 
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théoricien—celle qui tisse des liens entre des forces sociales à des 
fins heuristiques—est de nature différente de la scène musicale ou 
gastronomique, forme sommaire d’organisation logée dans le flux 
de la vie contemporaine urbaine. Dans ces deux types de scène, 
toutefois, la visualité est modelée par une dynamique scénique à 
la fois intégrative et distributive. Les scènes rassemblent différents 
ordres de forces sociales et d’acteurs pour composer une image 
de leur entrelacement dans un rapport d’étroite proximité. 
Parallèlement, les scènes distribuent ces forces et ces acteurs 
au sein d’agencement particuliers qui prennent, à l’occasion, la 
forme visuelle du tableau.

 Dans cette section, nous avons tracé quatre principaux modes 
de conceptualisation de la notion de scène. Nous pouvons 
les regrouper en deux paires d’acceptions. La première 
s’organise autour d’une compréhension expérientielle de la 
scène, au sens d’une action sociale qui se donne à voir comme 
spectacle théâtral, ou d’une atmosphère créée par la résonance 
d’intensités affectives. Dans cette perspective, la visualité des 
scènes est souvent réputée obscurcir les logiques sociales qui les 
fondent et qui les structurent de manière sous-jacente. Dans la 
deuxième paire d’acceptions, la scène est envisagée comme une 
forme d’organisation, réunissant des acteurs, des forces et des 
configurations matérielles autour d’un objet culturel singulier 
(un style musical ou une pratique culturelle), ou encore, elle peut 
être une manière d’agencer ces éléments par la mise en marche 
d’une machine optique, au service d’une production de savoir. 
Dans cette deuxième perspective, c’est par leur participation à un 
ordre visuel que les scènes deviennent intelligibles. 

3. Contributions des Auteurs

Les auteurs ayant contribué à ce numéro évoluent, pour 
la plupart, dans divers secteurs des études culturelles ou 
médiatiques (Casemajor, Straw, Rouleau, Reia, Halliday, Soldani, 
Rochow, Schoen). Nous nous réjouissons également d’accueillir 
les contributions de spécialistes en géographie (Gwiazdzinski), 
en histoire de l’art (Yuen), en philosophie (Silva) et en arts 
visuels (Radwanski). Cette diversité confirme la portée de la 
question de la visualité, qui s’est récemment trouvée mobilisée 
dans de nombreuses recherches visant à comprendre les scènes 
esthétiques, sociales et politiques de la vie urbaine contemporaine.

L’essai évocateur de Luc Gwiazdzinski sur le mouvement français 
Nuit debout fait contraster les images de ce mouvement par 
rapport à ce qu’il nomme les visualités conventionnelles de la crise 
politique : celles d’un président s’adressant à la nation lors d’une 
allocution télévisée, ou d’une marche politique soigneusement 
organisée. En des termes applicables à une variété de scènes—
celles des mouvements politiques, mais aussi de la musique et 
d’autres scènes culturelles—Gwiazdzinski capture le caractère 
« multiscalaire et fractal » de la forme Nuit debout, dont les 
contours géométriques et les dimensions sociales épousent ceux 
des localités et des unités spatiales plus vastes dans lesquelles le 
mouvement émerge.

L’article de Jonathan Rouleau sur Barcelone, à l’instar de celui 
de Gwiazdzinski, examine les pratiques de la nuit urbaine 
pour offrir une nouvelle compréhension des formes et des 
relations à travers lesquelles les villes produisent des scènes et 
opèrent comme terrains de visibilité. En effet, Rouleau déploie 
le concept d’archipels nocturnes de Gwiazdzinski pour donner 

forme aux terrains compacts de la sociabilité nocturne 
barcelonaise, récemment transformés en terrain de jeu 
pour les touristes, ce qui suscite une vague d’opposition 
politique. La visualité des scènes nocturnes de 
Barcelone est marquée par un ensemble de relations en 
mouvement entre l’avant-plan (foreground) et l’arrière-
plan (background), entre d’un côté le spectacle des 
festivités—qui implique généralement des touristes 
étrangers (outsiders), dont l’irruption focalise 
l’attention, remet en question les valeurs locales et 
suscite la désapprobation—et de l’autre côté, la routine 
du travail quotidien de la population locale, dédiée à 
l’entretien des infrastructures au sein desquelles ces 
spectacles se déploient.

Dans son étude détaillée du film Slacker (1991) de 
Richard Linklater, Maria Teresa Soldani suggère que 
la notion de scène entrecroise plusieurs niveaux de 
visibilité isomorphiques. Au tournant des années 
1990, la réputée scène musicale d’Austin (Texas) n’était, 
en un sens, qu’une simple localisation de pratiques 
culturelles et musicales, mais elle est aussi devenue—
grâce au film de Linklater et à un réseau élargi de 
discours—la synecdoque d’une culture nationale de 
musique alternative et d’un phénomène générationnel 
(la génération X) à travers lequel cette culture a été 
comprise. Nous pouvons observer ici, comme dans 
les travaux de Gwiazdzinski sur Nuit debout, les 
propriétés multiscalaires des scènes, leur capacité à se 
répliquer en motifs diversifiés qui se déploient dans 

l’espace pour gagner une cohérence globale en tant 
que phénomènes sociaux ou politiques, à différents 
niveaux de généralité. Au premier niveau de l’analyse 
de Soldani, la scène d’Austin est approchée comme un 
ensemble d’économies gestuelles qui s’activent sur le 
terrain (ground-level) de ce qu’elle nomme un « espace 
de flux et de rencontre » marqué par les mouvements 
lents et indéterminés des individus dans l’espace urbain. 
Au niveau supérieur, l’analyse révèle une génération 
qui revendique, par son laisser-aller (slackness), son 
désengagement des systèmes politiques perçus comme 
aliénants. Au sujet du film Slacker, Soldani suggère que 
« le mouvement de la caméra dérivant à travers l’espace 
des scènes révèle les multiples facettes humaines d’un 
phénomène générationnel ».

L’article de Rebecca Halliday s’intéresse à la place de 
la photographie dans le circuit de la Semaine de la 
mode (Fashion Week) qui implique de nombreuses 
villes occidentales, et illustre encore une fois que 
les dimensions visuelles des scènes fonctionnent 
à différentes échelles. Son analyse montre que 
dans le cas de cette scène, le domaine visuel peut 
être envisagé comme un champ de transactions 
constantes, impliquant la transformation des motifs 
visuels et des cadrages dans le mouvement de va-et-
vient entre rue et piste de défilé. Ici, le champ de la 
photographie de mode peut apparaitre comme une 
force d’appropriation unidirectionnelle, absorbant les 
tendances du style de rue (street style) dans les formes 

commerciales et les institutions de la photographie de 
mode. Toutefois, comme le souligne Halliday, les villes 
cherchent aussi à construire des représentations d’elles-
mêmes qui puissent contribuer à asseoir l’influence 
des créateurs de tendances issus de la rue, et ce dans 
le but de produire les signes d’un cosmopolitisme 
branché, qui les positionne comme haut lieu de la 
mode vestimentaire. Les rues et les pistes de défilé sont 
deux scènes prises dans une relation où se déploient 
authenticité et prestige, en continuelle négociation. 

Le travail de Jhessica Reia sur la scène musicale straight 
edge14 de São Paulo au Brésil invite à penser les scènes 
comme des contenants, des entités qui retiennent, à 
l’intérieur de leurs limites, l’ensemble des phénomènes 
qui structurent la vie de certains styles culturels ou de 
pratiques (lieux, formes médiatiques, rituels, styles 
visuels et positions idéologiques). Si la musique, 
dans la structure de cette scène, fournit un domaine 
d’expression relativement cohérent et partagé, les signes 
visuels contribuent à différencier plusieurs courants au 
sein de la culture straight edge, qui se manifestent par 
le choix d’accessoires et d’ornements singuliers. Plus 
largement, la gastronomie, le design, la signalisation, 
les marchandises subculturelles et l’environnement 
bâti peuvent être envisagés comme les caractéristiques 
distribuées de la scène de São Paulo—c’est-à-dire des 
objets partiels, fonctionnant pour la plupart dans le 
domaine du visuel, et par lesquels la scène acquiert sa 
stabilité infrastructurelle.
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Dans leur comparaison entre la vie des musiciens de 
Copenhague (Danemark) et de Wellington (Nouvelle-
Zélande), Kate Rochow et Geoff Stahl proposent 
ce qu’ils nomment une analyse photographique et 
cartographique, distincte de l’approche classique de 
l’ethnographie des scènes musicales. En cartographiant 
les itinéraires de plusieurs musiciens et en les invitant 
à dessiner des « cartes mentales » des lieux qu’ils 
habitent et parcourent, Rochow et Stahl dessinent 
les contours et les déploiements d’une scène, 
révélant comment elle s’ancre dans des trajectoires 
de déplacement et des imaginaires spatiaux. Inspirée 
par les travaux ethnographiques sur les « itinéraires 
musicaux » (musical pathways) dans les villes, cette 
contribution élargit la notion d’itinéraire de deux 
façons : premièrement, en considérant le mouvement 
des objets et d’autres types de matérialités (pas 
seulement humaine); et deuxièmement, en approchant 
l’itinéraire non pas comme une ligne, mais comme 
une juxtaposition complexe de rythmes. La dimension 
visuelle, dans cette analyse, repose sur l’activité 
cartographique grâce à laquelle les auteurs capturent « 
une pluralité d’expressions spatiales ».

Une des propositions originales de l’article de Steven 
Schoen réside dans sa façon de mobiliser les travaux de 
Kenneth Burke pour contribuer à ce que l’on pourrait 
appeler les études scéniques (scene studies). Dans 
l’analyse de Burke, la scène est « un terme générique 
exprimant le concept d’arrière-plan [background] 

ou de cadre [setting] de manière générale, autrement 
dit un vocable pour toute situation dans laquelle des 
agents ou des actions sont situés » (Burke, “Grammar 
of Motives” xvi ; en italique dans le texte original). À la 
suite de Burke, Schoen souligne que la scène n’est pas 
un « déjà là » de la vie urbaine qu’il suffirait d’identifier 
ou de reconnaitre; c’est plutôt l’action d’observer qui 
crée la scène et lui donne sens. Son étude de l’émission 
de téléréalité Taxicab Confessions, New York repose 
sur trois échelles d’analyse qui abordent la scène dans 
son sens théâtral : à l’échelle du taxi, où les occupants 
sont filmés par des caméras prétendument cachées; à 
l’échelle élargie de la ville, que Schoen décrit comme 
une « une scène d’expérimentation, d’excès et de 
transgression »; et au niveau des conventions de 
l’émission de téléréalité, qui met en scène des gens dits 
ordinaires, voire, sous divers aspects, grotesques. 

La scène décrite dans l’article de Katherine Yuen sur 
la Nuit Blanche de Toronto relève principalement du 
domaine visuel. Elle concerne la façon dont des œuvres 
d’art disposées dans l’espace urbain interagissent avec 
un ensemble de significations sédimentées dans divers 
sites de la ville, en venant les commenter, les compléter 
ou les sublimer. Les œuvres présentées lors de la Nuit 
Blanche sont installées, pour une nuit, dans des réseaux 
de travaux et d’espaces, tels des nœuds pris dans ce que 
l’auteur qualifie de « réseaux multidisciplinaires des 
mouvements d’art contemporain ». Les commentaires 
sur la Nuit Blanche portent souvent sur deux types 

de relations : celles qui lient les œuvres aux espaces 
dans lesquels elles sont installées, et celles qui lient les 
bâtisseurs de la scène de la Nuit Blanche au caractère 
artistique de l’évènement. La déconnexion de certaines 
œuvres par rapport au contexte dans lequel elles sont 
présentées est une critique récurrente, suggérant que 
la Nuit Blanche perdrait son objectif original de tisser 
des liens avec la communauté. L’idée que les foules qui 
déambulent sur le parcours de la Nuit Blanche puissent 
considérer leur propre sociabilité publique comme 
l’intérêt central de l’évènement est un autre sujet de 
débat. Même si les termes clés servant à décrire et à 
évaluer la Nuit Blanche empruntent au vocabulaire 
visuel, Yuen souligne l’existence d’un contre-discours 
qui s’intéresse plutôt au son et à la parole. À l’origine, 
notent les critiques, les œuvres entraient en rapport 
avec le lieu de leur exposition sous la forme d’un 
dialogue critique. Désormais, ce dialogue s’efface 
dans le bourdonnement des foules qui voient la Nuit 
Blanche comme une nouvelle occasion de déambuler 
dans les rues de manière festive. 

Le travail d’Armando Silva sur la visualité urbaine 
repose sur un projet mené depuis plusieurs années au 
sujet des imaginaires urbains, en lien avec plusieurs 
villes majeures de l’Amérique Latine et en collaboration 
avec des chercheurs de plusieurs disciplines. Avec 
à son actif la rédaction de nombreux ouvrages 
dédiés à des monographies de villes, ainsi qu’une 
contribution significative au festival d’art Documenta 

11, le projet Imaginaires Urbains (Urban Imaginaries) examine 
la place des images au sein de la culture urbaine contemporaine. 
L’imaginaire, suggère Silva, se révèle à travers l’irruption dans un 
cadre social d’images suscitant l’émerveillement. La notion de 
scène, en ce sens, n’est pas tant mobilisée pour décrire une forme 
d’appartenance collective (comme lorsque nous parlons des 
scènes musicales), mais pointe plutôt l’émergence d’une « illusion 
fantasmatique » à travers la production d’une image qui participe 
à cadrer l’expérience de la vie urbaine.

Nous sommes ravis d’inclure dans ce numéro un dossier visuel 
composé d’une sélection d’images de la photographe d’origine 
brésilienne Livia Radwanski, qui a documenté une scène de 
musique transnationale connue sous le nom de Sonidero. 
Radwanski a fréquenté la scène Sonidero durant plusieurs années, 
dans le cadre d’un projet rassemblant des chercheurs et artistes 
issus de diverses disciplines, qui a mené à plusieurs expositions 
et publications. Dans l’entrevue qui accompagne le dossier 
visuel, la photographe insiste sur la riche culture matérielle 
dans laquelle le mouvement Sonidero se déploie—technologies 
mixtes, formes marchandes diverses et tenues vestimentaires 
colorées qui font la complexité du champ visuel Sonidero. Alors 
que les formes musicales du Sonidero circulent rapidement et 
informellement à travers de multiples circuits, les objets et images 
de cette scène s’accumulent dans l’espace urbain sous la forme  
de constellations visuelles.
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Notes
1  Les traductions des textes anglais sont de l’auteur.

2 Voir par exemple Hans Belting sur la corporalité et 
l’anthropologie visuelle.

3 Pour une anthologie des méthodes en recherche visuelle, 
voir Eric Margolis et Luc Pauwels.

4 Andre Mubi Brighenti préfère s’attacher à la notion de 
visibilité, au motif que la visualité serait un équivalent 
culturaliste du sens visuel (3). Se distanciant du 
champ des études culturelles, il adopte une approche 
socioépistémologique centrée sur la notion de visibilité « en 
tant que forme de ‘visualité générale’, élucidant le fait que le 
domaine du visible s’étend au-delà du domaine du visuel, au-
delà de ce qui est perceptible par les sens » (3).  

5 Voir par exemple W.J.T. Mitchell sur « l’ordre visuel » (dans 
Boehm et Mitchell, « Pictorial Versus Iconic ») et Dominik 
Bartmanski et Jeffrey Alexander sur le « pouvoir iconique. » 

6 Voir aussi Susan Buck-Morss pour une discussion du 
projet de Benjamin sur les arcades, ainsi qu’Henrik Reeh 
pour une analyse de Kracauer en lien avec l’idée de culture 
urbaine moderne.

7 Pour une discussion critique de ces modèles, voir David 
Lyon.

8 Voir « Why art lovers are flocking to Mexico City. » The 
Telegraph, 27 octobre 2016 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
travel/destinations/central-america/mexico/articles/
mexico-city-culture-guide/, consulté le 3 janvier 2017.

9 Voir Alan Blum (« Scenes ») pour un développement de la 
discussion.

10 De l’anglais « scenes of action », aussi traduit « lieux de 
l’action ».

11 Voir « Johnny Guinn is king of Vicksburg chess scene. » The 
Vicksburg Post, 10 décembre 1966, http://m.vicksburgpost.
com/2016/12/10/johnny-guinn-is-king-of-vicksburg-chess-
scene/, consulté le 20 janvier 2017.

12 Voir par exemple les différentes études proposées par 
Bennett et Peterson.

13 Voir Shelemay pour une discussion productive de ces 
problèmes conceptuels et terminologiques.

14 Le straight edge renvoie à un mode de vie strict qui 
renonce à l’alcool et aux relations sexuelles hors mariage, 
tout en revendiquant un goût pour la musique alternative et 
les rassemblements dans des clubs en soirée.
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NUIT DEBOUT: 
PREMIÈRE APPROCHE DU RÉGIME DE VISUALITÉ D’UNE SCÈNE NOCTURNE

LUC GWIAZDZINSKI

Résumé
En 2016 le mouvement « Nuit debout » a pris possession de 
l’espace public dans de nombreuses villes françaises. Loin 
de la colonisation par la lumière et le marché, loin du repli 
sécuritaire ou du marketing événementiel des « Nuits blanches 
», la mobilisation a notamment permis de redécouvrir les 
dimensions politiques et humaines essentielles de la nuit. Une 
première approche systémique et « chronotopique » permet 
de questionner la visualité et l’invisibilité, de s’interroger sur 
le régime d’intermittence de cette « scène » nocturne, sur 
l’organisation et sur les formes de ces agencements temporaires 
connectés et sur l’intensité de ces « hypertopes », ces lieux « 
augmentés » par l’intensité des échanges - en face à face et 
à distance - et l’expérimentation in situ.  Ici et ailleurs, ces 
appropriations (ré)inventent un espace public du faire, comme 
autant de « lucioles » dans la « multitude » et d’occasions 
“d’exister la ville.”

Abstract
In 2016, the « Nuit débout » movement took over public space 
in numerous French towns and cities.  Rather than representing 
the colonization of night by light and commerce, and lacking the 
controlled security or event-marketing of “Nuit blanche”, these 
demonstrations quite remarkably allowed for a rediscovery 
of the essential human and political dimensions of the night.  
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Pouvant être blanche et noire à la fois, 
la nuit révèle l’homme et la ville dans 
leurs complexités et leurs ambiguïtés. 

Fin mars 2016 est apparu en France un 
mouvement atypique appelé « Nuit Debout 
» qui intrigue au-delà des frontières 
hexagonales. Né des manifestations contre 
le projet de loi travail de la ministre Myriam 
El Khomri- qui a servi de détonateur 
et de catalyseur -, le phénomène qui 
a pris place dans les villes françaises 
interpelle le géographe et les acteurs de 
la fabrique de la ville contemporaine.1 
Les observations, enquêtes et immersions 
effectuées depuis le début du mouvement 
en mars 2016 sur plusieurs sites dont 
Paris et Grenoble permettent d’engager 
une première réflexion sur le régime de 
visualité - comprise par Mirzoeff comme 
une construction sociale et culturellement 
informée - du mouvement en cours à 
partir d’une décomposition systémique et 
de l’observation de l’équipement matériel 
de la sociabilité, de ses objets et de ses 
manifestations dans les espaces et les temps 
de la ville.

Posture nocturne

Le nom même du mouvement Nuit Debout oblige à 
opérer un changement de regard sur la ville et la société. 
La nuit urbaine est longtemps restée un espace-temps 
peu investi par l’activité humaine. La ville semblait 
privée de la moitié de son existence, comme amputée 
de ses heures sombres (Gwiazdzinski 2016, La ville 
24h/24). Mais les temps changent. La cité revoit ses 
nycthémères et toute la société est bouleversée. 
Dans nos métropoles soumises au temps continu de 
l’économie et des réseaux, une partie de la vie sociale et 
économique reste désormais en éveil.

Avec le mouvement des places, une autre nuit s’invite 
dans l’actualité du jour. Loin de la colonisation par 
la lumière et le marché, loin du repli sécuritaire et 
du marketing événementiel des « nuits blanches », le 
mouvement permet de redécouvrir les dimensions 
politiques et humaines essentielles de la nuit. L’histoire 
montre que quand les opinions politiques font l’objet 
de poursuites, il reste la nuit pour les exprimer 
secrètement. Alors la nuit n’est plus licence, elle 
devient liberté. C’est là que les conjurés se cachent, 
que les jacqueries se fomentent, que Spartacus lève ses 
troupes, que la résistance imprime ses journaux, que 
la Movida résiste au franquisme et que chacun refait le 
monde. C’est là que Nuit Debout a choisi de s’installer 
reprenant à son compte toute la charge symbolique et 
toutes les ambiguïtés de la nuit (Figure 1). 

Fig. 1. Inscription au sol, Nuit debout Paris
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016

C’est la nuit qu’il est beau de croire en la lumière

Edmond Rostand
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Fierté

Être debout la nuit, c’est être à contre-courant, défier les 
rythmes de Dame nature et la norme sociale dominante. 
La vigilance de quelques-uns permet au reste de la 
communauté d’espérer des lendemains qui chantent. 
On peut y déceler la fierté de l’homme debout, celui qui 
se dresse et qui résiste. En contrepoint, Nuit Debout 
a ringardisé deux formes classiques de mobilisations 
et de pratiques citoyennes : le rendez-vous télévisuel 
du président de la République devant un panel de 
Français (« Dialogues citoyens avec François Hollande. 
») et les traditionnels défilés du 1er mai même si de 
nombreux militants y participent également. Ces 
deux moments ont semblé relever d’une rhétorique 
et d’une forme passées, celle de la société industrielle 
et de la modernité là où Nuit Debout a proposé autre 
chose, autrement. Même chose pour des figures 
tutélaires du paysage audiovisuel français - comme le 
philosophe Alain Finkelkraut - ou les politiques, qui 
ont tenté la rencontre ou la récupération sur la place 
de la République à Paris et ont souvent été priés d’aller 
débattre ailleurs.

Scènes et outre lieux

Nuit Debout fait date et a lieu. Le mouvement se déploie 
la nuit ou plutôt en soirée retrouvant là une temporalité 
du politique en temps de crise. Contrairement à la 
Révolution française, Nuit Debout ne fait pas table 
rase du calendrier existant. Il s’y installe et le change. 
Ici on compte en jours du mois de mars, date de début 
des manifestations. Même chose pour les lieux et les 
symboles existants comme la Place de la République 
à Paris, qui sont appropriés, customisés et détournés.

La première forme la plus visible de Nuit Debout est 
sans doute l’occupation des places publiques dans la 
capitale et en Province (Figure 2).

La seconde forme moins durable consiste en opérations 
qui se projettent ailleurs dans la ville. Le mouvement 
ne s’enferme pas sur les places, mais multiplie ces 
happenings comme devant la Société Générale le 20 
avril 2016 en réponse à l’affaire des Panama Papers.2 
À Grenoble, une cinquantaine de militants de Nuit 
Debout ont participé à l’inauguration d’une nouvelle 
agence de la Société panaméenne de développement 
pour dénoncer l’évasion fiscale de la banque française 
dans une ambiance festive avec décor de palmiers et 
déguisements de banquiers. Les manifestations et les 
occupations sont également l’occasion de tester des 
dispositifs visuels de murs de propositions, de graffitis 
et slogans aux pochoirs à la peinture biodégradable 
(Figure 3) ou au nettoyeur à haute pression sur les 
sols, voire de projections instantanées de textos sur les 
façades en soirée (Figure 4).

LUC GWIAZDZINSKI

Figure 2. Site permanent de Nuit debout Grenoble
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016

Opposite, near 
Fig. 3. Mur de propositions, Nuit debout Grenoble
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016

Opposite, near
Figure 4. Fabrique de pochoirs Nuit debout Grenoble
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016
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Il se veut multiscalaire et fractal, tentant de se déployer 
sur les places, de toutes les villes de France de la plus 
grande à la plus petite, dans les centres et les périphéries 
encore peu associées avec #banlieudebout. Avec 
#globaldebout, il cherche des relais et des connivences 
hors de l’hexagone urbi et orbi. À Paris, place de la 
République, des représentants italiens, espagnols, 
belges et allemands ont pris la parole, manière de 
mettre en scène l’aura supposée de la mobilisation 
hexagonale au-delà des frontières, de s’assurer des 
relais à l’international et de contribuer à l’hybridation 
des pratiques locales, translocales et globales in situ.

Fig. 5. Nuit debout Place commune, Paris 
Sources : photographie auteur, 2016

Les formes prises par ces dispositifs temporaires 
peuvent être décrites de différentes manières (Figure 
5). Les rassemblements constituent des territoires : « 
agencements de ressources matérielles et symboliques 
capables de structurer les conditions pratiques de 
l’existence d’un individu ou d’un collectif social et 
d’informer en retour cet individu et ce collectif sur sa 
propre identité » (Debarbieux 910) éphémères avec 
leurs limites spatiales et temporaires plus ou moins 
floues, leurs acteurs, leurs pratiques, leurs productions, 
leurs rites (Segalen), leurs représentations et leurs 
promesses. Ces « agencements », « arrangements 
et dispositions » (Deleuze et Guattari 1975), ces « 
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territorialités temporaires » (Gwiazdzinski 2016, « 
Nouvelles explorations urbaines. ») et « archipéliques 
» sont également inscrits dans des réseaux physiques 
et virtuels. Loin de l’image des territoires immuables 
et enfermés dans leurs frontières, ils se déploient sur la 
toile et leurs géographies relèvent de l’effervescence, de 
l’archipel et du réseau. En ce sens, il s’agit de lieux et de 
territoires « augmentés » par l’intensité des interactions 
et des échanges in situ et au-delà - à travers les réseaux 
sociaux numériques - et par l’expérimentation sur le 
terrain et sur la toile que les notions classiques de lieux 
et de territoires ne réussissent pas à saisir.

Chaque place semble un lieu d’articulation au Tout-
Monde (Glissant) et un point d’accueil aux idées et aux 
individus circulants, marginaux sécants et acteurs de la 
mobilité des idées et des politiques (McCann). Comme 
l’écriture d’Édouard Glissant, Nuit Debout occupe un 
cadre spatio-temporel, sans ligne de démarcation ni 
cloison (Figure 6). En ce sens, les notions de « lieu » et 
de « territoire » utilisées par les sciences du territoire 
ne sont plus satisfaisantes. La notion de « scènes » de 
William Straw parait mieux adaptée à ce mouvement 
multiscalaire que celle de territoire : associant à la 
fois un groupe de personnes qui bougent de places 
en places, les places sur lesquelles ils bougent et le 
mouvement lui-même. 

À une autre échelle, celle du site et du lieu et afin de 
qualifier les agencements chronotopiques temporaires 
émergents, nous proposons de forger deux notions. La 
première est celle « d’outre lieu », pour parler d’un lieu 
augmenté et dépassé, un lieu « au-delà du lieu », en 
lien avec des autres et des ailleurs, une sorte de « global 
microspace » (McCann) augmenté. La seconde est celle 
« d’hypertope ». Elle exprime sans doute mieux les 
caractéristiques de ce type de sites et de lieux augmentés 
: forte intensité des interactions locales et globales, 
physiques et virtuelles, dimension expérientielle et 
expérimentale, système de valeurs communes des 
acteurs, discontinuité spatiale avec l’environnement 
proche, régime temporaire intermittent et visibilité 
temporaire. 

Fig. 6. Totem, Nuit debout Grenoble
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016
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Dialogues et résonnances

Les membres de ces mouvements ne sont pas les seuls à 
la manoeuvre dans l’espace public et dans l’éprouver à 
fonctionner selon les principes de la « machine de guerre 

» (Deleuze et Guattari 1980) pour tenter de reconquérir un 
territoire de liberté, faire vivre une utopie concrète, une utopie 
du faire (Gwiazdzinski 2016, « Entre nouveaux imaginaires et 
mobilisations collectives. »). Leurs démarches sont en résonnance 
avec une mode actuelle qui valorise l’expérience corporelle 
et le sensible, en lien avec d’autres occupations de bâtiments, 
de portions de territoires et d’expérimentations « basées sur la 
discrétion, la fragilité, la simplicité, l’ouverture, le partage et la 
solidarité qui accueillent également l’incertitude structurelle 
et structurante de notre quotidien » (Gwiazdzinski et Frérot, « 
Penser le fragile et l’incertain en vue d’une société vive. »). 

Nuit Debout fait écho avec d’autres mouvements d’occupation 
des « places » à travers le monde très bien relayés par les réseaux 
sociaux et les médias : Occupy Wall Street, les Indignados espagnols 
en 2011, Athènes ou le Printemps érable du Québec. On pense 
également à l’occupation de places du Printemps arabe dès 2010 
en Tunisie, en Égypte, en Libye. On ne peut oublier les images de 
la Révolution ukrainienne sur la place de l’indépendance, celles 
de la place Taksim à Istanbul en 2013 ou de la Révolution des 
parapluies à Hong Kong. Elles s’inscrivent dans la longue histoire 
des insurrections urbaines et du « Droit à la ville » (Lefebvre 
1968) et renvoient également à d’autres formes d’occupation et 
de résistance territorialisées contemporaines comme celles qui 
ont émergé quant à certains projets d’aménagement : les Zones à 

Pluralités

Nuit Debout n’est assurément pas un parti. Face aux 
journalistes qui cherchent à leur coller une étiquette 
ou à les renvoyer à des représentations classiques les 
militants se définissent comme un mouvement, insistant 
de fait sur le processus plutôt que sur la structure et sur 
l’agilité plutôt que sur l’institutionnalisation. À celles 
et ceux qui leur demandent s’ils vont s’inscrire dans la 
politique, ils rétorquent qu’ils en font déjà et obligent 
leur interlocuteur à changer de paradigme. À celles 
et ceux qui leur demandent quelle forme de société 
ils souhaitent, ils répondent en renvoyant autour 
d’eux, à ce qu’ils expérimentent déjà sur place avec la 
gestion du site, la restauration et la cohabitation entre 
populations différentes. « The process is the message » 
pourraient-ils répondre en paraphrasant les militants 
d’Occupy Wall Street. Le mouvement associe des 
citoyens de différents horizons et pas seulement des 
jeunes gens désœuvrés comme le montre toute une 
imagerie. À Paris, une étude menée par des chercheurs 
en sciences sociales auprès de 600 personnes a plutôt 
permis de montrer la relative diversité des participants 
(Baciocchi et al.). Sur la place de la République, les 
quartiers les plus représentés sont plutôt ceux de l’Est 
parisien et 37 % des participants habitant en Ile-de-
France viennent en fait de banlieue. La majorité des 
participants est diplômée du supérieur long, alors que 
ce n’est le cas que du quart de la population française. 
On compte 16 % d’ouvriers parmi les actifs soit trois 

défendre (ZAD). C’est notamment le cas dans la lutte 
contre le projet d’aéroport à Notre-Dame-des-Landes 
(Loire-Atlantique), le barrage de Sivens (Tarn), la « 
ferme des mille vaches » à Ducrat (Somme), le Center 
Parc de Roybon en Isère (Figure 7) ou le Grand Stade 
à Lyon. 

À une autre échelle encore, on a vu se développer les 
actes de « guérilla jardinière/potagère », ces formes 
d’occupations portées par la « génération végétale » 
(Bastien et al.) comme à Grenoble avec les jardins 
d’utopie (Figure 8) sur le campus universitaire ou 
à Strasbourg où des collectifs ont installé, jardins, 
poulaillers et baraquements sur des espaces appartenant 
aux pouvoirs publics. 

NUIT DEBOUT: 
PREMIÈRE APPROCHE DU RÉGIME DE VISUALITÉ D’UNE SCÈNE NOCTURNE LUC GWIAZDZINSKI

Fig. 7. Barricades sur la ZAD de Roybon
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016 Fig. 8. Jardin d’utopie sur le campus universitaire de Grenoble

Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016
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finissent par émerger du collectif plébiscitées par 
les participants grâce à un talent d’animation et de 
synthèse ou un enthousiasme communicatif et sont 
naturellement choyées par les médias. À Nuit Debout, 
comme à la Puerta del Sol à Madrid ou à Occupy 
Wall Street à New York on parle d’autogestion et de 
démocratie sans leader. Comme les « zadistes », les 
militants revendiquent un fonctionnement horizontal, 
sans porte-parole. 

fois plus qu’à Paris. Sur tous les sites, les hommes 
constituent une majorité des participants entre 60 et 
70 % selon les soirées et ce pourcentage augmente au fil 
des heures. En termes de gouvernance, ce mouvement 
se déploie selon des modalités particulières. Il n’est pas 
pyramidal, mais horizontal sans chef assumé même 
si des figures comme l’économiste Frédéric Lordon 
en seraient les instigateurs. Au fil des nuits et malgré 
un effort permanent de rotation, des personnalités 

Codes et lisibilité

Les participants ont leurs codes vestimentaires, 
leurs pratiques et leurs rites. Le cœur du 
dispositif et son temps fort est l’Assemblée 

populaire. Tout le monde s’y retrouve pour présenter 
les avancées du jour, débattre et voter à main levée sur 
de nouveaux projets et actions pour le mouvement 
et pour le site. À Paris, l’évacuation journalière de la 
place par les forces de l’ordre et le remontage le soir 
suivant sont deux rites fédérateurs. À Grenoble où 
le campement est tenu 24h/24 - suite à un accord 
particulier avec la municipalité - c’est la traversée de la 
nuit, la surveillance du camp et l’entretien des lieux qui 
tiennent lieu de rite et sont sujet à polémiques. Dans la 
Nuit Debout on s’assoit en cercles pour parler (Figure 
9), échanger dans de nombreuses commissions aux 
noms parfois exotiques (éveil des consciences, travail, 
antispécisme, logement, monnaie locale, alimentation, 
habitat, mobilité, droit à la ville, féminismes…), mais 
aussi sur des thèmes qui renvoient à la chronophage 
organisation de la vie quotidienne : coordination, 
logistique, accueil et sérénité, communication, déchets 
ou toilettes sèches.

On s’exprime avec les mains pour dire son approbation 
ou signifier un désaccord. Il existe un vocabulaire, 
une rhétorique particulière mélange de l’air du temps 
et de l’héritage des luttes sociales d’antan comme « 
convergence des luttes ».

Entre peur et romantisme, « dangerosité » et « 
invention d’un autre monde », le regard contrasté de 
l’extérieur renforce l’identité de ces militants et de leurs 
communautés temporaires. Le mouvement intéresse 
la presse et les médias avec de nombreux articles et 
émissions au contenu oscillant entre la bienveillance 
du journal Libération et du site Mediapart, le soutien 
de l’Humanité et du Monde diplomatique et les critiques 
du Figaro pour qui « les utopistes du début ont vite été 
dépassés par les événements » (Jolly, « La face cachée de 
Nuit Debout ») et qui considère que le mouvement est 
« l’hybridation d’un baba-coolisme pseudo-soixante-
huitard et d’une racaillitude brute de décoffrage 
jouissant de l’anéantissement de ceux qu’elle jalouse 
» (Lenesley, « Nuit debout : le triomphe de la “loser 
attitude”.». Les partisans et les adversaires participent 
à la lisibilité du mouvement et l’enferment sans doute 
dans la caricature. De son côté, Nuit Debout maîtrise 
très bien sa communication. Il produit de nombreuses 
représentations (logos, affiches, pancartes, banderoles, 
etc.) qui le rendent lisible dans l’espace public et 

sur la toile. L’organisation gère sa communication 
et la mise en scène du mouvement avec une radio 
et une télévision et sur les places la commission 
communication est très active. À Paris, Nuit Debout 
a ses vedettes qui témoignent en direct sur Périscope 
tous les soirs. Le mouvement est également très actif 
sur Twitter et Facebook notamment. Paradoxe parmi 
d’autres, #nuitdebout est presque devenue une marque, 
un étendard, un mode de faire qui se décline à l’envie 
dans de nombreux milieux et disciplines. En quelques 
semaines on a vu fleurir, les @architectesdebout, 
@enseignementsdebout, @avocatsdebouts ou @
banlieuesdebout. Suprême pied de nez aux valeurs 
affichées par ce mouvement anticapitaliste, le 10 
novembre 2016, « Nuit Debout » est officiellement 
devenue une marque déposée à l’INPI. Ses propriétaires 
vont pouvoir utiliser le nom du mouvement à des fins 
commerciales. « Triste destin pour un nom qui aurait 
du rester inaltérable » (Gazette Debout, « La “ marque 
“ Nuit Debout privatisée. »). 

Esthétique de la bricole et du précaire

Ces manifestations et occupations participent 
à la production d’une esthétique particulière 
au sens d’« ensemble des caractéristiques 

qui déterminent l’apparence d’une chose, souvent 
synonyme de design ou d’aspect physique » (Wikipédia, 
« Esthétique. »). Le recyclage, le modeste, le frugal, 
sont naturellement présents quand il faut habiter le 
lieu, dormir et manger sur place avec les moyens du 
bord. Entre mobilier de récupération et disco soupe, 
une esthétique de la bricole, du temporaire et du 
fragile s’impose (Gwiazdzinski 2015). Les palettes se 
mélangent aux tentes, aux bâches des abris précaires, 
aux équipements de camping et bibliothèques libres, 
mais aussi aux graffitis, affiches et banderoles. Les 
amateurs de bons mots préféreront sans doute parler 
d’une « esthétique de la palette » pour l’opposer à une 
« esthétique de la paillette » propre à certaines formes 
de spectacles.

Cette esthétique participe sans doute au sentiment 
d’appartenance, voire à l’émergence d’une « citoyenneté 
visuelle » (Morgan), ce sentiment d’appartenance que 
confère le regard. Tous ces objets, tous ces dispositifs, 
cet équipement matériel de la sociabilité se déploient 
dans le cadre nocturne de la ville contemporaine avec 
ses bruits atténués, ses lumières artificielles, le ballet 
des phares de voitures et ses halos lumineux. La nuit 
tombe et avec elle s’installent peu un peu un climat, 

LUC GWIAZDZINSKIFig. 9. Cercles de parole, Grenoble
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016
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une « ambiance » (Augoyard), un environnement et 
un paysage nocturnes qui facilitent la libération de la 
parole, les rencontres et les échanges. 

La nuit offre un écrin particulier aux dispositifs et aux 
idées. Comme dans un théâtre l’éclairage joue un rôle 
particulier. Il met en valeur les tentes et abris précaires 
des buvettes et des stands éclairés de l’intérieur. Une 
bougie renforce parfois le cercle d’une commission au 
travail. Certains stands ont pris place sous les dispositifs 
existants, lampadaires et candélabres. La distribution 
de repas, de boissons alcoolisées, la circulation de 
substances variées, les projections de films sur les murs 
(Figure 10), l’éclairage de la scène, le bruit du groupe 
électrogène et l’odeur des grillades contribuent à la 
mise en scène du lieu et de l’événement. 

Le visiteur non impliqué hésite entre le théâtre total 
autant visuel qu’auditif où chaque détail du décor est 
important et une esthétique saturée de la fête foraine 
qui investit tous les sens et fait de nous des arnaqués 
consentants. 

Comme des papillons, nous nous dirigeons 
naturellement vers les lumières, les odeurs, les 
mégaphones ou les haut-parleurs qui amplifient les 
interventions ou les ambiances musicales souvent en 
concurrence. Cette logistique sonore déployée sur le 

site ou pendant les opérations de projection de Nuit 
Debout, influencent sans doute nos corps et nos 
comportements comme l’ont montré les travaux de Steve 
Goodman sur l’utilisation du son à des fins stratégiques, 
tactiques ou commerciales. Sans que l’on puisse ici 
parler de coercition physique et psychologique, ces 
contributions visuelles, narratives, sonores, olfactives, 
gustatives ou spectaculaires, contribuent à ce qu’Allen 
F. Roberts, qualifie de « refabulation » des espaces et 
des dynamiques territoriales. 

Comme tout mouvement politique digne de ce nom, 
Nuit Debout a également ses mythes fondateurs, ses 
batailles et ses héros blessés aux premières heures de 
la mobilisation comme à Grenoble le 31 mars. Elle a 
ses figures légendaires comme Rémi Fraisse (Figure 
11), jeune militant écologiste mortellement blessé par 
les forces de l’ordre lors d’une manifestation contre le 
projet de barrage à la ZAD de Sivens. Elle a déjà ses 
films cultes comme Merci patron de François Ruffin 
projeté en boucle ou le documentaire Demain de Cyril 
Dion et Mélanie Laurent. Des livres circulent également 
parmi les participants comme TAZ d’Hakim Bey ou les 
deux opus du Comité invisible : L’insurrection qui vient 
et À nos amis.

Glocalisation et expérimentation

Né de la contestation à propos d’un projet de loi sur 
le travail, le mouvement Nuit Debout se réunit autour 
de questions plus larges comme le développement 
durable, le logement, le partage, l’alimentation ou la « 
Françafrique » et d’expériences comme celles des Amap 
ou des monnaies locales. Il sert également de caisse 
de résonnance et de relai à des collectifs plus anciens 
œuvrant sur ces questions comme le DAL (Droit au 
logement). Ces occupations, ces actions et ces débats 
sont augmentés, amplifiés par la mobilisation croisée 
sur la toile et les réseaux sociaux, mais aussi par la 
circulation des personnes mobilisées d’un lieu à l’autre. 
Ils obligent l’extérieur à se positionner et favorisent le 
débat public en imposant également d’autres thèmes 
et questionnements. Entre « intersectionnalité » et « 
convergence des luttes », on « glocalise » en débattant 
d’ici et d’ailleurs, mais aussi en bricolant, en cultivant, 
en montant des spectacles et des performances. On 
expérimente comme par besoin de montrer in vivo sa 
cohérence : jardins, tentes, toilettes sèches, glaneurs 
pour s’approvisionner ou cuisiniers pour se sustenter 
et même poulailler.
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Fig. 10. Projections à Nuit debout Grenoble
 Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016

Figure 11. Portrait de Rémy Fraisse, Nuit debout Grenoble
Sources : photographies de l’auteur, 2016
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Fabrique (Certeau) d’espace public

Les installations de Nuit Debout sont du côté du souple, 
du mobile et du temporaire face aux aménagements et 
infrastructures plus pérennes de la ville contemporaine 
ou aux bunkers de la culture institutionnelle. Les 
occupants sont du côté du transversal, alors que 
le pyramidal et le hiérarchique restent de mise. Ils 
détournent et rusent là face à des institutions « à bout de 
souffle » (Frérot) qui craignent l’innovation. Par leurs 
appropriations, ils fabriquent une ville métaphorique 
qui résiste à la ville dominante (Gwiazdzinski 2016, 
« La ville à l’épreuve des places. »). Au moment où 
des expositions nous interpellent sur la possibilité d’ 
« habiter le campement » (Collectif 2016), alors que 
l’État peine à trouver des solutions adaptées pour 
l’accueil des migrants notamment à Calais (Figure 12), 
les occupations de Nuit Debout obligent à s’interroger 
sur les modes d’habiter, les pratiques, mais aussi les 
mots, les images, les sons, les représentations et les 
inconscients de toutes sortes qui les accompagnent 
(Lazzarotti). 

L’occupation interroge le mouvement actuel de privatisation des 
espaces publics qui touche nos cités (Figure 13). Elle incarne la 
résistance et l’affirmation de personnes et de groupes invisibles ou 
définis en termes négatifs : sans domicile fixe, travailleurs pauvres, 
migrants ou jeunes précarisés. Elle (ré)invente un espace public du 
faire qui n’a quasiment plus de réalité par l’occupation des espaces 
publics urbains et l’émergence d’un espace public politique. 
L’occupation déploie une praxis ce faire dans lequel l’autre ou les 
autres sont visés comme êtres autonomes et considérés comme 
l’agent essentiel du développement de leur propre autonomie 
(Castoriadis). Mieux, le mouvement Nuit Debout propose une 
nouvelle dimension de l’espace public comme « lieu du faire », un 
espace et un temps où tester les notions de collectif et de commun 
au sens d’Aristote comme pratique consistant à produire, par le 
fait même de vivre ensemble, une législation et des règles de vie 
s’appliquant à tous ceux qui poursuivent la même fin (Dardot  
et Laval). 

Utopies en actes, situationnisme et commun oppositionnel. 
Ces « tiers lieux » (Oldenburg) transactionnels et dialogiques 
temporaires, ces configurations « conviviales » au sens d’Ivan 
Illich semblent pouvoir renforcer « l’autonomie de chacun » et 
permettant « d’accroitre le champ d’action de chacun sur le réel 
» voire de constituer un « bien commun » (Burret et Durieux, « 
Manifeste des Tiers-Lieux. »). Par leur capacité à faire vivre le 
lieu, à expérimenter et à « faire territoire », ces appropriations 
sont des utopies en actes. En s’appropriant les espaces publics, 
en fabriquant des « communautés d’expériences » - au sens de 
John Dewey -, des territorialités ou spatialités temporaires, des « 
temps communs » et des « situations », les militants contribuent 
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Fig. 12. Habitat de fortune dans la « jungle » de Calais
Sources : photos de l’auteur, 2016

Fig. 13. Monument Place de la République
Sources : photos de l’auteur, 2016
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à leur manière à changer le monde hic et nunc. Ces « 
communautés d’affects » (Lordon) sont également la 
marque d’une nouvelle revendication au « droit à la 
ville » dans le lointain sillage d’Henri Lefebvre (Debord 
1967). Le commun qui émerge dans ces dispositifs 
d’occupation est le lien vivant entre, d’une part, une 
chose, un objet ou un lieu et, d’autre part, l’activité 
du collectif qui le prend en charge, l’entretient et le 
garde (Dardot et Laval). On peut parler de « commun 
oppositionnel » (Nicolas-Le Strat) cette expérience 
sensible, à la portée fortement émancipatrice, cette 
conception substantielle du rapport critique qui 
puise pareillement dans des affects « négatifs » et 
dans des affects « positifs », qui les conjugue pour, 
simultanément, dans le même mouvement critique, 
destituer les normes d’activité dominantes et en 
instituer de nouvelles. 

Néo-situationnisme et imaginaire

Les militants ne se contentent pas de résister et 
d’occuper. En vivant sur place, ils expérimentent in situ. 
« S’attacher à ce que l’on éprouve comme vrai. Partir de 
là » (Comité invisible 2007, 85) : la recommandation 
leur sied à merveille. Ces acteurs qui cherchent des 
solutions « ailleurs que dans les livres » (Debord 
2000) peuvent être qualifiés de « néo-situationnistes » 
(Gwiazdzinski 2013). Ils se réapproprient du réel dans 
tous les domaines avec souvent l’exigence de changer le 
monde. Ils construisent des « situations » : « Moment 
de la vie, concrètement et délibérément construit par 
l’organisation collective d’une ambiance unitaire et d’un 
jeu d’événements » (Internationale situationniste) d’où 
peuvent naître de nouveaux imaginaires. À partir de 
ces situations contre lesquelles « on se cogne » selon les 
mots de Lacan, ils cherchent à se « réapproprier le réel 
» c’est-à-dire « ce que l’on n’attendait pas » (Maldiney 
2003, 143) faisant confiance à l’épreuve des situations, 
de l’improvisation et de la sérendipité.

 Le détournement défini par la revue Internationale 
situationniste comme « intégration de productions 
actuelles ou passées des arts dans une construction 
supérieure du milieu » (Collectif 1958) est souvent 
présent. La réflexion nous renvoie naturellement aux 
« moments » d’Henri Lefebvre, au choix de résistance 
par réappropriation consciente et critique de notre 
quotidien. C’est une invitation à se réapproprier nos 

vies, à objectiver ce qui nous objective pour ouvrir 
les possibles à l’image de l’Oulipo. Enfin, s’il n’est pas 
certain que ces acteurs « changent le monde », ils « 
bouleversent la vie quotidienne » et changent la ville 
et le regard que l’on peut porter sur elle. À partir de 
ces situations, ils transforment de simples points sur la 
carte du monde en « lieux » qui « nous invitent à être » 
(Maldiney 2007). 

« La modalité de l’imaginaire étant celle du potentiel 
» (Simondon 56), ils éprouvent, ils réalisent et ils 
font, ici et maintenant. Grâce aux « arts de faire » 
(Certeau), « ruses » subtiles, tactiques de résistance, 
ils se réappropriant l’espace et l’usage à leur façon et 
fabriquent une ville métaphorique qui résiste à la ville 
dominante, « s’insinue ainsi dans le texte clair de la 
ville planifiée et lisible » (Certeau 142). À leur façon, 
ils reconnaissent l’importance de l’imaginaire, qui « 
conjugué avec l’expérience, constitue la base même de 
nos géographies, nourrit les conceptions du monde et 
influence les pratiques spatiales » (FIG, « Les territoires 
de l’imaginaire. »). Ces dispositifs et agencements 
fragiles et temporaires participent d’une construction 
de la réalité et offrent la possibilité d’un imaginaire 
alternatif (Mirzoeff) qui contrebalance la visibilité 
triomphante. 
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Laboratoire de la ville et de la citoyenneté

La démarche oblige à s’interroger sur la ville « lieu 
de maximisation des interactions » (Claval), cet 
ensemble sans lieux ni bornes où la rencontre est 
devenue difficile. L’espace public métamorphosé par 
l’occupation et l’expérimentation devient à la fois le 
lieu de croisements et de rencontre, espace de débat 
et d’affrontements, « scène » (Straw) et habitat au sens 
d’Éric Dardel pour qui « l’habiter » n’est pas seulement 
du logement, mais « un mode de connaissance du 
monde et un type de relations affectives loin d’une 
approche abstraite ou technocratique de l’espace ». 
L’espace public permet d’exister, c’est-à-dire de « faire 
l’expérience de la présence en un lieu » (Maldiney 
2007).

Ces occupations temporaires sont des laboratoires 
vivants de la complexité. La multiplication - jusqu’à 
l’overdose - des commissions (Figure 14) et des thèmes 
abordés met en évidence l’importance d’une approche 
systémique face à la gestion sectorielle classique. 

Les Nuits debout sont une école de la citoyenneté. Elles 
contribuent à faire émerger des « citoyens » au sens 
défini par Fustel de Coulanges : « On reconnaissait le 
citoyen à ce qu’il avait part au culte de la cité » (246). 
Sous réserve d’ouverture permanente à l’altérité et 
au débat, elles peuvent également contribuer à une 
revitalisation des mouvements d’éducation populaire 

hors les murs, à travers des dispositifs pédagogiques 
immersifs et réflexifs qui s’appuient sur l’expérience 
par la pratique et sur l’éprouvé de participants dans une 
logique de « territoire apprenant » (Jambes).

Entre médiatisation et mise en spectacle construites d’un 
côté, modestie et sobriété revendiquées de l’autre, Nuit 
Debout est à l’image de nos sociétés contemporaines 
et de leurs paradoxes (Barel). Elles questionnent la 
polyvalence des espaces publics et le partage des 
fonctions de jour comme de nuit. Elles interrogent 
les formes possibles de la ville malléable, réversible, 
adaptable, intermittente, une ville où les fonctions se 
succèdent sur un même lieu évitant la consommation 
d’espace. Elles poussent à l’invention et l’intelligence 
collective et plaident inconsciemment pour la mise 
en place d’un « urbanisme temporaire et temporel ». 
Nuit Debout n’est pas réductible à un lieu, un temps, un 
territoire même si son nom l’enferme dans une posture 
et un temps particulier. En ce sens, le mouvement est à 
l’image de la société contemporaine. S’il fallait trouver 
une forme, un concept, on hésiterait entre celle des 
« lucioles » de Pier Paolo Pasolini particulièrement 
bien adaptée à la nuit et à la mobilisation, celle de 
la « multitude » d’Antonio Negri et Michael Hardt : 

Figure 14. Programme journalier, Nuit debout Paris
Sources : photos de l’auteur, 2016
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ensemble de singularités conservant leurs différences 
et néanmoins capables de penser et d’agir en commun, 
celle du rhizome (Deleuze et Guattari 1980) ou celle 
de « l’intermittence » (Gwiazdzinski 2012) comme une 
forme temporelle ou un régime particulier de visualité. 

Nuit Debout est une scène politique et culturelle 
stimulante pour l’observateur. Elle nous oblige à 
adapter en permanence nos modes d’observation et 
d’analyse et à adopter une « rythmanalyse » (Lefebvre 
1992) et une « pensée du tremblement » (Joignot) seule 
capable de saisir les bouleversements en cours. Les 
défis sont nombreux et dépassent les seules questions 
d’interdisciplinarité et de transfert de notions, 
concepts et outils. À travers Nuit Debout, on observe 
un processus nécessairement complexe et mouvant 
et non un résultat. On décortique des agencements 
temporaires furtifs, des objets et dispositifs nomades, 
hybrides (Gwiazdzinski 2016, L’hybridation des 
mondes), multi- et « transterritoriaux » articulant la 
matérialité des dispositifs dans les espaces publics et 
le virtuel des réseaux. On observe des mouvements 
qui surgissent, et retournent à l’invisible, dans une 
tactique de la disparition qui ne correspond pas aux 
formes de communs répertoriées. À peine a-t-on 
identifié un agencement émergent, une forme, un 
style, une esthétique, des dispositifs et un rythme qu’ils 
s’évanouissent déjà. Visibilité et invisibilité, matérialité 
et virtualité, monde physique et monde virtuel, 

matérialité et état gazeux, constituent l’identité même 
de ce régime de visualité multiscalaire et intermittent 
particulier. 

Cette première approche limitée à l’espace matériel et 
social met en évidence l’importance des interactions 
entre acteurs et entre espaces physiques et réseaux 
sociaux numériques. Elle oblige à dépasser les approches 
dichotomiques entre espace matériel et espace virtuel 
pour une étude plus intégrée des interrelations (Hu, 
Gwiazdzinski et Wan) topographiques et topologiques 
Elle ouvre sur une réflexion plus large autour 
notamment des notions de « spatialités algorithmiques 
» (Beaude), des liens entre matériels et virtuel et des 
traces laissées dans les deux univers. Dans un monde 
liquide (Bauman), pluriel et en métamorphose, il 
nous faut en permanence distinguer et relier. C’est le 
paradigme de la complexité augmenté (Morin) par la 
toile et les réseaux sociaux numériques.

En juin 2016, le journal Le Figaro s’intéressant à la face 
émergée et visible du mouvement nous a offert une 
belle conclusion par Eugénie Bastié : « Nuit Debout 
s’est recouchée. ». Ce faisant, il a également rouvert 
le débat sur une belle interrogation : en répertoriant 
et analysant ces zones autonomes temporaires (TAZ) 
à l’articulation entre les « Utopies pirates » du 18ème 
et la « cyberculture » du 21e siècle, n’accélère-t-on 
pas le cycle de leur disparition-adaptation, visibilité-
invisibilité?
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1 Ministre du Travail, de l’Emploi, de la Formation 
professionnelle et du Dialogue social du gouvernement de 
Manuel Valls depuis le 2 septembre 2015.

2 Les Panama Papers désignent la fuite de plus de 11,5 
millions de documents confidentiels issus du cabinet 
d’avocats panaméen détaillant des informations sur des 
sociétés offshore ainsi que les noms des actionnaires de ces 
sociétés.



ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  59

EVERY (NOCTURNAL) TOURIST LEAVES A TRACE:  
URBAN TOURISM, NIGHTTIME LANDSCAPE, AND PUBLIC PLACES 
IN CIUTAT VELLA, BARCELONA

JONATHAN ROULEAU

Résumé
Cet article vise à comprendre l’importance culturelle de la vie 
et du paysage urbain nocturnes en relation avec les récents 
discours sur les dangers du tourisme à Ciutat Vella, le plus 
vieux quartier de Barcelone. Barcelone est l’une des villes les 
plus visitées en Europe. Cependant, au cours des dernières 
années, les millions de touristes qui ont visité la ville ont éveillé 
des tensions entre les citoyens, les décideurs et les visiteurs (y 
compris autour de questions liées à l’état d’ébriété en public, au 
bruit, à l’hébergement touristique illégal et au surpeuplement 
des espaces publics durant la nuit). Une documentation de 
plus en plus abondante examine dorénavant les villes comme 
des lieux clés pour le tourisme de masse national et mondial 
ainsi que la façon dont ce phénomène est lié à l’utilisation de 
la culture en tant que stratégie de promotion, régénération, et 
création des places publiques. Au cours des dernières années, 
les décideurs ont souligné les activités culturelles nocturnes 
comme un moyen d’atteindre cet objectif. Néanmoins, bien 
que de nombreuses études examinent la représentation 
symbolique et le tourisme urbain, l’économie et le tourisme 
nocturne, ainsi que la montée et les répercussions de la 
ville 24 heures sur 24, il existe encore trop peu d’études de 
cas empiriques qui s’intéressent aux relations entre « chaque 

nuit » (everynight), le tourisme ordinaire, les politiques 
nocturnes et le rétrécissement des lieux publics dans les villes 
la nuit. S’appuyant sur de vastes travaux sur le terrain, sur 
des représentations de la crise du tourisme dans les journaux 
et magazines catalans et internationaux, ainsi que sur des 
documents stratégiques municipaux, cet article est une 
contribution au domaine de la « nocturnité » (c’est-à-dire 
l’étude de la nuit) et à l’érudition des scènes urbaines. Il 
soutient que la crise touristique à Barcelone est étroitement 
liée aux voyageurs nocturnes et que la ville devrait aborder 
la nuit non seulement comme un moment de vie nocturne 
romantique, mais aussi comme une « occasion » qui crée des 
barrières pouvant déclencher des problèmes sociaux tels que 
des plaintes reliées au bruit, un embourgeoisement, ainsi que 
des zones géographiques d’exclusion.
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This article examines the cultural significance 
of nightlife in recent public discourse on the 
perils of tourism in Ciutat Vella, the oldest 

district in Barcelona. As the fourth most visited city in 
Europe, Barcelona hosted approximately eight million 
international tourists in 2016, a fact that has prompted 
tensions between citizens, policy-makers, and tourists. 
While Barcelona policy-makers had originally 
promoted its vibrant nightlife as a means of facilitating 
the city’s cultural regeneration and attracting tourists, 
the illegal rentals of flats, the noise and overcrowding 
of public places at night, and some of the unsavoury 
activities associated with drunkenness, including 
public urination, have caused considerable anxiety 
on the part of locals, neighborhood associations, 
grassroots movements, and Barcelona Mayor 
Ada Colau’s political party, Barcelona en Comú. 
Barcelona’s nightlife is integral to its tourist economy, 
though the fallout due to its excesses threatens 
the city’s livability and reputation in the minds of 
citizens and the municipal government elected  
in June 2015.

I take this fundamental tension as my point of 
departure, first tracing the history of Barcelona’s 
cultural regeneration over the last one hundred years 
in order to provide a background for contemporary 
public and political discourses on tourism and 
nightlife. I argue that Barcelona’s current crisis of 
tourism is deeply linked to its nighttime cultural scenes, 
which both contribute to a romantic construction of 
Barcelona and trigger local unrest over such issues 
as noise, gentrification, and the exclusion that marks 

certain public places.1 Following the critical tradition 
of the “Barcelona Model” by Capel, Degen, Delgado, 
and Vázquez Montalbán, my article seeks to contribute 
to urban cultural studies scholarship on contemporary 
cultural scenes and to show how highly visible touristic 
scenes produce, shape, and represent a contested city.

The Crisis of Tourism in Barcelona

[W]hoever ventures out at night will find it hard not to 
come across the following inevitable message on the 
doors of bars and clubs: “Please respect the neigh-
bours’ peace and quiet,” a completely indispensable 
request and piece of advice in a city like Barcelona 
that has such a powerfully vibrant range of culture 
and entertainment to offer. (Ajuntament de Barcelona)

At night, Barcelona is a noisy city—perhaps the loudest 
in Western Europe (Martí 9). The Ajuntament de 
Barcelona (Barcelona City Council), as noted above, 
is well aware of this fact. Barcelona is the third most 
densely populated city in Europe, a statistic that does 
not take into account the tourists who gather there, 
primarily in the old city—approximately thirty-two 
million in 2016 (Plush). In addition to showcasing a 
variety of international festivals such as Primavera 
Sound, Piknic Electronik, and Sonar, Barcelona is also 
quintessentially part of the European Mediterranean 
in the sense that it hosts numerous local fiestas that 
unwind far into the night, often in the city’s public 
areas. The places in which where these cultural events 
unfold may sometimes be conceptualized as spaces 

of “de-differentiation” (Lash ix), as one cannot easily 
distinguish the locals from the tourists. However, 
there are occasions when locals and tourists do not 
cohabitate peacefully—in moments when tourists are 
(too) visible or audible, or when they are unwelcome 
to locals and public authorities. 

On August 15, 2014, three naked Italian tourists strolled 
the seafront neighbourhood of La Barceloneta—one of 
the four neighbourhoods of Ciutat Vella (Old City)—
for three hours while Vicens Forner, a Barcelonan 
photographer, immortalized the episode.

Abstract
This article interrogates the cultural significance of nightlife 
and urban landscape in relationship to recent discourse on 
the perils of tourism in Ciutat Vella, Barcelona’s oldest district. 
Barcelona is one of the most visited cities in Europe, but in 
recent years the millions of tourists who visit the city annually 
have ignited tensions between citizens, policy-makers and 
visitors (including issues related to: public intoxication; noise; 
illegal property rental; overcrowding in public spaces at night). 
A growing body of literature has emerged that examines cities 
as key places for national and global mass-tourism and how 
this is related to the use of culture for promotion, regeneration 
and place-making strategies. Over the past few years, 
policymakers have emphasized nighttime cultural activities 
as a means for achieving this goal. Yet, while there has been 
a wide range of works that examine symbolic representation 
and urban tourism, economy and nighttime tourism, and 
the rise and consequence of the 24-hour city, there remains 
a lack of empirical case studies that emphasize the relations 
between “everynight”, ordinary tourism, nighttime policies 
and the shrinking of public places in cities at night. Drawing 
on extensive fieldwork, depictions of the crisis of tourism in 
Catalan and international newspapers and magazines, as well 
as on municipal policy documents, this paper is a contribution 
to the field of “nocturnity” (i.e., the study of the night) and 
to the scholarship on urban scenes. It argues that Barcelona’s 
tourism crisis is deeply linked to nocturnal travelers and that 
the city should address the night per se, as not only a time 
of romanticized nightlife, but also as an “occasion” that 
creates barriers which may trigger social problems like noise 
complaints, gentrification and geographies of exclusion. Fig. 1. Tourists walking naked in La Barceloneta in August 2014.
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Ada Colau (of the Barcelona en Comú party, previously 
Guanyem Barcelona) imposed a one-year moratorium 
on short-term rentals and new licenses for hotel rooms. 
Colau wished to determine the number of tourists that 
the city could actually handle, in an effort to “stop the 
city becoming Venice” (Badcock). The mayor was not 
against tourists per se, as tourism represents 15% of 
the GPD in a city where 80% of the workforce is in 
the service economy (Degen and García 1029), but 
wished to see them less clustered in the Old Town. 
Indeed, most of the tourists who visit Barcelona every 
year end up visiting and sleeping in Ciutat Vella, which 
comprises four administrative neighbourhoods: La 
Barceloneta, El Gòtic, El Raval, and Sant Pere/Santa 
Caterina/La Ribera.

In March 2016, for the first time in its history, Barcelona 
implemented a plan, led by Ada Colau, to reverse the 
growth of tourism. As a way of controlling tourists in 
the Old City, Colau’s government banned any groups 
that exceeded fifteen people from visiting Barcelona 
landmark La Boqueria Market at peaks times, to 
prevent it from losing its identity and function (Amey). 
It is now also forbidden to sublet a flat for less than 
a week; licenses for new hotel rooms in the Old City 
will not be issued and hotels that will close will not be 
replaced. This Plan Especial Urbanístico de Alojamientos 
Turísticos (PEUAT) is aimed at unclogging tourism in 
Ciutat Vella, developing tourist facilities in peripheral 
areas, and stopping gentrification. Since 2012, travelers 
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Several Catalan, Spanish, and international newspapers 
published Forner’s photo and it circulated widely in 
social media. The incident prompted popular and 
media mobilization in relation to a leitmotiv theme of 
what Donald McNeill (1) terms the “New Barcelona” 
era: the impact of tourism on the city. In the days 
following the nudists’ parade, a few hundred city 
dwellers took to the streets to demonstrate against 
what they called “binge tourism,” or turismo basura 
(junk tourism). They also protested against unlicensed 
tourist flats rented on websites such as Airbnb, and to 
oppose the creation of a touristic monoculture from 
which they felt alienated. While the nudists’ flânage 
had taken place in the middle of the day, the resulting 
protests resonated with broader concerns that, while 
not addressing nightlife exclusively, had strong 
nocturnal components. What was at stake were various 
articulations of the citizens’ “right to the city” (le droit 
à la ville), to use Lefebvre’s (121) famous phrase and, 
in particular, their “right to the night” and their “right 
to sleep.” In January 2017, thousands of Barcelonans 
strolled down La Rambla, Barcelona’s most famous 
street, to protest against gentrification and the number 
of tourists in the city. These events led to the creation 
of anti-tourism groups, such as the Assemblea de veïns 
Plataforma Resistim al Gòtic.

Tourism was a major issue in Barcelona’s 2015 
municipal election. After she was elected in June 2015 
as Barcelona’s first female mayor, the political activist 

as the use of both in promotional media—have been 
central pillars of urban renewal in Barcelona, but 
the film skillfully shows how the construction of the 
Barcelona-ness is also one of exclusion.

Focusing specifically on the crisis of tourism, filmmaker 
Eduardo Chibás’s documentary Bye Bye Barcelona 
(2014) examines the coexistence of tourists and 
residents in the city, particularly in its older quarters. 
One of the main arguments of the film is that residents 
no longer make use of certain parts of the city, such 
as the pedestrian-oriented central street La Rambla. 
Around 80% of the people who walk on La Rambla 
are tourists, and it was the filmmaker’s hope that city 
residents would succeed in taking back the street 
(Chibás Fernández). The message may well have been 
heard. In May 2016, a “Special Plan for the Rambla” was 
approved. It is aimed at reducing crowding and clutter 
and giving the promenade back to local residents. 
The City Council launched a contest for the redesign 
of the street promenade in the hope of implementing 
the project in 2019. Like The Venice Syndrome (2012) 
and Welcome Goodbye (2014), two documentaries 
that examine the impact of mass tourism on Venice 
and Berlin, respectively, Bye Bye Barcelona does not 
argue for a non-tourist city, but rather proposes ways 
of achieving a more sustainable approach to tourism. 
Indeed, Chibás Fernández would like to see tourists 
visiting places other than Barcelona’s most famous 
landmarks, and has expressed the wish that Barcelona 

promote itself differently, notably by publicizing and 
respecting the everyday life of its residents. 

In the same vein, playwright Marc Caellas’ theatrical 
work Guiris Go Home (2015)—“guiris” being a 
derogatory Spanish term for tourists—deployed, as 
characters, artists who cooked paella for those in the 
audience, or others, impersonating tourists, who talked 
loudly on their phones or went to the restrooms during 
performances. If these works by Fernández and Caellas 
differ in their form and approach—the former strives 
for a paradigm shift in the ways in which Barcelona 
attracts tourists, while the latter uses irony to depict 
what is perceived to be the deplorable state of tourism 
in the city—they both offer an imagined monolithic 
construction of the average tourist. Here, the tourist 
is more often than not depicted in caricatural terms, a 
view that has become, for better or worse, a dominant 
perspective in present-day Barcelona.

Before turning to the most problematic scenes of 
tourism in Barcelona, I will briefly trace the ways in 
which culture, in both its tangible and intangible forms, 
has been mobilized for urban regeneration. On the 
one hand, design and architecture have traditionally 
been used as vectors of change and mobilization in 
Barcelona, an approach that culminated in the 1992 
Olympic Games project. On the other hand, marketing 
and place-making strategies have served the purpose 
of creating an urban imaginary, a symbolic Barcelona-

ness to which tourists are attracted. Present-day 
Barcelona, as a major tourist hub, is the result of rapid 
and drastic changes that have taken place, for the most 
part, in the last thirty years. We must go back even 
further, however, to understand the rich, productive, 
and transformative character of planning in the city.

Urban Planning, the “Roaring Twenties,” and Noctur-
nal Life

In the mid-19th century the walls that surrounded 
Barcelona were dismantled. Catalan civic engineer 
Ildefons Cerdà—arguably the founder of urban 

planning as a profession, whose main ideas were 
articulated in the 1859 El Pla Cerdà—led a major urban 
renewal plan by widening the city through the creation 
of an “extension”: the L’Eixample neighbourhood 
(Aibar and E. Bijker; Fraser; Soria y Puig; Ward). The 
objective was to link the Old City to the surrounding 
villages. This grid-like neighbourhood, unusual for 
Barcelona, was constructed with large, magnificent 
Hausmannian boulevards. The buildings of L’Eixample, 
no higher than three storeys and equipped with green 
spaces, became the residences for an elite Catalonian 
bourgeoisie (Marshall).
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who stay overnight in Barcelona pay a “tourist tax” that 
is mainly collected from hotels, hostels, and tourist 
homes, as well as from the cruise ships visiting what 
is now the busiest touristic port of the Mediterranean. 
City Councillor Gala Pin argued that the money 
could be used to offset the costs of tourism, “not only 
in terms of infrastructure, cleaning and security but 
also in terms of the floating population that is causing 
the indirect expulsion of local people” (LaGrave). 
In January 2017, Colau’s presented the ambitious 
“Strategic Plan for Tourism 2020,” a lengthy document 
that is mostly aimed at controlling tourism and making 
Barcelona less of a cheap destination for tourists. 

These various policy measures might seem to be 
novel, but artists have already taken up (and shed light 
on) Barcelona’s tourism crisis. Alejandro González 
Iñárritu’s 2010 film Biutiful shows how multiple 
voices and bodies are unheard and invisible in the 
mainstream discourse on beautiful, touristic, and 
modernista Barcelona. In an insightful analysis of the 
film, Benjamin Fraser, drawing upon urban theorist 
Manuel Delgado, underlines the film’s alternative story 
of Barcelona, “that is, the drab, grimy city full of labour 
inequality, the collusion of police with multinationals, 
the reality of sickness (cancer) and the lack of real 
possibilities for the immigrants who come from 
abroad hoping to make a better life for themselves and 
for their families” (20). A curated version of Catalan 
identity and the city’s stunning architecture—as well 
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In the 1920s, Barcelona entered its own “Roaring 
Twenties,” a decade marked here, as in other cities 
of the West, by the development of a rich nightlife 
in which jazz music was prominent. In his book Jazz 
Age Barcelona, Robert A. Davidson has revisited the 
numerous articles on the Barcelona night published 
in the Catalan journal Mirador (1929-1937). In 
particular, Sebastià Gasch, a Catalan art critic (and 
later author of the 1957 Barcelona de Nit: El Món 
de l’Espectacle [Barcelona by Night: The World of 
Spectacle]) offered accounts of nighttime concerts 
and performances alongside sketches of the city’s 
most marginal neighborhoods, such as Barrio Chino 
(Chinatown).2 Sometimes referred to as a red-light 
district and commonly compared to the bohemian 
scenes of Harlem, Montmartre, or Soho, the southern 
tip of the neighbourhood of El Raval acquired an 
image involving drug abuse, prostitution, and crime. 
Barrio Chino, whose golden age took place in the 1920s, 
was portrayed in various media forms as a mostly 
male-patronized hub for vice. As McDonogh reminds 
us, while the quarter was comprised of several types 
of establishments (concert venues, neighbourhood 
and special interests bars or clubs, and establishments 
linked to prostitution), it was usually the “prostitution 
bars” that drew the most attention. These bars not 
only provided the material with which both local 
and foreign writers, photographers, and filmmakers 
(such as Georges Bataille, Joan Colom, Jean Genet, 
Ignacio Gil) constructed a romantic representation 
of Barcelona’s nighttime cultural scenes; they were 

In the late-19th century, like many other Western 
cities, Barcelona went through a phase in which 
urban development and industrialization flourished. 
In a context of relative political stability and wealth, 
the bourgeoisie started promoting and underwriting 
Catalan identity through arts and architecture 
(Marshall). The Barcelona World’s Fair in 1888 marked 
the beginning of a cultural movement that had deep 
Catalan roots: Modernista (Catalan Art Nouveau). The 
period between 1888 and 1910—commencing with 
the building of Domènech i Montaner’s café for the 
World’s Fair—witnessed the creation of the city’s most 
prominent buildings, parks, and places (Casa Batlló, 
Casa Milà, Hospital de Sant Pau, Palau de la Música 
Catalana, and Park Güell). Noucentisme, an artistic 
movement aimed at reviving Catalan’s classical past, 
began to replace Modernista in the 1910s, the reasons 
being twofold. The first of these were the criticisms 
of the aesthetic exuberances of Modernista, as voiced 
by Charles Voysey, an Arts and Crafts architect. He 
argued against what he perceived to be the “simplicity” 
of Catalan Art Nouveau, that is “the work of a lot of 
imitators with nothing but mad eccentricity as a 
guide” (Mackay 53). A second criticism was directed 
at the anti-academic roots of Modernista and the 
accusation, by an ascendant bourgeois class, that it 
was too progressive. Indeed, bourgeois nationalists 
who rose to prominence in the early-20th century 
sought new cultural forms with which to assert their 
power and identity, and found these in the aesthetics 
of Noucentisme.

The “Roaring Twenties” culminated with the Barcelona 
World’s Fair of 1929. This was marked as a Spanish 
event, unlike the 1888 Barcelona Fair, which had 
been marketed as Catalan in character. Among its 
many effects, the 1929 Fair was a turning point in the 
electrification of Barcelona. As Hochadel and Nieto-
Galan note:

[T]he spread of electric lighting altered Barcelona’s 
cityscape and reshaped the everyday life of its citi-
zens. The nocturnal city became a new “site,” full 
of life, overcoming the routines dictated by natural 
light: from the “electric” night parties at the 1888 Ex-
hibition, to the new facilities at the operating rooms 
of the clinics, and the electrical lights at the fun parks. 
The sophisticated display of lights and colours at the 
1929 Exhibition was widely considered a triumph of 
electricity in the city. (15)

Electricity played a strong role in the transformation 
of urban landscape and it had a profound effect on 
the city dwellers’ routines, although these changes are 
beyond the scope of this article. While technological 
change shaped modern Barcelona, so, too, did the 
political situation and the dark age of the Franco era. 

Following the conclusion of the Spanish Civil War 
in 1939, General Franco held power until his death 
in 1975. Throughout these years, Catalonia, defeated 
during the Civil War, was considered an enemy of the 
state and Barcelona’s infrastructures were left for the 

most part unattended. The city was denied any right 
to celebrate and foster its distinct Catalan identity. As 
Degen notes, “[d]uring Franco’s era public investment 
within Barcelona’s city centre had been deliberately 
neglected as a way of punishing a city that had been 
the bastion of the republican and anarchist movements 
during the Civil War (132). Then, in the late 1950s, 
Spain promoted desarrollismo (developmentalism) 
by opening its borders to foreign tourists within an 
atmosphere of liberalization and laissez-faire (García 
and Claver 114). Those who benefitted most from 
these policies were real estate developers, who were 
allowed to build cheap, poorly constructed hotels and 
residential buildings in the inner city. However, as 
the tourists visiting Catalonia were mostly interested 
in its sunny beaches, few of them would actually 
visit Barcelona, which was the case until the 1980s  
and 1990s. 

Post-Industrialism, the “Barcelona Model,” and the 
Aestheticization of Public Places

Barcelona, like many other Western cities, was severely 
affected by the decline of its manufacture sector. 
Between 1960 and 1985, the city lost 42% of its jobs 
in manufacturing and 69% of those in construction 
(McNeill 94). The response to this crisis was to be 
found in post-industrialism, that is, the rise of a 
knowledge and service economy and the embracing by 
cities of policies of cultural development (Degen and 

García). Within these doctrines, urban cores assume 
new primacy relative to larger metropolitan areas and 
cities compete against each other in the attraction of 
tourists through the provision of cultural amenities. 
Since the late 1990s, Barcelona has made use of culture 
in a broad, encompassing way within its plans for 
economic development.

When the Catalan Socialist Party (PSC) was elected 
as the municipal government in Barcelona in 1979, 
it privileged small interventions in public spaces, 
parks, and streets in collaboration with the Federació 
d’Associacions de Veïns de Barcelona (neighbourhood 
associations) and other grassroots movements whose 
origins can be traced back to the Franco era. It was 
not until the 1992 Olympics project, however, that 
Barcelona’s transition to a post-industrial city gathered 
momentum, as the city became a major tourist 
destination. This transition was led by a charismatic 
mayor, Pasqual Maragall i Mira, grandson of the 
renowned poet Joan Maragall. During his period in 
office, from 1982 to 1997, Maragall initiated and 
managed Barcelona’s most colossal revitalization 
project since the creation of l’Exaimple. The “Barcelona 
Model” (Fancelli) would become a celebrated version 
of urban policy and planning widely appropriated in 
the Western world, particularly in the United Kingdom 
(Balibrea). It was born in 1986, when Barcelona was 
designated as host of the Olympics Games of 1992 and 
the Old City was declared an Àrea de Rehabilitació 
Integral (Integral Rehabilitation Area). This model also 
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also used by local residents within processes of social 
distinction. Underlining the gendered character of 
these spaces, Gary McDonogh notes:

“Spatializing” immorality allows others to differenti-
ate themselves as virtuous by location and behaviour 
as space and virtue reinforce each other while inti-
mately dividing social worlds. Good Barcelona men 
relax in good bars in good neighbourhoods, possi-
bly with good women (who might also stay at home). 
(265)

Nevertheless, “bad bars” could benefit from a reputation 
that was perceived by some artists and writers as more 
authentic, and as providing an aura that could foster 
their creativity. Such “tourists of the marginal” (Ramon 
Resina 105) as Sebastià Gasch and his artist friend Joan 
Miró would often venture to the alternative bars of La 
Barceloneta—then a fishermen’s neighbourhood—
and Barrio Chino. As Robert Davidson notes, their 
randonnées were motivated by a search for difference 
and alterity in the outskirts and edgier areas of town. 
Their passage from “salon to tavern” was a means 
of finding inspiration in the crude, anti-bourgeois 
kitsch of the latter (109-13). Their gritty nocturnal 
journeys clashed with the up-and-coming modernista 
metropolis that had been crafted since the 1888 
World’s Fair. Representations of the El Raval district 
and Barrio Chino in the 1920s depicted the area as 
edgy and dangerous, a vision that persisted until the 
urban renewal movements of the 1980s and the 1990s.3 
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The mandate for the planning of the Olympic Village 
was awarded to the firm MBMP (Martorell Bohigas 
Mackay Puigdomenech). Bohigas, a local starchitect, 
had been director of planning for the Barcelona City 
Council during the period 1980-1984, and his key ideas 
were laid out in his 1983 essay “Per una Altra Urbanitat” 
(“A Different Urbanism”) and 1985 book Reconstrucció 
de Barcelona (Reconstruction of Barcelona). Unlike 
many other Olympic projects, Barcelona’s is often seen 
as a success story. In 1990, the city won the Prince of 
Wales Prize given by Harvard University, and in 1999 
it was awarded The Royal Gold Medal for Architecture, 
the first time that prize had been granted to a place 
and not to an architect. If economic accumulation 
was not the main motivation behind the Barcelona 
Model, its implementation nevertheless stimulated 
the city’s economy by attracting tourists to the city. 
In particular, the redevelopment of the old port into 
the Maremagnum project and the revitalization of 
the seafront made these sites into major attractions 
for tourists seeking to experience a Mediterranean  
way of life.

The Touristic Scene(s) of Barcelona

We may approach Barcelona’s current status in relation 
to its various “scenes,” as theorized by Alan Blum 
(164-188). Blum argues that a scene is defined by the 
visible and shared public co-intimacy between locals 

had roots in the 1985 beautification campaign, led by 
the City Council, known as Barcelona Posa’t Guapa 
(Barcelona Make Yourself Beautiful) (McNeil 14). 

The Olympic Games of 1992 shaped, accomplished, 
and represented to the world the transition to the 
“New Barcelona.” The games provided Barcelona with 
the resources, both local and national, that Maragall 
needed to carry out the project. The entrepreneurial 
mayor focused on two major policy components: 
urban infrastructure, through the revitalization and 
preservation of historic buildings in the city centre, and 
administration of the games themselves. With respect 
to the former, architecture and the “monumentalization 
of the periphery” (Degen et García 1027) were used 
a means of giving back the city to its citizens and 
encouraging social cohesion. Politically, Maragall had 
always been more interested in crafting a Barcelonan 
identity and encouraging democratic citizen 
participation than he was with questions of class and 
ideology (McNeil 76). The political doctrine that came 
to be known as Maragallisme used the Olympics as a 
means for promoting Catalan identity and building a 
strong international image for the city and its region. 
If some people feared that the Olympic Games would 
be used to culturally “de-catalanize” Barcelona and 
Catalonia (McNeil 75), their fears were not realized. 
Catalan was one of the games’ four official languages, 
and the marketing of the Olympics placed great 
emphasis on Catalan identity. 

of tourists. Barcelona has joined other cities in 
recognizing the importance of its nighttime economy, 
a phenomena defined by Brabazon and Mallinder 
as “the appropriation of night-time urban spaces by 
the leisure and entertainment industries” (168). The 
development of a nighttime economy has become 
one of the key components of post-industrialist 
discourse on the organization of urban economies 
around culture and leisure. Nevertheless if Barcelona 
has a thriving nightlife scene, it is not a 24-hour city 
per se (where the distinction between day and night is 
blurred); rather, nighttime is intimately tied to leisure 
and entertainment, in other words, to the consumption 
of a certain type of culture. This embracing of the 
nighttime economy by the City Council has raised a 
number of issues. Instead of generating the diversity 
and vitality described in the above quotation, 
commercialized nightlife produces spatial segregation 
in the ways in which it excludes those who do not 
have the means (or desire) to participate in a rowdy 
sociability tied to the consumption of alcohol. The 
restriction of entertainment options described by 
Brabazon and Mallinder as increasingly characteristic 
of post-industrial cities has particular applicability  
to Barcelona:

Concerns with regulation serve to emphasize the 
extent to which the perception of night-time econo-
mies have become synonymous with social manage-
ment and the degree to which these economies, 
once a seeming panacea for the revitalization of 
moribund post industrial and post-colonial centres, 
are now symptomatic of an alcohol fuelled monocul-
ture. (Brabazon and Mallinder 167-8)

The most problematic dimensions of Barcelona’s 
nighttime economy are visible in its waterfront scenes. 

Waterfront scenes

The opening of the city to the sea was a key component 
of Maragallisme (Nello 41). Barcelona, like many 
other coastal cities, has placed great emphasis on 
the redevelopment of its waterfront, a key focus of 
the international discourse on creative cities since 
the 1990s (Carta and Ronsivalle). In La Barceloneta, 
a 1.3km2 triangular enclave and the youngest of the 
four districts of the Old City, the urban revitalization 
undertaken as part of the Olympics Project involved 
the removal of train tracks, the sanitizing of water and 
sand along the 2.2km of beach, and the revitalization 
of the beachfront promenade. These transformations 
were undertaken with an emphasis on the production 
and consumption of art and design. 
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and strangers, most often tourists. In their visibility 
and theatricality, scenes become a key feature of urban 
experience. This is the scene described by Barcelona’s 
city government as it seeks to offer a highly evocative 
representation of its night: 

Barcelona at its most multifaceted and intense un-
furls at night, the time for theatre, drinks with friends, 
music and dancing. This is when the Catalan capi-
tal’s most risqué, hidden-away and discrete spots 
open up, where the day lengthens and the nightlife 
bursts out: this is where the city at its most eclectic 
and select and where lovers of opera, grand settings, 
ground-breaking small-format theatre, cabaret, beer, 
wine, gin and tonic and exclusive cocktails, the old 
dance halls and the latest discos all come alive. 
(Ajuntament de Barcelona)

This description interweaves, in romantic fashion, the 
visible and hidden aspects of Barcelona’s nighttime 
scenes in order to paint the night as a time of 
infinite possibilities. Tourism brochures and media 
representations of Barcelona (including films such as 
Woody Allen’s Vicky Cristina Barcelona (2008), Whit 
Stillman’s Barcelona (1994), and Pedro Almódovar’s All 
About My Mother (1999)) celebrate the city’s nightlife 
by aestheticizing it. The promotion of nighttime 
entertainment and leisure has become central to 
urban policy because it is perceived as giving cities a 
comparative advantage over others in the attraction 

Fig. 2. The neighbourhood of La Barceloneta.
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Rebecca Horn’s L’Estel Ferit (the Wounded Shooting 
Star), Frank Gehry’s Peix (the Fish), and the Arts and 
MAPFRE Towers (the two tallest buildings in the 
city) are among the most famous landmarks used to 
aestheticize this area. In an often-unacknowledged 
way, Horn’s sculpture—sometimes dubbed Homage to 
Barceloneta—was:

designed to commemorate the lost, rusted beach 
restaurants, the landscape that had developed over 
generations before the sudden shock of demolition 
and their replacement by new white sand and new 
palms (non-native, but expected by visitors). (Eaude 
285; original emphasis)

The Catalan character of this scene is obvious, as 
it is constituted by restaurants that offer regional 
cuisine and includes a few bars patronized mostly by 
locals. However, the heart of La Barceloneta’s night 
is usually not associated with this portion of the 
neighbourhood. The second cultural scene gravitates 
towards discotheques in the north-eastern part of the 
neighbourhood. These clubs are largely frequented 

by tourists and are usually accessed through the 
beachfront promenade (Catwalk, CDLC, Opium, 
Shôko, Sotavento). Some of these close at 6am and are 
major venues on the international DJ circuit. 

The club scene in La Barceloneta targets young people 
and students by offering them an alcohol-fuelled culture. 
The issues that have come to surround this scene are 

not principally related to people actually partying in 
clubs, as the latter are quite isolated from the residential 
area of La Barceloneta. Problems arise, however, when 
patrons leave the bars and noisy crowds spill over into 
the streets (and flats) of the residential part of the 
neighbourhood.4 This creates what Luc Gwiazdzinski 
has called a citoyenneté discontinue (discontinuous 
citizenship) (197) in the neighbourhood, as residents 
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Fig. 3. Rebecca Horn’s L’Estel Ferit.The neighbourhood has now become a passage obligé 
for tourists in search of a Mediterranean experience, 
but these visible landmarks are all central among its 
attractions. This is the Barcelona highlighted in so 
many of the images promoting tourism. In the past 
fifteen years, La Barceloneta has also become an 
international centre for nightlife, largely as a result of 
its lively discotheque scene. 

La Barceloneta has one of the most active club scenes 
in Spain. The neighbourhood is comprised of two 
distinct but interrelated nighttime cultural scenes. 
These gravitate towards different types of cultural 
experience and are relatively isolated from each 
other geographically, but they often involve the same 
participants. One of these is the restaurant and bar 
scene of the residential part of La Barceloneta.

 

Fig. 4. La Barceloneta. Fig. 5. The CDLC Club, the ARTS and MAPFRE 
Towers, and Gehry’s Peix. 
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feel they are losing their right to the city, to the night, 
and to sleep. In Gwiazdzinski’s terms, the nighttime 
tourist scene exacerbates the tension between la ville 
qui dort (the city that sleeps) and la ville qui s’amuse 
(the city that plays) (130). Tourists not only navigate 
along the traditional routes and spaces crafted for 
them by the city, but they also structure and shape both 
space and time through their itineraries. They follow 
a circuit from beach (day) to restaurants (evening) to 
bars (evening/night) to discotheques (night) to public 
places (night). These places, as McDonogh suggests in 
his study of Barcelona’s bars, “become public markers 
in the description and control of zones of vice” (264). 

The deeper we get into the night, the more problems 
emerge, notably in relation to the use and appropriation 
of public spaces. By day, public places in La Barceloneta 
are invested by locals, families, and tourists. Indeed, 
one can find plenty of stores that are aimed at different 
types of consumers, but these represent the same 
variety one would find in Kuta, Bali, or Cancún, 
Mexico. As Ada Colau has claimed, the area is being 
transformed into a “theme park” (Hancox), one that 
may, in Vázquez Montalbán’s critical diagnosis, be 
understood as a “simulacra” of Barcelona-ness. At 
night, these same public spaces lose a portion of their 
public-ness, though the pertinence of that notion 
itself is challenged by the ways in which these spaces 
encourage (or demand) various forms of consumption. 
The further one goes into the night, the narrower the 

cultural experiences offered by the city becomes, and 
the area turns into a space of exclusion because the 
public spaces are often patronized by young males 
who drink until the public transit system opens again. 
Locals, especially women, may not feel safe in certain 
of Barcelona’s public spaces. 

The tensions surrounding nightlife in Barcelona’s 
waterfront district are not limited to those between 
club-goers and the residents of surrounding 
neighbourhoods. They also extend to exclusionary 
practices that mark entrance to discotheques and 
other sites of nighttime entertainment. In 2002, after a 
night out at the Maremagnum disco complex, a young 
immigrant from Ecuador was beaten up and thrown 
into the sea, where he later drowned. The murder was 
the climax of the various racial tensions that had been 
recurrent in discotheques, notably the exclusion of Black 
and Roma people. The Ajuntament closed the clubs of 
the Maremagnum in 2004. Today, only one bar—La 
Sureña—is located in the Maremagnum complex and 
it closes at 12am. As part of the atNight project, Mar 
Santamaria Varas, Pablo Martínez Diez and Jordi Bari 
Corberó produced a map showing differences in the 
investment of Barcelona’s public space during night 
and day.  The club scene is in the upper-right corner 
of this map; the W hotel is at the bottom-left. A second 
map shows the routes that taxis use during the day and 
at night in La Baceloneta. These taxi routes present a 
part of the nighttime flow of La Barceloneta. Although 

both day and night rides circulate along main axes, the 
W Hotel scene and that which gravitates toward the 
main nightclubs draw the most taxis at night. At night, 
these scenes become archipels nocturnes (nocturnal 
archipelagos), in the sense that cultural options and 
the people who consume them are more homogeneous 
(Gwiazdzinski 159). As the map above demonstrates, 
cultural consumers of the night are more aggregated 
and visible in specific places. Different people invest 
in different places at different times, and the type of 
activities in which they participate also have a temporal 
dimension. The overcrowding of (noisy) people in 
public spaces also has a seasonal dimension that could 
be worth examining, as the phenomenon of archipels 
nocturnes is exacerbated in the summer.

Conclusion

During the high season (June to August), 
Barcelona’s nighttime cultural scenes are a key 
component of its tourism industry. Arguably, 

however, the city’s nighttime cultural identity is less well-
defined than those of Berlin and London (with their 
club-based music scenes). In Barcelona, the nocturnal 
economy may be seen as a nighttime extension of the 
Mediterranean ethos of “sun, sea, sangria,” of a never-
ending fiesta. Interestingly, Barcelona does not have 
the most permissive nighttime culture in Europe; in 
many neighbourhoods, although it is legal to open new 
bars (which can close at 3am), it is illegal to establish 
a discotheque (which can close at 6am). At the same 
time, the city is engaged in deregulating its nightlife 
in other respects. Thus, since April 2016, any bar, café, 
or restaurant can now host concerts. The new policy 
is aimed at encouraging emergent musicians and at 
stopping the proliferation of illegal music venues. It is 
also part of a larger plan to decentralize the cultural 
scenes in the city. Finally, in response to the expressed 
desire of citizens to reclaim public spaces, the City 
Council announced in 2016 that it would create citizen 
areas in which only residents would be able to drive 
automobiles. A trial plan would be implemented 
in L’Eixample and then expanded to other areas  
of the city.

Barcelona has a deep and rich history of critical 
social movements, many of which emerged during 
Franquismo, which provided a clear target for 
opposition. These movements have criticized the 
Barcelona model for a long time, as have scholars such 
as Horacio Capel and Manuel Delgado. Historically, 
neighborhood movements have tended to be tied to 
their own community rather than to a specific political 
party. In her transformation from housing rights 
activist to mayor, Colau challenged this traditional 
version. BComú’s “feminized democracy and politics” 
are generally well received because they shed new 
light on urban problems. For example, in 2016 the 
political party created the Department of Life Cycles, 
Feminisms, and LGBTI, whose goal is to develop 
working groups, reports, and campaigns aimed at 
fighting sexist discrimination and violence as well as 
tackling problems such as the feminization of poverty. 
Still requiring further study are issues related to tourism 
and their effects on cultural scenes in the city, which 
remain overlooked in the “Strategic Plan for Tourism 
2020.” While the anti-tourism groups received the 
Plan positively, others fear that this will create more 
illegality in the room-rental sector and that this “war 
on tourism” will negatively affect Barcelona’s economy. 
With 2017 as the United Nations International 
Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development, it 
will be necessary to examine these policies as their  
impacts unfold.
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Notes
1 In 2015, I spent four months doing fieldwork in Barcelona 
(April to July). However, I started doing research on the 
crisis of tourism earlier, as I became interested in the topic 
during a one-month visit to Barcelona in August 2014, 
having witnessing firsthand the protests that followed the 
naked tourists events in La Barceloneta. 

2 The term Chinatown has nothing to do with the presence 
of a an Asian population; this quarter was labeled as such 
in the 1920s by Francisco Madrid, editor of El Escándalo, 
who drew a romantic analogy between Barrio Chino and 
Chinatowns in the world.

3 As McNeill notes, “By the mid-1970s, the district was 
in a state of terminal decline. Hard drugs, prostitution, 
organised crime and appalling housing conditions were 
the reality behind the bohemian reputation” (33). In the 
past few decades, however, the City Council has led many 
social renewal actions that have often materialized in urban 
regeneration initiatives. Examples include the Rambla 
del Raval, which grew from the demolition of five city 
blocks and more than fifty tenement buildings, the Cat 
by Fernando Botero (located on the Rambla del Raval), 
the Filmoteca (a cinematheque), the Contemporary Art 
Museum of Barcelona (MACBA), and the Centre de Cultura 
Contemporània de Barcelona.

4 Cap pis turistic (no tourist flats): the barrio’s blue and 
yellow flag often bears this slogan.
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THE PERFORMANCE OF THE AUSTIN INDIE SCENE IN SLACKER:  
FROM THE BODY OF A SCENE TO THE BODY OF A GENERATION

MARIA TERESA SOLDANI 

Résumé
Slacker (1991) de Richard Linklater est considéré comme 
un jalon d’une importance clé dans le cinéma indépendant 
américain (King, 2005). Le film en entier a été tourné à 
Austin au Texas, principalement dans le voisinage de la 
Drag. La narration de 24 heures de la vie urbaine possède 
des caractéristiques particulières : un scénario conçu comme 
une « feuille de route », sans personnages principaux ou 
moments charnières; des membres de l’équipe de mise en 
scène et de tournage comme acteurs non professionnels; de la 
musique d’Austin. Cet article explore la représentation unique 
de Slacker de la scène indépendante locale et de quelle façon 
sa performance collective est devenue emblématique d’un 
phénomène générationnel, en mettant l’accent non plus sur 
l’espace (Austin), mais sur le temps (Génération X).

Abstract
Slacker (1991) by Richard Linklater is considered a milestone 
in American independent cinema (King). The film is entirely 
shot on location in Austin, Texas, mainly in the area of the 
Drag. Its 24-hour narration of city life has specific features: 
a script conceived as a “Roadmap,” with no main characters 
or turning points; members of the scene and film crew as 
non-professional actors; and local Austin music. This article 
explores Slacker’s unique representation of the local indie scene 
and how its collective performance became emblematic of a 
generational phenomenon, thus shifting the culture discourse’s 
emphasis from space (Austin) to time (Generation X). 

DOI : http://dx.doi.org/10.17742/IMAGE.VOS.7-2.4

Slacker (1990/1991) is Richard Linklater’s second 
feature film, following his undistributed debut 
It’s Impossible to Learn to Plow by Reading Books 

(1988). It was shot on location in Austin, Texas between 
1989 and 1990 and picked up for distribution by Orion 
Classics in 1991 after several independent showings in 
the US. Geoff King considers the movie a milestone in 
the history of American indie film (21) and names it 
one of the most successful low-budget productions of 
all time (14). In his history of American independent 
cinema, Emanuel Levy speaks of Linklater and Slacker 
in relation to regional filmmaking, highlighting the 
importance of locality as a foundational dimension of 
indie film culture (172-176). Slacker was released the 
same year as the breakthrough novel Generation X: Tales 
for an Accelerated Culture (1991) by Canadian writer 
Douglas Coupland. Subsequently, the mainstream 
media began to talk about the post-baby-boomer 
“twenty-something” generation portrayed in the film 
and novel, grouping together Slacker, Generation X, 
and grunge music (especially Nirvana) as works by/
from/on “Generation X.” Film scholar Peter Hanson 
grouped Slacker within the category of the “Cinema of 
Generation X” (62-63), his label for certain new films 
produced in the late 1980s and 1990s, such as Kevin 
Smith’s Clerks (1994), Ben Stiller’s Reality Bites (1994), 
and David Fincher’s Fight Club (1999). He argued: 

Gen-X filmmakers are those directors born between 
1961 and 1971, a ten-year period that falls well within 
the range given by sociologists seeking to identify 
when Generation X was born. While ten years of birth 
can’t encompass an entire generation, the filmmak-
ers in these years were exposed to key social, po-
litical, and cultural factors. Therefore, their collective 
body of work can be analyzed as a reaction to those 
forces that shaped their generation as a whole (5).

In the 1980s independent music scenes associated 
with alternative rock culture flourished in the US (see 
Straw “Systems of Articulation;” Kruse), producing a 
phenomenon that the journalist Michael Azerrad later 
called “the American indie underground 1981-1991.” 
During those years, a prolific independent scene took 
shape in Austin, involving such bands as Glass Eyes, Ed 
Hall, Zeitgeist, and Dharma Bums, who steadily played 
in urban venues and produced DIY records. Moreover, 
many musicians moved to Austin, such as the band 
Butthole Surfers and the songwriter Daniel Johnston. 
In 1985 MTV dedicated an entire episode of Cutting 
Edge to the scene, giving it the title “Austin Avalanche 
of Rock and Roll”.  The program was produced by the 
independent I.R.S. Records and directed by Jonathan 
Dayton with Valerie Faris (Little Miss Sunshine, 2006).

This article explores Slacker’s filmic construction of 
the local indie scene, examining the process by which 
Austin’s regionalism became emblematic of a cultural 
phenomenon that was both national and generational. 
I will trace the process by which Slacker was conceived, 
written, produced, directed, and shot in Austin, and 
show how this independently produced film was 
deeply connected both to the local indie music scene 
and to the form of the city symphony film. Drawing 
on Rob Stone’s analysis of Slacker, I will examine 
the ways in which the making of the film, involving, 
as it did, a local cultural scene, produced complex 
relations between space and time. I will further explore 
these issues by invoking the concepts of dérive (Guy 
Debord), time-image (Gilles Deleuze), chronotope 
(Mikhail Bakhtin), and generation (Karl Mannheim), 
suggesting that Slacker constructs a distinctive relation 
between the visuality of the Austin indie scene and 
the generational discourse commonly associated with  
the film.  

Slacker depicts a 24-hour day in the city life of Austin’s 
residents. No central character emerges and no 
professional actors were used. The film’s narrative is 
organized as a flux of meetings between two, three, or 
more people, in streets, venues, and houses located, for 
the most part, in the Drag—the neighborhood along 
the western side of the campus of the University of 
Texas at Austin. Levy summarizes the film’s narrative 
as a chain of events: “[Slacker] travels across the lonely, 
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eccentric trajectories of dozens of people over a single 
day (from dawn to dawn), dropping some characters 
just as they become interesting, finding something 
peculiar in nearly every episode” (175).

This “Austin movie” (Linklater 3) opens with the image 
of a bus travelling at dawn as we see a male passenger 
wake up. The silhouette of the face, captured against 
the moving landscape, belongs to Linklater himself. 
Over this image are two sets of titles: “DETOUR 
FILM PRODUCTION presents” and “SLACKER.” In 
the second shot the bus stops at the Austin station as 
the male passenger gets off and takes a cab towards 
an unknown destination. The third shot is a long take 
of the passenger as he tells the taxi driver the story of 
his dreams and his theory of the existence of parallel 
realities: he explains how, in the exact moment in which 
a person makes a choice, all other (lost) opportunities 

James Haley argues that Slacker is a non-fiction film 
and notes how its essence lies in the fact of its being 
set in the Drag, insofar as what fills the film is the 
humanity of that neighborhood:

Richard Linklater’s Slacker could not have been made 
anywhere but in Austin, Texas. Oh, sure, a crew could 
film such footage on any urban location. But that 
would be fiction. Only Austin—and more specifically, 
only the eight blocks of the Guadalupe Street Drag 
that skirts University of Texas—could open its collec-
tive trench coat and flash its vitals at an unsuspect-
ing audience—and have it be true in revealing its 
netherworld of space cadets, goofballs, punk group-
ies, gently aging iconoclasts, coffee shop feminists-
gone-‘round-the-bend,’ conspiracy dweebs lurking 
in used-book stores, artists, anti-artists, and a whole 
purgatory of other refugees from the world of pro-
ductive sanity. (“GTT,” Linklater 5)

In the 1980s, the Drag was the heart of the Austin 
indie scene, which had flourished since Raul’s starting 
playing punk music at the end of the 1970s, thus 
establishing that scene’s independence from the locally 
rooted progressive country and blues scenes. As Will 
Straw points out, establishing a scene produces the 
key context for alternative rock music culture: “[the 
scene] is that cultural space in which a range of 
musical practices coexist, interacting with each other 
within a variety of processes of differentiation, and 
according to widely varying trajectories of change 
and cross-fertilization” (“Systems of Articulation” 
373). The musicians in the scene create “forms of 

communication through which the building of musical 
alliances and the drawing of musical boundaries take 
place” (373), creating highly hybrid, personal, and 
eclectic styles developed “within an ongoing process 
of differentiation and complexification” (376). Austin 
in the 1980s was defined by such a bounded cultural 
space, with music practices that involved multiple 
styles establishing a special relation between space and 
time, as we shall see. 

The Austin Music Scenes: 
Performers and Sweating Bodies

In his case study of Austin, Barry Shank defines a scene 
as an “overproductive signifying community” in which 
“far more semiotic information is produced than 
can be rationally parsed” (122). Shank speaks of the 
“interrogation of dominant structures of identification, 
and potential cultural transformation” that takes 
place during live musical performance, in “an evident 
display of semiotic disruption” (122). In the Austin 
scene, Shank suggests, “the music . . . performed 
is the result of an entire set of social and cultural 
relationships intersecting through the ‘personalities’ 
of the musicians in the field of musical performance” 
(138). He further elaborates on the performance of 
sincerity in connecting the members of the scene to 
Austin itself:  

This belief in the importance of sincere personal ex-
pression established a communicative atmosphere 
that elicited a willing and pleasurable identification 
among Austin’s young music fans. These young fans 
developed a tendency to group together in the 
city’s music clubs—listening, dancing, and fantasiz-
ing along with the performances of local musicians. 
Once this tradition was established, the clubs of 
Austin began to function as a cultural synecdoche.  
(15-16)

The venues Shank surveyed, such as Raul’s or Sparky’s, 
were crowded with Communications students from the 
University of Texas and people whose age, sexualities, 
genders, and races rendered them marginal (104). 
Local filmmakers, writers, musicians, record sellers, 
and promoters began to share interdisciplinary projects 
that involved several art forms and media, including 
performance art, music, film, video, and writing. In 
Shank’s terms, the Austin indie scene became “a media-
conscious movement” (115).

In 1985, Linklater and some friends founded the 
Austin Film Society, with the aim of distributing 
independent, foreign, and experimental films that had 
not yet been shown in town. That same year Linklater 
and cameraman Lee Daniel shot and edited a short 
film on Woodshock, the annual independent music 
festival staged in Austin. Both the name of the event 
and the title of the film referenced Woodstock, the 
legendary rock music festival of 1969. Woodshock 1985 
was staged in the natural environment of Dripping 
Springs, with the participation of Austin’s most notable 
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still exist contemporaneously. In the original script, 
the character is called “Should Have Stayed at Bus 
Station,” a name defined by function rather than given 
in a customary act of naming. The movie adopts this 
approach throughout, giving nameless characters 
equal weight. 

Slacker’s script contains real events, local legends, and 
fictional stories involving over a hundred characters, 
young people living in Austin at that specific historical 

moment. King describes the film as an innovative 
choral narration (i.e. “Tangled Webs: Multi-Strand 
Narrative”), identifying this element as characteristic 
of American independent cinema (84-85). Slacker is 
a collective urban tale, mapping Austin through the 
trajectories of multiple figures. Each scene flows into 
another, connected by at least one character, and this 
chain of scenes produces the urban, social, and cultural 
cartographies of Austin, following a script that was, 
indeed, known as “the Roadmap” (Linklater 23).

http://imaginations.csj.ualberta.ca/?p=9161


ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  76 ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  77

The bodies of the performers (particularly that of the 
lead singer) are framed on a stage, where their ges-
tures map out a sexualized field of affect, meaning 
and desire. The vibrations of the music then circulate 
an overwhelming eroticism through dancing and lis-
tening bodies, an eroticism that in turn is cast upon 
a widest variety of secondary objects, rapidly trans-
lating the libidinal ties of love and identification into 
one another and back again, in the overproduction 
of the signs of identity and the overstimulation of the 
sense. These are the necessary conditions for the 
development of a scene: a situated swirling mass of 
transformative signs and sweating bodies, continu-
ally reconstructing the meaning of a communion of 
individuals in a primary group. (128)

Woodshock was Linklater and Daniel’s first exercise 
with content and form: it framed the “transformative 
signs and sweating bodies” (Shank) of the members 
of the Austin indie scene in experimental fashion and 
made use of a specific film format, Super 8, which had 
played a key role in the history of avant-garde and 
underground cinema. 

Slacker: the Filmmaking Process

Linklater describes Slacker as “sort of a group art 
project” (qtd. in Lowestein 26). The film is a collective 
narrative in which no scene is more significant than the 
others and in which there are no turning points; each 
scene is only connected to the following scene in the 
chronological order established by the passage of time 

local bands alongside other US indie acts. Linklater 
and Daniel edited seven minutes of the recreational 
activities of the scene’s members in the festival area, 
but did not show any activity transpiring on the stage. 
The live music performed during the festival was the 
background sound for some interviews and jokes 
involving the audience, heard against images of half-
naked bodies under the sun as captured by the Super 
8 cameras. Among the various people shown, a still 
unknown Daniel Johnston promoted his self-produced 
tape of home-recorded music, his behavior exemplary 
of the sincerity Shank observed in the Austin music 
scene. In the end titles, Linklater and Daniel ironically 
called Woodshock “a film attempt.” At the very least, 
this embryonic Super 8 film, with its emphasis on 
showing the bodies of its members, translated into 
visual terms the concept of the independent local scene. 
These sun-scorched bodies spurred those processes of 
identification and differentiation between musicians 
and audience that, in Shank’s account, were part of 
the “carnivalesque atmosphere” of live performances  
in Austin:

(i.e. day/night/day). The only instance of repetition 
is that the first day’s dawn, which opens the film, is 
mirrored in that of the second day, which closes the 
film. These two events, marking the boundaries of a 24-
hour cycle, are connected to earlier and later films by 
Linklater. The first sequence recalls It’s Impossible to…, 
and initiates the imaginary account of daydreaming 
which is at the core of Waking Life (2001); the topos 
of the encounter on the road is developed in the 
trilogy Before Sunrise (1995), Before Sunset (2004), and 
Before Midnight (2013). In addition, the last sequence 
in Slacker recalls the Super 8 films that Linklater and 
Daniel made over several years at the beginning of 
their careers, such as Woodshock: “In itself, this last 
sequence is the kind of film I was first making. Lee and 
I would, say, take a trip out of town and shoot Super 
8 the whole time. Then you get the footage back, edit 
it, and maybe project it while a friend’s band plays” 
(Linklater 128).

In order to prepare his cast and crew, Linklater 
collected some production notes grouped according 
to the following topics: “Vertical narrative… Script… 
Visual… Casting… To the Actor… Characters… 
Dialogue… This Film… The Viewer… A Method” 
(Linklater 10-13). These notes were published in 1992 
in Linklater’s book on Slacker, which also included 
the first script, a history of the production, actors’ 
profiles, cast reminiscences, notes from the crew, and 
an interview with the author:

VERTICAL NARRATIVE

A film as a long sequence in which each shot, each 
event and character, lead only to the next.

New scene/New start: each complete in itself, the 
next is simply juxtaposed to it. The relationship be-
tween various scenes can be connected later (or be-
fore – cause can follow effect).

The audience will itself construct causal relationships.

The scenes and characters change… but the preoc-
cupations of the movie remain the same.

What seems like a straight line (as narrative) will actu-
ally be a circle (emotionally speaking).

“…any apparent philosophical and political contra-
dictions are actually an integral part of the non-nar-
rative…”

SCRIPT

A film where anything goes – anything people do can 
be integrated into this film.

A film of people posing problems, even in a con-
fused state (possibly to be solved or addressed dif-
ferently elsewhere).

Optimistic cinema: anything is possible, nothing is 
prohibited.

“Something filmed is automatically different from 
something written, and therefore original” Jean-Luc 
Godard
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VISUAL

Camera: quiet but eloquent (especially when it 
moves).

Colors: muted, not bright, muddied by the environ-
ment.

Fiction… entering into documentary. Documentary 
of characters acting out a fiction?

Lack of establishing shots: as a partitioning effect 
(same with the characters’ lack of development).

Environment: suggests documentary.

Character: passion. (10-11)
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In Slacker the performance of the Austin indie scene is enacted 
in several ways. First of all, performances by virtually all of those 
involved in local indie music—Glass Eye, Poi Dog Pondering, 
Bad Mutha Goose, Daniel Johnston, Shoulder, Sick People, Jean 
Caffeine, Hickhoids, Butthole Surfers, Triangle Mallet Apron, 
Not For Sale, The Texas Instruments, Pocket Fisherman, Crust, 
Ed Hall, The Jackofficers, and St. Cecilia—are almost entirely 
diegetic. Their music is played live and unplugged along the 
street, in daytime or, plugged-in, at venues, in nighttime; it 
is reproduced on sound systems at home, in a car, or in a bar; 
it is listened to by a few people or by larger groups. All these 
contexts are the daily experience of music and urban life, not the 
extraordinary events we might associate with mainstream rock 
and pop culture. There are only two exceptions in this restriction 
of music to diegetic sources: the final scene, with its ambiguous 
use of “Die Graskop Polka,” which may be diegetic (coming from 
the car radio) or not; and the end titles, in which we hear the 
Butthole Surfers’ song “Strangers Die Everyday.” 

The scene which stands as the fullest performance of the Austin 
music scene is also the most emblematic scene in Slacker as a 
whole. A guy who comes out of a house (Ultimate Loser) and a 
young woman (Stephanie from Dallas) are speaking in the street. 
They are updating each other on their recent lives—UL is still 
playing with his band, the Ultimate Losers, while SfD has just 
come back to town after a period in a clinic in Dallas, TX—when 
another girl (the Pap Smear Pusher) interrupts their flirting to 
try to sell them what she presents as the “original Madonna pap 
smear.” 

Faithful to this methodological framework, Linklater 
payed particularly attention to the performative aspect 
of filmmaking, producing notes on actors, characters, 

and dialogue. In his casting, the director favored finding a 
persona, someone with attitude, physical presence, interesting 
life experiences, and particular cultural tastes (11). The notion 
of persona has been key in descriptions of independent scenes, 
especially those involving musicians, and has been a prominent 
feature of the representation of such scenes within films. One 
need only think, for example, of those films made within the 
No Wave scene, which flourished amidst the decay of New York 
City’s East Village at the end of the 1970s and is sometimes 
considered the first “independent scene” (Yokobosky 127). A key 
feature of No Wave was the creation of hybrid forms of music, 
film, media, and visual arts in which scene-based persona such 
as Lydia Lunch were seen to embody certain characteristics of 
the scene overall. The sense that persona and performances are 
central to the visuality of the Austin indie scene is clear in the 
case of Slacker. Linklater noted in his internal communication 
to cast and crew that “[p]erformance will depend on the screen 
presence: the actor must give off the right vibrations, be the 
surface that represents the complex depths, and be able to capture 
the essence of the moment of that time” (11). 

The performances in this scene are by three musicians 
active in Austin: Scott Marcus (UL) and Stella Weir 
(SfD) from the Glass Eye, and Teresa “Nervosa” Taylor 
(PSP) from the Butthole Surfers. The scene effects 
an irony of sorts with respect to pop-star worship, 
and this itself encapsulates the film’s anti-Hollywood 
attitude. The representation of the Austin indie scene 
also includes performances by members of the film’s 
crew: Linklater; D.O.P. and cameraman Daniel (GTO); 
cameraman assistant Clark Walker (Cadillac Crook); 
editor Scott Rhodes (Disgrunted Grad Student); sound 
engineer Denise Montgomery (Having a Breakthrough 
Day); and script-supervisor Meg Brennan (Sitting at 
Café). Linklater describes these people as “friends” 
with “a common aesthetic,” “kind of a film family” 
(Linklater 128-129). These alliances, emblematic of 
Linklater’s approach, would continue over several years 
and movies, adding a strong personal and reflexive 
dimension to his filmmaking. 

The “Roadmap”: Slacker as a City Symphony

Shank’s sense of Austin’s music venues as forming a 
“cultural synecdoche” is one way of understanding 
Slacker’s connections to the film form of the city 
symphony. Its 24-hour narration and restriction to 
the bounded space of Austin are the most obvious 
characteristics Slacker shares with city symphonies, 
“those films,” in Scott MacDonald’s words, “that provide 
a general sense of life in a specific metropolis, often by 
revealing characteristic dimensions of city life from the 
morning into the evening of a composite day” (3). This 
film form—developed in Europe in the 1920s, in the 
work of Walter Ruttmann, Dviga Vertov, and Alberto 
Cavalcanti—inspired the city films on NYC made by 
vanguard filmmakers such as Rudy Burckhardt. It is 
useful to see a number of independent, music-centred 
American films as variations on the city symphony: 
The Blank Generation (Amos Poe and Ivan Kral, 
1976), The Decline of Western Civilization (Penelope 
Spheeris, 1980), The Slog Movie (David Markey, 1982), 
Athens, GA: Inside/Out (Tony Gayton, 1986). These 
films suggest affinities between the project of the city 
symphony form and the documentation of cultural 
scenes. They make visible “the theatricality of the 
city […] [and] the city’s capacity to generate images 
of people occupying public space in attractive ways 
[…].  [In them, m]usic provides a pretext for being 
out in the city, for consuming culture in moments of 
collective interaction which are embedded in the more 
diffuse public life of cities, in drinking and in public, in 
collective conversation” (Straw, “Cultural Scenes” 412). 

MacDonald considers Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing 
(1989) to be a city symphony, noting characteristics 
of the film that, arguably, are shared with Slacker—the 
combination of genres (i.e. fiction, documentary, avant-
garde) and the critical analogy between cinematic and 
musical forms: 

In an orchestra, dozens of musicians play instru-
ments that have evolved over history to produce a 
multipartite, but unified and coherent performance 
within which the individualities of the contributing 
musicians are subsumed; in the city, the individual 
contributions of millions of people (working with 
technologies that have developed over centuries) 
are subsumed within the metropolis’s mega-partite 
movement through the day, a movement that reveals 
several predictable highs and lows. (4)

Other elements connect Slacker to this film form: 
the realistic look of the 16mm film, generally used 
for documentary films; the choral and decentered 
narration; the first sequence, with its titles at dawn, that 
functions as a prelude; the presence, at the beginning, 
of an author who explains his interpretation of reality 
in self-reflexive terms; the final sequence, with its use 
of Super 8 film in an experimental fashion to signal 
a new dawn; and the “fireworks” visually created by 
the cameras as they are thrown in the air. Further 
comparisons of Slacker with Do the Right Thing are 
useful: while the latter focuses on questions of race, 
the former foregrounds questions of generation (of the 
twenty-somethings) in its representation of the scene. 
Both films seek to develop alternative ways of dealing 
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to the national. The underground independent scene 
represented in Slacker shared many features with 
those scenes proliferating during the 1980s across 
trans-local networks, moving on from the effervescent 
experience of No Wave in NYC and punk scenes in Los 
Angeles. Slacker offers a representation of the Austin 
indie scene as a cultural synecdoche; the film moves 
from showing how venues embody the urban scene 
to suggesting ways in which the scene is coextensive 
with a national territory. Indie scenes are visualized 
from the perspective of two subject positions: one 
positions the subject in the city and the other locates 
the subject in relation to a mapping of the nation as a 
whole. The visualization of the scene is produced by 
specific independent or alternative media (e.g. DIY 
recordings and films, graffiti art, and print material 
such as fanzines, posters, and flyers) which are both 
made by the members of scenes and circulate between 
them within larger networks.

The Urban Night as Territory of the Austin Indie Scene

Scenes are inextricably connected to night-time. The 
daytime parts of Slacker are structured around linear 
narratives established by the chronological chain of 
events, in which any climax is avoided. Differently, 
those sequences set in the night represent various 
kinds of intensification—in particular, an increase in 
the number of meetings between characters as well as 
in the loudness of diegetic sound and the frequency of 
cuts.  

with social issues. For MacDonald, the alternative 
dimensions of Lee’s film were “demonstrated by 
the production process of the film, which required 
individuals with backgrounds even more varied that 
those of the characters in the film to find ways to 
collaborate, not just for one day, but for several of the 
hottest weeks of New York summer, in a neighborhood 
in Bed-Stuy” (15, original emphasis). This collaborative 
and alternative work process presumes the existence 
of a historical continuum between time unfolding 
before, during, and after the events which make up the 
diegesis. 

In Do the Right Thing the representation of daily life 
in a single block (Bedford-Stuyvesant) in a borough 
(Brooklyn) of an American city (New York) is critical 
in relation to the national media discourses that 
debated the film’s political and cultural issues. In 
Slacker we find a similar set of relationships, except 
that, in the case of Linklater’s film, the specific political 
issue is not explicitly addressed but rather conveyed 
implicitly through the independent means with which 
the film was made. The filmic representation of Austin 
and rendering of the visuality of the local indie scene 
may be interpreted in terms of emerging issues having 
to do with generational identity.  

Using the film form of the city symphony, both Do 
the Right Thing and Slacker portray the collective as 
a living organism, made up of individual pieces that 
become emblematic of a wider body. As synecdoches 
of the country, Bed-Stuy and the Drag require that 
we shift our perspective as “viewers” from the local 

In Slacker, when day gives way to night, several 
changes happen, generating a sense of excess in the 
film’s representation of the cultural scene. The night 
is explored by the eye of the camera as it goes from 
venue to venue: we see bars overflowing with beer, 
non-stop smoking, characters jumping into a van 
to go to a concert, others trying to avoid paying for 
tickets by using the guest-list or copying an admission 
stamp onto their skin and so on. Some people are 
making a video project during a Triangle Mallet Apron 
performance, or attending an Ed Hall concert at the 
Continental Club, or drinking and speaking about 
photography, or hopping onto a car to finish the day 
in someone’s bed. We can read the night in Slacker 
in Straw’s terms, “as a circumscribed, territorial 
phenomenon, with its distinctive practices, sensory 
features and characteristic sites of narrative action 
(like night-clubs). In particular, the sense of night as 
territory follows the recognition that night has its own 
populations, personality types and distinctive forms 
of behaviour” (“Chrono-Urbanism” 54). The night 
in Slacker can be conceived as a “territory” to pass 
through, with its characters—and the camera which 
follows them—constantly in motion.

In the night section of Slacker the elements that 
characterize the cultural scene in Austin are enhanced 
by specific filmic choices: not only do virtually all 
of the shots take place in public locations, but new 
media formats are introduced (video, Super 8) and 
the diegetic music is mainly played live on stage. 
TV and VHS appear during sunset in the media lab 
of the character “Video Backpacker,” and video, in 

the form of Fisher Price PixelVision, returns in the 
nighttime to capture in a club the dark performance 
of an experimental ensemble. The already mentioned 
Super 8 sequence, during the final dawn, is both a 
celebration of night-life in Austin and an expression 
of Linklater’s own excitement at the films previously 
made to portray that artistic scene and its members. 
In addition, these two sequences are shot from the 
viewpoint of a filmmaker “inside the scene”—in both 
the cinematic and social senses of “scene”—who is 

Slacking in Time-Images

The creation in Slacker of fictional characters whom 
Linklater (12) called “not developed,” in a narration 
with no protagonists or antagonists, produces a 
narrative that is “alternative” relative to those of 
Hollywood classic cinema (see King 82-86). These 
non-professional actors and actresses perform a story 
that avoids leading roles and engages in a collective 
construction. Rob Stone suggests that Slacker embodies 
the “politics of slackness” as a form of opposition both 
to established Hollywood cinema and to the doctrines 
of Reaganomics. Musicians, promoters, artists, poets, 
video amateurs, students, writers, and bartenders 
mix their roles, shifting continuously between 
fiction and reality. The local scene is represented as a 
collective body sharing a commitment to independent 
principles. This way of making the movie, its adoption 
of DIY media and practices, suggests, to individuals 
who mostly belong to the same generational cohort, an 
alternative way of positioning oneself within American 
society. Linklater noted:

I think this generation has drifted farther away from 
any kind of ideologies: seeing all official systems of 
thought as alienations. And when you look at the 
American political system, there’s nothing to feel 
aligned with, you’re not represented. (18)
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attempting to capture its life just as Linklater and 
Daniel had attempted to do in Woodshock. In this way, 
Linklater includes other elements of an advanced self-
reflexivity within the film. The director notes, with 
respect to the ending, that “Slacker is a celebration of 
day-to-day life. Especially the last scene, with the all-
night partiers driving around and filming each other. 
It’s a microcosm of the whole film, ordinary people 
saying ‘Hey, my life’s worthy of cinema’” (17). 
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Work isn’t mandatory in our society. […] If you’re will-
ing not to have a family, a new car, nice living condi-
tions, nice clothes, and eat out every night; if you are 
willing to go, “I just want to work part-time or not at 
all and spend most of my time making music, writing, 
reading, or watching movies,” you can consciously 
drop out. (19)

A deeper analysis of the spatial and temporal 
categories in Slacker adds further elements with which 
to interpret the shift from the local space of Austin to 
the larger historical category of Generation X. Guy 
Debord’s notion of dérive, Gilles Deleuze’s time-image, 
and Mikhail Bakhtin’s chronotope help illuminate the 
film’s “reterritorialization of a part of America called 
Austin” (Stone 22). Stone describes the filmic space 
in Slacker as “a mundane space of transit,” “a space 
of virtual conjunction, grasped as pure locus of the 
possible” (21-22). The camera drifts along the street 
space, from character to character and from place to 
place. Debord’s account of dérive is useful in capturing 
the ways in which chains of events are organized in the 
film: “In a dérive one or more persons during a certain 
period drop their usual motives for movement and 
action, their relations, their work and leisure activities, 
and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the 
terrain and the encounters they find there” (50). The 
drift could unfold over a day or a few hours and involve 
the entire city, a neighborhood, or at least a few blocks. 
In Slacker, the drift is conveyed through the shooting 
process, the use of long shots which mostly involve 
motion, and a style of editing marked by a limited use 
of cuts. 

These elements, together with the collective narrative, 
the absence of main characters, the frustration of any 
action-directed plot, and dialogue which takes the 
form of monologues lead towards the accomplishment 
of the time-image, as Gilles Deleuze has described it. 
The French philosopher identifies a rupture in Italian 
Neorealismo, marked by the “art of encounter––
fragmented, ephemeral, piecemeal, missed encounters” 
(Zavattini qtd. in Deleuze 1) where “the real was no 
longer represented or reproduced, but ‘aimed at’” (1). 
What Deleuze calls “the crisis of the action-image” 
emerges first in “the form of trip/ballad films” and 
“the slackening of the sensory-motor connections” 
(3), whose result tends towards  a “pure optical-sound 
image” (4). Speaking of the Japanese director Ozu, 
but in terms whose pertinence for Slacker seems clear, 
Deleuze suggests that it is in the framing of daily life 
that the film image becomes time-image:  

There is becoming, change, passage. But the form 
of what changes does not itself change, does not 
pass on. This is time, time itself, ‘a little time in its 
pure state’: a direct time-image, which gives what 
changes the unchanging form in which the change 
is produced. The night that changes into day, or the 
reverse, recalls a still life on which light falls, either 
fading or getting stronger […]. Ozu’s still lifes en-
dure, have a duration, over ten seconds of the vase: 
this duration of the vase is precisely the representa-
tion of that which endures, through the succession 
of changing states. […] Each is time, on each occa-
sion, under various conditions of that which changes 
in time. Time is the full, that is, the unalterable form 

filled by change. Time is ‘the visual reserve of events 
in their appropriateness’. (17)

Characters in Slacker are framed in their changing 
everydayness, with each scene lasting as long as their 
encounters on the road. Characters, as well as actors, 
share a time that presumes a time before and after the 
moment of shooting: the time of their lives within the 
spaces of Austin. 

In the street the camera meets that varied humanity 
whose collective life is celebrated in Bakhtin’s conception 
of the carnival, as “a spirit of resistance” and “an 
organic form of life” (Stone 99). Even if the characters 
in Slacker may appear purposeless, they avoid stasis by 
expressing an energy for social and cultural activities: 
the drifting camera explores the space they occupy in 
small groups and their collective time is experienced 
as duration, even by the viewers. According to Stone, 
the concepts of time-image and carnival converge in 
the “chronotope,” a narrative temporal-spatial unit 
wherein time becomes visible and space makes the 
passage of time into movement—“a concrete whole” 
(Bakhtin 84). A key connection is made “between the 
motif of meeting and the chronotope of the road” (98), 
while the “public square” is considered the “real-life 
chronotope” (131). This specific unit makes possible 
“the temporal contiguity of phenomena” as “collective,” 
“differentiated and measured only by the events of 
collective life” (206, original emphasis). For Bakhtin, 
what novels shared with the chronotope of the road 
is that “[t]he road is always one that passes through 
familiar territory”; “it is the sociohistorical heterogeneity 

of one’s own country that is revealed and depicted” 
(245, original emphasis). In reading Slacker through 
the framework of the chronotope, the urban context of 
the Austin indie scene becomes a synecdoche for the 
young adults of the US whom the film represents: “[t]
ime, as it were, fuses together with space and flows in 
it (forming the road); […] [the] road is turned into a 
metaphor, but its fundamental pivot is the flow of time” 
(243-244). The characters of Slacker meet each other at 
street level, avoid any official trajectories through the 
drift, and join a communal life founded in the passing 
of time without being caught in any hierarchic order or 
social roles. Their collective activities blossom in what 
Bakhtin defined as “the time of productive growth”: “[t]
he passage of time does not destroy or diminish but 
rather multiplies and increases the quantity of valuable 
things. […] This is a time maximally tensed toward 
the future. […] Generally speaking there is as yet no 
precise differentiation of time into a present, a past and 
a future” (207, original emphasis).

The particular relationship here between Slacker’s 
real, filmic, and metafilmic dimensions is held in the 
chain of events framed by the lens, which maintains a 
constant distance between camera and characters. The 
camera drifts through the multitude of characters of 
equal status who are, in real life and at the same time, 
members of the local scene. This filmmaking strategy 
may enact the co-existence of two types of time-image: 
the presence of “sheets of pasts” and of “a present of the 
future, a present of the present and a present of the past, all 
implicated in the event, rolled up in the event, and thus 
simultaneous and inexplicable” (Deleuze 100, original 

emphasis). In such a strategy, all the encounters—the 
concerts, the car rides, and the possible realities they 
open up—represent events: “From affect to time: a time 
is revealed inside the event, which is made from the 
simultaneity of these three implicated presents, from 
these de-actualized peaks of present” (100, original 
emphasis). In Slacker the characters live in a tense 
that bears no clear distinction between past, present, 
and future; they experience collectively “the time of 
productive growth” of which Bakhtin wrote (207). 
They express a state of becoming which is framed in 
time-images, rather than the indirect representation of 
themselves induced by an action-oriented plot.  

From the Body of a Scene 
to the Body of a Generation

Slacker seeks to re-territorialize the local scene by 
treating it as a circumscribed unit of time and space 
with both particular and universal meanings. The film 
represents those members of the Austin indie scene in 
1989/1990 who share cultural and social practices (e.g., 
chatting in bars, attending a concert, playing music) 
and, at the same time, a multitude of sketched characters 
caught up within narrative strategies and topoi (e.g., 
dérives, encounters, the road, and collective life). The 
constant drift of the camera in the streets of Austin 
brakes the sensory-motor schema which is the basis 
of Hollywood films, creating a filmic construction that 
avoids plot-oriented actions and characters. According 
to Stone, “time-images create this incessant flow of life 
and dissolve the patterns of street based impressions 

and encounters within the film. The reterritorialization 
of American values thus occurs in Slacker’s alternative 
history of the neverending moment” (99). 

Slacker encourages personal ways of living for a 
collectivity Linklater refers to as “my generation” (4). 
In this way, the movie suggests enjoying apparently 
purposeless public and private activities, such as 
chatting or reading, as part of a common itinerary, that 
of living in the passage of time: 

In a very short time, I went from thinking […] that 
my generation had nothing to say to thinking that it 
not only had everything to say but was saying it in a 
completely new way. It was a multitude of voices co-
existing and combining and all adding up to some-
thing that certainly “meant” something but couldn’t 
easily classified. Each individual had to find it in their 
own way and in the only place society had left for 
this discovery–the margins. I think that’s where Slacker 
takes place–the accredited sources of information or 
the image we officially have of ourselves as a soci-
ety. This seems the place where the actual buzz of 
life goes on, where the conspiracies, schizophrenia, 
melancholy, and exuberance all battle it out daily.  
(Linklater 4)

Linklater’s words reference a sense of generational 
identity that runs through Slacker. This generational 
sensibility is manifest, first of all, in the alternative 
filmmaking strategies employed. The film is 
independently and collectively produced, with no 
professional actors. At the level of scriptwriting, Slacker 
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is an urban choral narration conceived as a roadmap 
with no main characters or protagonists. The style of 
shooting is one in which the camera drifts through city 
spaces and keeps the same distance from the characters. 
Linklater made the movie with his friends and fellow 
scene members, engaging the social and cultural 
spaces and practices of the Austin indie scene. He also 
places himself, as filmmaker, “within the scene”: at the 
beginning, when he acts as the first character and looks 
forward to the narratives of the films that will follow 
(e.g., Before Sunrise, Waking Life), and at the end, when 
he inserts a film sample of his work with Daniel before 
Slacker (e.g., Woodshock). 

With Slacker, a lively representation of the Austin indie 
scene became central to a discourse of generation which 
circulated in mainstream media. Both John Ulrich and 
Catherine Strong have traced histories of the term 
“Generation X” which came to be applied both to the 
Austin scene represented in Slacker and to the broader 
musical phenomena known as grunge. Ulrich follows 
the history of “Generation X” from Robert Capa’s 
first photographic studies of the post-World War II 
generation (3-8) to its association with the phrase 
“Blank Generation” (the title of a song, album, and 
film) and “appropriation” as a “signifier of punk style” 
by Billy Idol’s band when it took the name “Generation 
X” (12-14). For Strong, sociological definitions of 
“Generation X” remain unclear, and media uses tend 
to apply it to any overlooked generational phenomena 
(131-152). 

According to Karl Mannheim, a generation is not 
defined by sharing a decade of birth but rather by the 
cultural and social sharings that render a collectivity 
conscious of itself. His work offers a number of insights 
into generational phenomena whose pertinence to our 
understanding of Slacker’s generational sensibility 
seems obvious:

The social phenomenon “generation” represents 
nothing more than a particular kind of identity of lo-
cation, embracing related “age groups” embedded 
in a historical-social process. (292)

Members of a generation are “similarly located,” first 
of all, in so far as they all are exposed to the same 
phase of the collective process. […] What does cre-
ate a similar location is that they are in a position to 
experience the same events and data, etc., and es-
pecially that these experiences impinge upon a simi-
larly “stratified” consciousness. (297)

A further concrete nexus is needed to constitute 
generation as an actuality. This additional nexus may 
be described as participation in the common destiny of 
this historical and social unit. (303, original emphasis)

Youth experiencing the same concrete historical problems 
may be said to be part of the same actual generation; while 
those groups within the same actual generation which work 
up the material of their common experiences in different spe-
cific ways, constitute separate generation units. (304, origi-
nal emphasis)

A generation as an actuality is constituted when simi-
larly “located” contemporaries participate in a com-
mon destiny and in the ideas and concepts which are 
in some way bound up with its unfolding. (306)

In these terms, generational collective belonging is 
defined by the sharing of social and cultural spaces, 
practices, and media. Cultural scenes, we might 
suggest, are the spaces in which this “sharing” takes 
place, but generational sensibilities are revealed 
in the ways in which these scenes are represented. 
The visuality of the local scene in Slacker is crucial 
to accomplishing a rupture of the sensory-motor 
schema characteristic of American cinema more 
widely. The drift of the film’s camera through the 
spaces of the scenes reveals the varied humanity of 
a new generational phenomenon. The multitude of 
scene members, themselves characters in the film’s 
own scene, inhabit the open, stratified temporality 
of Austin’s streets. Slacker’s fascinating approach to 
filmmaking turns the performance of the Austin indie 
scene as collective body into a representation of that 
scene as the body of a generation.
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Résumé
Résumé Depuis le milieu des années 2000, les blogues de mode de rue 
ont documenté la mode individualisée dans les grandes métropoles. 
Leur popularité ne cessant d’augmenter, les photographes de rue et 
blogueurs se sont tournés vers l’évolution du style vestimentaire, et ce, 
en dehors des défilés des capitales mondiales de la mode. Le Mois de la 
mode est un événement bisannuel consacré au prêt-à-porter féminin 
avec des présentations à New York, Londres, Milan et Paris. S’appuyant 
sur les travaux de Bourdieu, les spécialistes de la mode soutiennent 
que chaque Semaine de la mode est une matérialisation du domaine 
de la mode (Entwistle and Rocamora). Ce rassemblement exclusif 
peut également être décrit en tant que scène. Cet article soutient 
que la diffusion des représentations médiatiques des spectateurs des 
défilés de mode, sous la bannière mode de rue, s’approprie un terme 
contesté et réinsère les idéaux sociaux et matériels élitistes de la 
mode. J’examine la carrière du photographe canadien Tommy Ton 
et je réalise une analyse de contenu avec les photographies prises 
durant les saisons Printemps/Été 2014 et Automne/Hiver 2014 et 
publiées sur Style.com de Condé Nast Media. J’examine le terme 
mode de rue selon sa définition de mode « observée dans la rue » 
(Woodward) et selon les références historiques aux sous-cultures. Je 
contextualise ensuite la photographie de mode de rue en ligne selon 
les représentations des citoyens dans les lieux urbains, mais aussi en 
fonction des contestations entre le « vrai » et l’« authentique » dans 
la mode éditoriale. En combinant la notion de modalité sociale de 
Gillian Rose avec l’analyse du discours de la mode dans les médias 
d’Agnès Rocamora, je décris la façon dont l’esthétique de Ton réunit 
l’architecture sans lieu spécifique avec des symboles de corps parfaits et 
de luxe afin de communiquer la distinction sociale. Les photographies 
de Ton ne mettent pas en évidence les caractéristiques des villes, mais 
représentent plutôt la rue elle-même en tant que symbole identitaire : 
une toile de fond éditoriale qui permet d’accentuer les modes. 

Abstract
Since the mid-2000s, street style blogs have documented individualized 
fashion in international cities. With their rise to prominence, photo-
bloggers turned their lenses towards mobilities outside fashion show 
venues in the dominant industry capitals. Fashion Month is the bi-annual 
circuit of women’s ready-to-wear presentations in New York, London, 
Milan, and Paris. Each Fashion Week is an enactment of what fashion 
scholars, pace Pierre Bourdieu, term the field of fashion (Entwistle and 
Rocamora). This exclusive assemblage can also be described as a scene. 
This article contends that the circulation of media representations of 
fashion show attendees, under the banner street style, appropriates a 
contested term and reinscribes fashion’s elitist social and material ideals. 
I examine the career of Canadian photographer Tommy Ton and perform 
content analysis on photographs captured from the Spring/Summer 
2014 and Fall/Winter 2014 seasons posted to Condé Nast Media’s Style.
com. I trace the term street style to its definition as fashion “observed 
on the street” (Woodward) and to historical references to subcultures. I 
then situate online street style photography within a history of depictions 
of citizens in urban locations and contestations between the “real” and 
the “authentic” in editorial fashion. Combining Gillian Rose’s notion of 
social modality with Agnès Rocamora’s fashion media discourse analysis, 
I describe how Ton’s aesthetic combines non-place-specific architecture 
with ideal bodies and luxury signifiers to communicate social distinction. 
Ton’s photographs do not foreground features of cities but rather depict the 
literalized street itself as a status signifier—an editorial backdrop against 
which to emphasize fashions. 
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The Italian fashion editor Anna Dello Russo 
perches on a red motorbike. She sports a 
sweater dress and a quilted leather purse in 

a near-identical shade, emblazoned with what ap-
pears to be McDonald’s “golden arches” logo but 
is actually a doubled signifier for the Italian brand 
Moschino (Figure 1). Dello Russo’s look debuted 
during Fall/Winter 2014 Milan Fashion Week, 
where Moschino’s collection received criticism for 
its mix of high and mass culture icons. However, 
the sole clue that this photograph has been taken in 
Milan is the motorbike, a common mode of trans-
portation in Italian cities; the name Deloitte, the 
international financial firm, is visible on mirrored 
windows that reflect brick facades. This photograph 
is one of 386 images that Canadian-born Tommy 
Ton captured of attendees at the Fall/Winter 2014 
presentations and posted to Condé Nast Media’s 
Style.com under the banner street style. The “Big Four” 
Fashion Week circuit refers to the biannual show-
case of women’s ready-to-wear collections in New 
York, London, Milan, and Paris—the complete se-
ries is termed Fashion Month. From 2009 to 2015, 
Ton captured thousands of photographs of the out-
door scenes of Fashion Month, in addition to Paris 
Couture Week and smaller-scale fashion weeks in 
other international cities.1 

  87Fig. 1
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fashion journalists, stylists, and celebrities who travel 
worldwide to attend fashion weeks and special fashion 
events” (354). It is this subset that cultural parlance 
terms street style. Ton’s aesthetic utilizes streetscapes 
to promote this internationalized mode of dress that 
communicates wearers’ status not just in fashion 
circles but as members of a larger cultured class. Cities 
function as status enhancers within a discursive system 
that privileges beautiful clothes and bodies. Elements 
that do reveal location, such as historical landmarks, 
function within existent cultural discourses to promote 
cities as idealized fashion capitals (or fashion cities) and 
tourist destinations (see Gilbert).2  

This article is part of broader research situated in 
fashion, media, and cultural studies: this research 
examines the mediation of the fashion show as a 
microcosm of online media’s effects on consumer 
culture and assesses the social discursive production 
of fashion shows and their attendees via diverse textual 
and visual platforms. It is crucial to contextualize Ton’s 
photographs as embedded within the academic and 
social histories of the discursive terms and practices 
that they appropriate. Furthermore, one must account 
for the production of cultural and aesthetic ideals 
specific to the cities in which these representations are 
located, including intersections with other aspirational 
branding and consumer practices, such as those of 
tourism. 

HOMOGENIZING THE CITY/RE-CLASSIFYING THE STREET:  
TOMMY TON’S STREET STYLE FASHION MONTH PHOTOGRAPHS

In a phenomenon known as the street style parade, 
in-house and freelance photographers  compete to 
document attendees’ and models’ ensembles as they 
enter and leave Fashion Month venues. Street style 
blogs, the medium from which this spectacle arose, 
claim to capture the fashions of “real” people on the 
streets of international cities. Following the medium’s 
rise to popularity in the mid-2000s, fashion publications 
offered photographers lucrative contracts to contribute 
street style images from Fashion Month to enhance 
collection reportage. This article examines Tommy 
Ton’s photographs for Style.com to interrogate the 
media representations of fashion show attendees and 
the class politics communicated in the metropolitan 
streets on which Fashion Month materializes. I contend 
that these photographs, and their inclusion in press 
content, appropriate the contested term street style as a 
site on which to inscribe fashion’s elitist social, material, 
and embodied ideals. I further scrutinize depictions 
of Fashion Month cities to situate the clothes within 
fashion’s internationalization under neoliberalism. 
Fashion’s consecration of the Fashion Month insider 
photograph as palimpsest has disconnected the 
medium of street style photography from its (tenuous) 
ideals of candidness. The photographs’ circulation via 
professional websites and media outlets has rendered 
the sartorial choices of fashion’s arbiters arguably 
more influential than collection photographs and 
has blurred distinctions between the fashions worn 
in the indoor and outdoor environments. Jennifer 
Craik describes a form of “global high fashion worn by 

Methods

I performed manual content analysis on a non-random sample 
of all of the photographs that Ton posted to Style.com during 
the Spring/Summer 2014 (n=339) and Fall/Winter 2014 
(n=386) ready-to-wear women’s collections, for a total of 725 
photographs (n=725). The breakdown of cities is as follows: Fall/
Winter 2014—Paris (44.3%), New York City (27.7%), Milan 
(17.9%), London (10.4%); Spring/Summer 2014—Paris (47.8%), 
New York City (24.2%), Milan (16.5%), London (12.1%). To 
obtain an accurate count of cities depicted, I cross-referenced the 
photographs with the archives on Ton’s personal website, which 
names the locations.3 Paris photographs comprise almost half 
of the sample, suggesting that Ton either attended more fashion 
shows or preferred to take more photographs there; this statistic 
also attests to Paris’s dominance as a fashion capital (Rocamora). 

Gillian Rose’s Foucauldian approach to visual discourse analysis 
intersects Ton’s photographs with related media discourses and 
aesthetic and embodied trends predicated on an elevated class 
echelon. Rose’s notion of social modality considers the “economic 
processes” and “social practices” that inform the production of 
visual materials (24-31). Central to reception is the element of 
compositionality, the presentation and relation of items (22). 
Agnès Rocamora’s formulation of fashion discourse, or fashion 
media discourse, combines Bourdieu’s symbolic value production 
and Foucault’s relation of discourses to institutional structures in 
order to read representations of Paris and other fashion capitals 
and of the persons that inhabit these cities. 

The Fashion Month Scene

This article applies a Bourdieusian lens to the material and social 
structures of Fashion Month and to the consumer distinctions 
communicated in fashion show attendees’ sartorial choices. 
Joanne Entwistle and Agnès Rocamora, pace Bourdieu, describe 
Fashion Week as a literal manifestation of the field of fashion in 
which cultural intermediaries compete for cultural, social, and 
economic capital (736). This formulation parallels Will Straw’s 
characterization of scenes:

 [A]s collectivities marked by some form of proximity; as spaces 
of assembly engaged in pulling together the varieties of cultural 
phenomena; as workplaces engaged . . . in the transformation of 
materials; as ethical worlds shaped by the working out or main-
tenance of behavioural protocols; as spaces of traversal and pres-
ervation through which cultural energies and practices pass at 
particular speeds, and as spaces of mediation . . . (477)

Fashion Weeks coalesce the industry’s social relations and 
material practices: audience risers create a Foucauldian “regime 
of looking”—a reverse Panopticon—in which members that 
possess the most influence are seated in the front row, visible to 
others (Entwistle and Rocamora 744). Insiders’ display of personal 
fashion capital constitutes a performance of habitus, sets of tastes 
and dispositions that Bourdieu identified as the product of class 
position (Entwistle and Rocamora 740). What can productively 
be called the fashion scene, or the Fashion Month scene, is rendered 
visible on an international scale and in an immediate timeframe 
via online photograph circulation. Bourdieu’s hierarchical 
theorization of consumer culture has its critics: Gilles Lipovetsky 
declared that the introduction of multiple markets facilitates 
individual choice, while Mike Featherstone posited that 

REBECCA HALLIDAY 

I first outline the methods used to analyze Ton’s 
photographs and defines a theoretical conceptualization 
of Fashion Month as scene. I then document Ton’s rise 
to prominence within fashion’s industrial structures. 
Further, I describe how the mobilities of Fashion 
Month within dominant cities enact fashion’s condition 
of internationalization. Next, I offer a scholastic 
genealogy of street style to illustrate the class and racial 
tensions in which Ton’s discursive representations 
circulate. Further, I summarize research in street 
style photography as both photographic genre and 
material practice, contextualized within historical 
representations of modern cities and fashionable 
subjects. Ton’s photographs demonstrate—and are 
situated within—a persistent dialectic between “real” 
or “authentic” depictions and fashion’s editorial or 
commercial dictates: this dialectic reflects international 
cities’ contestations in the cultural positioning of 
urban environments and class-based and/or racialized 
constructs of the “street.”
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comment forums); depictions of clothes from different price 
echelons; and the fact that bloggers earned professional notice 
through amateur practices. However, scholars problematize such 
utopian ideals, noting the promotion of a homogenous aesthetic 
that adheres to fashion’s limited embodied standards. Further, 
fashion’s stakeholders exerted an influence in the medium from 
its earliest incarnations via brand collaborations, advertisements, 
and invitations to practitioners to attend fashion shows.4 

Ton’s position as one of the earliest online street style 
photographers facilitated his rapid rise to influence in the field of 
fashion and the formation of an international forum for his work. 
Ton created his blog Jak & Jil in 2005 while working as a buyer 
at the luxury department store Holt Renfrew in Toronto (Amed). 
Canadian retailer Lynda Latner, impressed with Ton’s online 
work, paid for Ton to travel to Paris Fashion Week: there, Ton 
honed a “candid” and frenetic photographic style that differed 
from his peers’ portraiture (though he does shoot portraits) (qtd. 
in Amed). Still in his 20s, Ton was not as established in fashion 
as predecessors such as Schuman, who had worked in menswear 
(de Perthuis 4; Rosser 158). Nonetheless, his position at Holt 
Renfrew reinforces the fact that several street style visionaries 
already worked in fashion prior to starting their recreational 
online pursuits. In 2009, Ton was one of four bloggers invited 
to sit front-row at Dolce & Gabbana’s Spring/Summer 2010 
presentation, a moment that scholars pinpoint as fashion’s 
consecration of the medium. That same year, Condé Nast hired 
Ton as its “resident” photographer of Fashion Month street style 
(replacing Schuman). During Ton’s tenure, the street style parade 
became a documented phenomenon. Nicole Phelps lists Ton’s 
recruitment as a catalytic event before street style exploded in 
the form of bloggers’ increased Fashion Month presence and the 
pervasive influence of brands and media sites on the practice. 

consumption in postmodern culture should be evaluated based 
on tastes. Subculture research, outlined below, further indicates 
alternative directions of fashion adoption. However the press’s 
increased focus on fashion show attendees indicates fashion’s 
reassertion of class-based hierarchies in the Internet era. Cultural 
intermediaries must appear to other field members, through their 
dress and embodiment, to possess appropriate economic capital, 
design knowledge, and professional connections (Entwistle 
and Rocamora 746). Consumers who access Fashion Month 
photographs perceive attendees as representative of an elite class, 
and their ability to travel to international fashion capitals as 
evidence of financial flexibility and industrial clout.

The Rise of Online Street Style Photography

Online street style photography became a recognized practice 
through the work of photographers such as Ton, Garance Doré 
(Garance Doré), Phil Oh (Street Peeper), Yvan Rodic (Facehunter), 
and Scott Schuman (The Sartorialist, who photographed for 
Style.com from 2006 to 2009). These photographers documented 
international street fashion, purporting to capture cities’ sartorial 
experimentation. Photographer and ethnographer Brent Luvaas 
contends that street style blogs’ “cultural value” resides in their 
illustration of “specific cities at specific moments in time … well 
beyond the traditional boundaries of the global fashion industry” 
(4). Print and online street fashion photographers have earned 
their reputations touring cities with a casual, all-seeing approach 
that scholars liken to the flâneur of the Parisian arcades. Fashion 
and visual culture scholars have written on Schuman and Rodic’s 
portraiture as demonstrative of the form. Popular claims of 
street style blogs’ democratic nature are predicated on online 
media’s geographical reach and interactive capacities (including 

The seasons covered in the sample represent street 
style photographers’ dominance in the streets of 
Fashion Month, later to be outnumbered by press and 
commercial photographers (Luvaas 284). 

Ton’s photographs for Style.com demand analysis, as 
those few scholars that have addressed his work situate 
him within street style photography but do not examine 
his oeuvre in detail. In 2011, The Business of Fashion 
deemed Ton “the world’s most influential street style 
fashion photographer today” (Amed, my emphasis). 
Luvaas cites Ton as a creator of street style stars (270). 
Other photographers observe whom he shoots, and his 
chosen intermediaries gain public recognition—Dello 
Russo, who appears 22 times in this sample (at least 
with her face discernible), is the foremost example 
(Titton, “Styling the Street” 132-33).5 Furthermore, 
Ton’s aesthetic has become representative of street 
style photographs and is often used as a visual referent 
for the term itself. Style.com is not the sole outlet to 
publish Fashion Month photographs under a street style 
banner: however, it is (or was) an essential resource that 
contains news stories, product recommendations, and 
a comprehensive database of collection reviews and 
photographs.6 Announcing his departure, Ton praised 
the site as “the most influential and relevant fashion 
publication” (qtd. in Wolf). For such a reputable site 
to feature street style—documented during Fashion 
Month—represents fashion’s appropriation of online 
street style photography. The move did not just conflate 
street style with the outfits worn at Fashion Month 
but naturalized its direct, delimited association with 
intermediaries’ ensembles. In the site’s context, the 

street style photograph becomes solely a representation 
of Fashion Month and reads in relation to collection 
photographs and advertisements.7 Style.com does not 
invite reader comments but instead compiles a clickable 
album, a more commercial mode of presentation 
(see de Perthuis). Ton’s images thus communicates 
aesthetics from within Fashion Month as a scene to 
an online spectatorship. Karen de Perthuis notes that 
documentation of “how fashion works in [a specific] 
street style blog offers a model that can be translated 
or applied … to other types of blogs across the field” 
(4). Analysis of Ton’s Fashion Month street style 
photographs illuminates the medium’s enfoldment 
into established discourses.

Fashion on the “Street”

The presence of Fashion Weeks inform cities’ cultural 
positions, while their representations are situated 
within historical referents (Craik; Gilbert). Fashion 
capitals have become international due to increased 
corporatization of fashion houses and sponsorship of 
Fashion Week events—a phenomenon that Frédéric 
Godart terms imperialization (14, 129-42). Fashion 
Weeks impress a set of classist signifiers onto urban 
environments, through the arrival of editors, retailers, 
celebrities, and photographers and their enactments—
what de Certeau terms spatial practices (96). 
Presentations occur in tourist-centered cosmopolitan 
areas rather than in residential (or disenfranchised) 
communities. Alan Blum examines scenes as 
products of cities’ “urban theatricality” and notes that 

“fashion scenes” are positioned as exclusive (365-67). 
Rocamora and Alistair O’Neill contrast “the public 
space of ordinary people” with “the exclusive space 
of the fashion show and its extraordinary audience of 
celebrities and other fashion insiders” (189). Fashion 
Month has assumed such spatial proportions, distinct 
ensembles, and theatrical interactions that columnists 
and scholars compare it to a circus or a red carpet 
affair (Menkes; Shea; Titton, “Styling the Street”). On-
site observation that I conducted of New York Fashion 
Week in February 2016 confirmed a sartorial distinction 
between elite attendees and outsiders, the “real” 
inhabitants whose quotidian, work-related mobilities 
underwrite the streets (de Certeau 93). People familiar 
with Fashion Month photograph conventions can 
determine which individuals will attract photographers 
based on their outfits and attractiveness (see Luvaas 
266). Nonetheless, comments from locals and tourists 
indicated that even outsiders could conclude that 
attendees’ dress transcended the mainstream. Craik 
stresses that event producers fabricate a “cosmopolitan 
atmosphere” via “international” associations (366): 
this construction follows tourism advertisements that 
turn cities into simulacral destinations (362). Notions 
of the international street as simultaneously accessible 
and elitist exist alongside alternative imaginings 
of the global street as a site of political resistance 
(Sassen). Fashion Month’s depictions of the urban 
street complement and clash with its often European 
associations to editorial effect: manipulating subversive 
formulations just as, pace de Certeau, the fashion scene 
performatively appropriates cities’ physical spaces (98).
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style represents not just an incorporation of the medium but also 
fashion’s textual incorporation of the term. In limiting street style 
as a referent to Fashion Month ensembles, the press erases dress 
as a situated practice and describes items from high fashion, 
positioned at a socioeconomic remove from urban communities. 
Journalists complain that for media discourses to use the term to 
refer to intermediaries’ outfits diminishes the individual locatable 
expression that true street style should constitute, and lament a 
lost space “free from” fashion’s “transactional compromises” 
(Berlinger; see also LaFerla, Shea). Indeed, editors’ outfits are 
often donated or loaned from fashion houses and public relations 
companies, and high-profile attendees have become notorious 
for changing outfits between presentations. 

Street Style in Photographs

The historical presence of cities and streets, as place and idea, 
illuminates how fashion photography operates on a spectrum 
between the authentic and the produced, invoking a contentious 
politics of urban representation. Fashion needs “the street” to 
position itself as upper-class, while the “street” needs fashion 
to read as authentic (Rocamora and O’Neill 189). In an echo of 
Woodward, Luvaas defines street style photography “as simply 
fashion photography taken ‘on the street,’” in contrast with studio 
shoots and fashion shows (23, my emphasis). Predecessors 
include street photography; anthropological portraits; fashion 
photographs of models in outdoor locations or studio-replicated 
streets; street style photographs in which subjects are not aware 
of the camera; and portraits of non-professional subjects (see 
Luvaas).9 Titton comments that cities have occupied a “central” 
position “as both scene and real space for the photographic 
staging of fashion” (“Fashion in the City” 128). Luvaas and Titton 

Street Style in Discourse 

Scholars trace the term street style to its references to popular 
trends and subcultural movements, situating its traditional 
associations in urban communities. Sophie Woodward defines 
street style as fashion worn and “observed on the street” and 
outlines how the term is constituted via a circuit of discourses: 
“as part of popular parlance, within media representations of 
fashion in the street style sections of magazines, in outfits that 
are assembled, in exhibitions and academics’ accounts” (84, my 
emphasis). Monica Titton delineates between notions of style, as 
individual experimentation, and fashion as subject to commercial 
imperatives (“Fashion in the City” 136).  David Gilbert observes 
that communities influence cities’ cultural fabrics in a manner 
that fashion narratives overlook: “the creativity arising from the 
intermixing and chaos … the performance of fashion on the 
streets” (29). Research in subcultures illuminates problematics 
between examination of street style as representative of 
demarcated communities and acknowledgment of its diverse 
influences (Woodward 85). Caroline Evans observes that 
attempts to categorize subcultures overlook the nuances of 
cultural statements as derived from multiple sites, references, and 
practices.  Subcultures have offered well-documented inspiration 
to fashion: hip-hop and punk aesthetics have recurred in the 
collections of Chanel and Jean Paul Gaultier and in mainstream 
retail lines (Barnard 45-46). Ted Polhemus formulates a “bubble-
up” model of influence that contradicts classical social theories. 
Dick Hebdige asserts that the dominant culture incorporates 
statements’ subversive intent for commercial and political interests 
(94). For publications to name Fashion Month photographs street 

(“Styling the Street”) trace street style photographs to 
the modern period and its fascination with man-made 
environments, notably Haussmann’s Paris. Luvaas 
articulates the predominance of “the street” as “a subject 
of street style photography, perhaps even the subject, a 
fluid, amorphous entity that accumulates meanings as 
it snowballs into fashion world ubiquity” (25, original 
emphasis). Fashion photographers such as Irving 
Penn and Edward Steichen romanticized the street 
as a construct of urban impoverishment: a location 
“where upmarket fashionistas could go slumming in 
search of ‘real life’” (Luvaas 43; see also Rocamora & 
O’Neill 187). Fashion’s embrace of subcultures and 
countercultures celebrated the street as a site of raw 
expression (Luvaas 44; Rocamora & O’Neill 188-89). 
The work of print media street fashion photographers 
such as Bill Cunningham and Amy Arbus in New 
York demonstrates a confluence of these aesthetics 
(Luvaas 45-47; Titton, “Styling the Street” 128-29).10 
i-D Magazine’s iconic 1980s “straight-up” portrait 
showcased the UK’s “real” brick wall: i-D’s 2003 studio 
fashion choices via its comparative lack of production. 
Subjects were captured against a white wall on an 
actual street, represented as a “site for the creative 
performance of ‘real’ people” (Rocamora & O’Neill 
185; see also Luvaas 49). Creator Steve Johnston shot 
most of the portraits in front of the same wall—the 
location was both specific and representational (Luvaas 
51). Rocamora and O’Neill contend that print media’s 
co-optation of street fashion erased the street in lieu 
of a metaphorical (and perhaps racist) white space or 
brick wall: The Face’s 2003 studio-produced homage to 
street fashion renders the street “a blank canvas” or a 

reductionist “urban wasteland” (195). The Los Angeles 
magazine NYLON and the Japanese magazines FRUiTS 
and TUNE return to a more untouched street fashion 
portraiture (Luvaas 55-56). 

While online street style photography returns to 
literal streets, it commits a similar act of erasure—the 
wall reappears, but its connotations are editorialized. 
Luvaas posits that the street has been turned into a 
“conceptual screen” (25), blurring social and locational 
contexts. Susan Ingram observes that The Sartorialist 
renders cities visually indiscernible:

[T]he city forms an anonymous backdrop against 
which fashionistas can look urban. The [subjects] … 
are in an interesting way placeless. In many of the im-
ages, the city disappears completely, and it is rarely 
clear from the photos themselves where they have 
been taken, which is why each has to be labeled. 
Viewed without their labels, it becomes apparent 
how lacking in specificity these places are, and how 
similar the looks. (188) 

Elizabeth Wilson notes that marketers use the term 
“urban” to invoke the lifeblood of streets or allude to 
wastelands (35): these inverted associations become 
connected to cosmopolitanism. Sarah Banet-Weiser 
asserts that “street” and “urban” are racialized in 
American cultural discourses, connoting dangerous 
ghettos or nostalgic historical sites (105). For Luvaas, 
the street remains contested: “the last vestige of 
authenticity in a commodified culture and … a stage 
on which that very commodified culture performs 

some of its most ostentatious displays” (68). Ton’s 
photographs collapse the distinction between the 
authentic and the constructed, imposing the fashion 
scene upon the “street” and repositioning the street 
itself as status marker. 

Ton’s photographs must be read beside his 
contemporaries’ ambivalent realizations of the 
“street.” Luvaas likens Ton’s aesthetic to that of H. 
B. Nam (streetfsn.com), Youngjun Koo (koo.im), 
Michael Dumler (onabbottkinney.com), Nabile 
Quenum (jaiperdumavest.com), Driely S. (Driely S.), 
and Adam Katz Sinding (Le 21ème) (63-64). These 
photographers’ movement-based shots include “the 
details of the garment” as but one component and 
instead reconstitute the modernist, European street “of 
the poetic moment … of romantic possibility, of happy 
accident … [the rest] dissolves into a field of lens blur” 
(Luvaas 65). Ton remains, however, a pioneer in the 
use of the horizontal frame and cropped focus (see 
Phelps). While lens blur and streetscapes are prominent 
compositional elements, Ton’s conceptualization of 
the street is much more complex: here, it becomes 
aestheticized and often effaced. Moreover, his focus on 
fashion is far from (and cannot be) incidental. Ton’s is 
the international street of fashion tourism, of tourist 
mobilities predicated on consumerism, and the arrival 
of the international fashion set (Craik 354). Ton’s 
composition is more readable than that of his peers, 
prioritizing opulent commodities and their aspirational 
wearers over mood. However, the photographs are not 
democratic: rather, the aesthetic treads a line between 
the experimental and the commercial.

REBECCA HALLIDAY 
HOMOGENIZING THE CITY/RE-CLASSIFYING THE STREET:  
TOMMY TON’S STREET STYLE FASHION MONTH PHOTOGRAPHS

http://streetfsn.com
http://koo.im
http://onabbottkinney.com
http://jaiperdumavest.com


ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  94 ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  95

during Fall/Winter 2014 Fashion Week, and several 
photographs depict insiders protecting themselves 
from the elements. Taxis and buses, in addition to 
license plates, often become the only markers of place. 
Sixteen photographs taken at New York Fashion Week 
(eight from each album) show editors in front of iconic 
yellow taxis; similarly, red double-decker buses feature 
in several London photographs. Nonetheless, the 
vehicles’ presence becomes naturalized as a scene of 
international mobilities and an advertisement for these 
cities as tourist destinations: not cities as lived but 
cities as discursively produced. The vehicles become 
a flattened and often blurred element. More than half 
of the photographs (56.1%) make visible the literal 
street and its referents (54.7% for Spring/Summer 2014 

Analysis: Tommy Ton’s Cities as Streetscapes

Ton’s photographs share numerous elements: foremost 
are the attendees walking or running to or from venues, 
while in the background are rows of town cars, taxis, 
and motorbikes and/or textured architecture. Ton also 
offers cropped torso shots or close-ups of handbags, 
shoes, and other accessories (Figure 2). Ton positions 
the street as an editorial backdrop against which 
to emphasize fashion; cities are often recognizable 
only to those who are already familiar with them. 
Weather helps to indicate location: shifts inform 
light and shadow, while select photographs represent 
extreme conditions. New York endured wet snowfall 

Ton’s photographs frequently convey a sense of 
placelessness, similar to those of The Sartorialist. 
Esther Rosser observes that photographs’ 

location in the dominant fashion capitals lends clout to 
the insiders who appear (161; see also Titton, “Styling 
the Street” 132). However, status is communicated 
through the fact of the subjects’ location and not 
the cities’ specific architectural features. I coded 
343 photographs (47.2%) as “streetscape,” in which 
elements of the urban setting comprised significant 
additional space in the frame or were otherwise 
instrumental to the composition (Figure 5). This 
percentage is consistent across seasons (51.3% for 
Spring/Summer 2014 and 43.8% for Fall/Winter 2014). 

Historical architecture with friezes and columns reads 
as European but not location-specific: it increases the 
cachet of the locations as museum cities. It suffices 
that the architecture appears to be antiquated and 
European. 76 photographs (10.5%) capture subjects 
in front of walls or doors, whose colours and textures 
reflect or contrast with their outfits (11.5% for Spring/
Summer 2014 and 10.0% for Fall/Winter 2014). 20 
of these photographs (26.3%) feature a brick wall. 
One particular beige brick wall in New York (Fall/
Winter 2014) matches an insider’s parka (Figure 6). 
In a subsequent photograph, it offers a plain canvas to 
foreground Russian fashion editor Miroslava Duma’s 
flower-printed coat (Figure 7). 404 photographs 

(55.7%) use lens blur to render streets indiscernible 
or erase them (53.1% for Spring/Summer 2014 and 
58.0% for Fall/Winter 2014). 129 photographs (17.8%) 
contain sculptures, walls, architectural structures, 
landmarks, or (torn) street posters or advertisements 
that bear similar or opposite colour palettes and/or 
textures to subjects’ outfits.

In 18 photographs (9 from each album), from 
New York and Milan, Ton juxtaposes ensembles 
with graffiti. Banet-Weiser examines street art’s 
“ambivalent” role, both contentious and productive, in 
cities’ cultural positioning: “street art’s association with 
graffiti and tagging … are not only deeply racialized 
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and 57.3% for Fall/Winter 2014). 349 photographs 
(48.1%) illustrate cars; 104 (29.8%) of these feature 
cars in a prominent position. 211 photographs (29.1%) 
contain traffic, parking, or directional signage, or 
barriers and traffic cones. 219 photographs (30.2%) 
depict subjects on or in the street, while 69 (31.5%) 
of these show an indicated crosswalk (Figure 3). 174 
photographs (24.0%) capture individuals close in 
front of an architectural structure, while half (50.1%) 
illustrate architectural structures in the distance. 33 
photographs (5.0%) were coded as “perspective shots” 
that Ton took from the middle of a street, creating a 
striking aesthetic that recalls a modern-era fascination 
with urban architecture (Figure 4). 

Fig. 2 Fig. 3 Fig. 4 Fig. 5 Fig. 6 Fig. 7 Fig. 8 Fig. 9
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in the US imagination but also fetishized for their 
links to racial otherness” (101). Graffiti emerged out 
of the 1970s and 1980s US hip-hop scene in response 
to the encroachment of commercial culture onto 
public spaces and the disenfranchisement of Black 
and Latino neighbourhoods under New York’s “urban 
‘renewal’” policies (Banet-Weiser 102). As “figures” 
that rhetoricize urban spaces, such “calligraphies howl 
without raising their voices” and resist photographic 
pinning down (de Certeau 102). Cities’ use of street 
art to self-brand as creative—making it palatable 
for a white audience (Banet-Weiser 105)—parallels 
photographers’ use of graffiti to mark streets and 
persons as fashionable. In a Fall/Winter 2014 Milan 
photograph, Ton frames Dello Russo in profile in a 
fringed black jacket and pencil skirt in front of black, 
curled scrawl (Figure 8). In another, a woman stands 
in a white trench coat (printed with red lips) and 
embellished red heels in front of a yellow wall with red 
graffiti (Figure 9). The tagged walls invoke “urban” hip-
hop aesthetics to create a class contrast that prioritizes 
the expensive fashions. 

Tourist Locations

Ton has begun to depict specific locations more often, 
as certain fashion shows are held at recognizable 
tourist destinations; however, he continues to use 
attractions to construct a fashionable aesthetic. 
Rocamora recalls that the Eiffel Tower is Paris’s most 
persistent visual signifier, functioning, like a couture 
label, as a “geographical signature” (172). Artists 

depict the Tower as a feminine form, as the shape of 
its base recalls the lines of a dress or skirt (167). Three 
photographs juxtapose the Eiffel Tower with female 
fashion personnel. In the first, Dello Russo stands in 
black stiletto boots and a black mini-dress. Lean and 
muscular, she appears half as tall as the structure, 
while the chainmail pattern on her dress echoes its 
crossed steel beams (Figure 10). In the second, editor 
Giovanna Engelbert stands cross-legged, wearing a 
sweater dress that flares out past the knee and black 
stiletto heels (Figure 11). In the third, stylist Sarah 
Chavez stands in profile, bent over to light a cigarette; 
her ankle-length skirt blows in the wind (Figure 12). 
Ton comments that “there’s a certain chicness to the 
way that people smoke” (qtd. in Hainey). The Eiffel 
Tower creates a sense of placelessness, as the view from 
the top “naturalizes” Paris within the modern period 
as simulacrum (Rocamora 166), in a similar manner to 
de Certeau’s view from New York’s World Trade Center 
(92-3). Craik declares that the “traveling … spectacle” of 
Fashion Month “rivals the more familiar attractions of 
the tourism industry” (368). In one Paris photograph, 
editor Michelle Elie performs an air kick that frames 
a group of tourists and their guide (recognizable for 
his flag) (Figure 13). Ton’s photographs therefore 
reduce landmarks to icons for international tourism 
and invoke their associations as a thematic, luxurious 
backdrop. 
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Fashionable Mobilities as Exclusive

The photographs’ composition presents fashion as an 
exclusive realm in which access is denied via subjects’ 
visualities and positionalities. Just 84 photographs 
(11.6%) depict subjects that look at the camera: all 
others look ahead or to the street, are shot from 
behind, or have their heads omitted from the frame. 
199 photographs (27.5%) illustrate subjects wearing 
sunglasses. 258 photographs (35.6%) feature subjects 
holding a cell phone, while 94 (36.4% of these) illustrate 
subjects talking or texting, detached from the chaos or 
coordinating their schedules. Ton claims that insiders’ 
nonchalance attracts his lens: “the fact that they don’t 
want to be photographed or they’re running away 
from you makes you want to photograph them more” 
(qtd. in Hainey).11 Attendees maintain an awareness 
of Ton’s surveillance, as he has the power to render 
them visible outside of the field of fashion. While the 
totality of photographs depicts the “fashion set” as a 
collective, Ton’s selective focus on specific members 
indicates that the competition for distinction happens 
at an individual level. 83.6% of the photographs (606) 
feature one individual (even if others appear in the 
background) while none features more than five. The 
rest of the scene becomes enfolded into the spectacle: 
261 photographs (36.0%) feature members in behind, 
near or at a distance (38.1% in Spring/Summer 2014 
and 34.2% in Fall/Winter 2014), while a handful (45, or 
6% of total) capture other photographers shooting the 
same subjects, boosting their visible social influence. 

The sense of exclusion is enhanced via icons and 
invocations of urban mobilities: recalling de Certeau, 
the scene is constituted via the modalities of walking 
(99). Directional signage appears with arrows pointing 
to other parts of cities (Figure 14). Traffic markers 
indicate “walk” or “don’t park,” preventing persons 
from becoming situated. Street names function as 
“metaphors … detached from actual places … a foggy 
geography of ‘meanings’ held in suspension, directing 
the physical deambulations below” (de Certeau 104). 
Here, street names indicate everywhere and elsewhere. 
401 photographs (55.3%) depict subjects walking, 
often with their skirts, coats, or hair billowing behind 
them or in the opposite direction. 430 photographs 
(59.3%) are shot at a 45-degree angle. 219 (30.2%) 
position subjects at the side of the frame to showcase 
the streetscape or the crowd as additional elements. 
101 (13.9%) depict subjects in profile. 84 (11.6%) tilt 
subjects’ bodies. The bodies’ ephemeral presence in 
the frame invokes Peggy Phelan’s famous observation 
that the disappearance of the female form as unmarked 
is powerful, just as performance’s disappearance 
informs its cultural status. 149 photographs (20.5%) 
communicate an overall sense of movement due to 
the curvature of a sidewalk or traffic circle; to the 
position of vehicles in extreme close-up, or parallel or 
opposite to the subject’s facing direction (Figure 15); 
or to subjects depicted riding bicycles or motorbikes. 
That Ton photographs hundreds of these movements 
emblematizes de Certeau’s observation of mobilities 
as individual and fragmented: “The moving about 
that the city multiplies and concentrates makes the 
city itself an immense social experience of lacking a 
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Fig. 14

Fig. 15

place … broken up into countless tiny deportations 
(displacements and walks)” (103). For the duration of 
Fashion Month, personnel (several of whom work in 
international markets) become placeless, as do their 
ensembles. Attendees often do not inhabit these cities 
outside of the hectic presentation schedules (Craik 
367; Skov 773). Ton’s photographs, however, position 
these insiders as arbiters of “real” fashion: street names 
are immaterial—rather, fashion is constructed as an 
aspirational realm within its international cities. 

Embodied Fashion Capital

The fashions and bodies that appear in Ton’s frame 
reference high fashion’s ideals of embodied social 
distinction. Bourdieu observed that the upper 
classes base consumer choices on considerations 
of cleanliness, smoothness, and fabrics to convey 
financial ease (Distinction 247-48). Fashion insiders 
here similarly communicate a moneyed aesthetic 
through luxurious fabrics. Outerwear appears in 504 
(69.5%) photographs—166 (49.0%) from Spring/
Summer 2014 and 338 (87.6%) from Fall/Winter 2014. 
A total of 598 pieces are depicted, due to multiple 
people in the frame or to layering practices.12 239 
coats (40.0%) appear to be constructed from wool or 
felt; 126 (21.1%) appear to be leather or suede (often 
the classic black leather jacket); and 80 (13.4%) read as 
fur, faux fur, or (in two cases) feathers. Dana Thomas 
states that such materials have functioned as signifiers 
of privilege since prehistoric times (6), and that leather 
handbags continue to be fashion’s most coveted item 

(188-194). Identifiable brand logos do not consistently 
appear, though Louis Vuitton’s “Damier check canvas” 
pattern and Chanel’s quilted leather are still visible on 
handbags (see Thomas 19). 492 photographs (67.9%) 
contain handbags or purses. 564 handbags appear in 
total, while 60 photographs contain more than one 
item: handbags are the focus of 148 (30.1%) of these 
photographs. 405 bags (71.8%) appear to be made of 
leather, crocodile, suede, or other animal skins, while 
163 (40.2%) are black leather. Journalist Connie Wang 
muses that, because insiders’ ensembles’ worth resides 
in fabric and construction, provenance is discernible 
only to members: “The people who know about these 
things know that the plain grey sweater is from The 
Row and costs $1,000” (qtd. in Shea). Authentic field 
membership is thus indicated through authentic 
materials, which denote authentic luxury brands to 
those that possess authentic fashion capital.  

Ton’s photographs further promote pervasive industrial 
standards of attractiveness that are both classist and 
racialized. Titton comments that street style blogs 
“reintroduced the body image, racial stereotypes, 
and sartorial style of mainstream fashion into a new 
media format and an old photographic genre” (“Styling 
the Street” 135). 98.0% (711) of the bodies in Ton’s 
photographs were coded as “lean,” “lean–athletic,” 
or “lean–petite,” while another 13 (1.8%) were coded 
as “petite.” Half (50.0%) of all outerwear pieces were 
coded as “oversized”: the exaggerated proportions 
serve the simultaneous function of rendering the 
clothes distinctive and the wearers’ bodies slimmer.13 
34 coat-wearing individuals (20.6%) in Spring/Summer 

2014 and 50 individuals (14.8%) in Fall/Winter 2014 
drape coats over their shoulders, emphasizing a lithe 
frame underneath. Titton claims that the repeated 
appearances of editors such as Giovanna Engelbert 
and Hanneli Mustaparta, who both had prior 
modeling careers, illustrate street style blogs’ aesthetic 
reductionism (“Styling the Street” 135). Engelbert 
appears fourteen times in the sample, and Mustaparta 
four times; other editors such as Emmanuelle Alt 
(five appearances) and Caroline de Maigret (eight 
appearances) also worked as models. Ton also features 
current models: blonde Belgian model Hanne Gaby 
Odiele appears in thirteen photographs (third behind 
Dello Russo and Engelbert). East Asian models Ming 
Xi, Liu Wen, Soo Joo Park, and Xiao Wen Ju appear 29 
times combined. Other faces-of-the-moment include 
Joan Smalls, Saskia de Brauw, Caroline Brasch Nielsen, 
Binx Walton, Edie Campbell, Chloe Norgaard, Alanna 
Zimmer, and Grace Mahary, all photographed three 
or more times. The racial breakdown reflects fashion’s 
disproportionate whiteness: Caucasian—502 (69.3%); 
East Asian—95 (13.1%); Unclear—91 (12.6%); 
Black—34 (5.0%).14 
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Elements of “Real” Streets

Elements of the “real” streets persist that resist 
incorporation, such as construction sites or refuse; 
however, Ton contains these within an aesthetic frame. 
In Fall/Winter 2014, Ton captures Torontonian bloggers 
and socialites Samantha and Caillianne Beckerman—
profiled for their eclectic, expensive tastes (Sanati)—
at New York Fashion Week, posing alongside street 
workers (Figure 16). The photograph illuminates the 
labour that maintains cities, but also smacks of class 
tokenism. One of the twins dons a worker’s vest and 
a neon toque, making her resemble a traffic cone, 
while holes in her sweater and jeans suggest burns 
or contact with the pavement. Jeans appear in 175 
photographs (24.1%), often ripped or with oversized 
patches. Calculated distressing increases their retail 
value and creates an appearance of conspicuous 
waste. In contrast, the workers’ uniforms are intact 
and clean. Three street workers are black, while the 
Beckerman twins represent the white subjects that 
dominate Ton’s photographs. Luvaas observes street 
style photographs’ capacities to render “occasional 
critique” of the class-based nature of Fashion Month’s 
social enactments (64). However, the posed, even 
touristic appearance of this photograph eliminates 
such potential. The combination of high fashion and 
street workers’ uniforms abstracts street fashion from 
situated streets and occludes the cultural specificities 
of fashion capitals, in addition to the high-low sartorial 
combinations that once characterized notions of  
street style.

Conclusion

Analysis of Tommy Ton’s Style.com Spring/Summer 
2014 and Fall/Winter 2014 photograph albums 
demonstrates that high fashion has incorporated the 
contested term street style to refer to the ensembles 
worn by members of the elite industrial scene within 
fashion cities. Scholars and columnists propose that 
fashion editors have become the primary arbiters 
of trends, perhaps more so than the collections. 
Titton documents a reciprocal relationship between 
intermediaries who have advanced their careers via 
appearances in street style photographs and behind-
the-scenes tastemakers and decision-making processes 
that dictate what is fashionable (“Styling the Street” 
135). Editors are trusted to “incorporate the newest 
fashion trends into their wardrobes” because their 
positions place them ahead of a representational curve 
(135). However, close examination and season-to-
season comparison of Ton’s photographs reveals that 
ensembles are uniform: a flattened mode of dress 
via which members of the fashion set communicate 
industrial and social distinction, rather than a mode 
of innovative, individual expression. Furthermore, 
editors who wear items direct from the runways 
disseminate trends determined by fashion houses 
(Berlinger), but do not demonstrate that these trends 
can be made wearable. Titton declares that “the 
establishment of street style blogs was only possible 
through the intense cooperation with fashion industry 
insiders and resulted in the reinforcement of prevailing 
power structures and visual narratives” (“Styling the 
Street” 135). Ton’s Style.com albums can be seen as 

evidence of this collusion. However, the photographs’ 
aesthetic standards are not those of mainstream 
fashion but rather those enclosed within the field of 
fashion, a (materialized) realm predicated on class-
based forms of capital. Style.com, while accessible 
to consumers thanks to the ostensibly democratic 
medium of the Internet, is nonetheless dedicated to 
high fashion aesthetics. The comprehension required 
to read the photographs is predicated on habitus: if one 
recognizes a specific location, architectural element, 
or designer, one feels a sense of inclusion within an 
elite and mobile fashion scene. At the same time, it 
becomes sufficient to represent these cities as fashion 
capitals rather than as specific geographical locations. 
Since not all consumers possess the means to travel or 
to purchase the products or the clout to attend fashion 
shows, street style photographs become a tool for the 
production of desire. The proliferation of these images 
as representative of the “real” is intended to fuel the 
luxury and mainstream marketplaces via consumers’ 
imitation. Further critical analysis of Fashion Month 
representations should account for consumers’ social 
interactions with fashion content, and their material 
effects, in the Internet era.

REBECCA HALLIDAY 



ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  102 ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  103

Works Cited
Amed, Imran. “The Business of Blogging | Tommy Ton.” The 
Business of Fashion 28 Mar. 2011. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Banet-Weiser, Sarah. Authentic™: The Politics of Ambivalence 
in a Brand Culture. New York and London: New York UP, 
2012. Print.

Barnard, Malcolm. Fashion as Communication. 2nd ed. 
London and New York: Routledge, 2002. Print.

Berlinger, Max. “Op-Ed | What happened to street style?” 
The Business of Fashion 23 Jan. 2014. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Berry, Jess. “Flâneurs of Fashion 2.0.” Scan Journal 7.2 
(2010). Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Blum, Alan. The Imaginative Structure of the City. Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s UP, 2003. Print.

Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste. Trans. Richard Nice. London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1984. Print.

---. The Field of Cultural Production. Ed. Randal Johnson. 
Cambridge: Polity P, 1993. Print.

Craik, Jennifer. “Fashion, Tourism, and Global Culture.” The 
Handbook of Fashion Studies. Ed. Sandy Black, Amy de la 
Haye, Joanne Entwistle, Agnès Rocamora, Regina A. Root, 
and Helen Thomas. London: Bloomsbury, 2013. 353-70. 
Print.

de Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. 
Steven Rendall. Berkeley: U of California P, 1984. Print.

de Perthuis, K. “People in Fashionable Clothes: Street Style 
Blogs and the Ontology of the Fashion Photograph.” Fashion 
Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body and Culture (2015): 1-21. 
Taylor & Francis Journals Complete. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Entwistle, Joanne, and Agnès Rocamora. “The Field of 
Fashion Materialized: A Study of London Fashion Week.” 
Sociology 40.4 (2006): 735-51. Scholars Portal. Web. 23 Oct. 
2016.

Evans, Caroline. “Dreams That Only Money Can Buy … or, 
the Shy Tribe in Flight from Discourse.” Fashion Theory: The 
Journal of Dress, Body and Culture 1.2 (1997): 169-88. Taylor 
& Francis Journals Complete. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Featherstone, Mike. Consumer Culture and Postmodernism. 
2nd ed. Los Angeles: SAGE, 2007. Print.

Gilbert, David. “From Paris to Shanghai: The Changing 
Geographies of Fashion’s World Cities.” Fashion’s World 
Cities. Ed. Christopher Breward and David Gilbert. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2006. 3-32. Print. 

Godart, Frédéric. Unveiling Fashion: Business, Culture, and 
Identity in the Most Glamorous Industry. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012. Print.

LaFerla, Ruth. “Who Am I Wearing? Funny You Should 
Ask.” The New York Times 12 Sep. 2012. Web. 23 Oct. 2016. 

Hainey, Michael. “The GQ+A: How to Get Your Photo Taken 
by Tommy Ton.” GQ. Condé Nast Media, 11 Feb. 2014. Web. 
23 Oct. 2016.

Hebdige, Dick. Subculture: The Meaning of Style. London: 
Methuen, 1979. Print.

REBECCA HALLIDAY 
HOMOGENIZING THE CITY/RE-CLASSIFYING THE STREET:  
TOMMY TON’S STREET STYLE FASHION MONTH PHOTOGRAPHS

Ingram, Susan. “Blowing Up Monuments: A 
Transdisciplinary Perspective.” Die Rückkehr der Denkmäler: 
Aktuelle retrospective Tendenzen der Musikwissenschaft. Eds. 
Markus Grassl and Cornela Szabó-Knotik. Wien: Mille Tre 
Verlag, 2013. 179-91. Print.

Lipovetsky, Gilles. The Empire of Fashion: Dressing Modern 
Democracy. Trans. Catherine Porter. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1994. Print.

Luvaas, Brent. Street Style: An Ethnography of Fashion 
Blogging. London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2016. Print. 

Menkes, Suzy. “The Circus of Fashion.” The New York Times 
10 Feb. 2013. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.  

Phelan, Peggy. Unmarked: The Politics of Performance. 
London and New York: Routledge, 1993. Print.

Phelps, Nicole. (2016, Apr. 13). “A Brief Oral History of 
Modern Street Style”. Vogue. Condé Nast Media, 13 Apr. 
2016. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Polhemus, Ted. Street Style: From Sidewalk to Catwalk. 
London: Thames & Hudson, 1994. Print.

Rocamora, Agnès. Fashioning the City: Paris, Fashion and 
the Media. London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2009. Print.

Rocamora, Agnès, and Alistair O’Neill. “Fashioning the 
Street: Images of the Street in the Fashion Media.” Fashion as 
Photograph: Viewing and Reviewing Images of Fashion. Ed. 
Eugénie Shinkle. London and New York: I.B. Tauris. 185-99. 
Print.

Rose, Gillian. Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to 
Researching with Visual Materials. 3rd ed. London: SAGE, 
2012. Print.

Rosser, Esther. “Photographing Fashion: A Critical Look at 
The Sartorialist.” Image and Narrative 11.4 (2010): 158-170. 
(2010). Web. 23 Oct. 2016. 

Sanati, Maryam. “Bright young things: they traded York 
Mills for New York and launched a hot clothing line. No 
wonder the Beckerman sisters can’t stop smiling.” Toronto 
Life Mar. 2006: 31+. Canadian Periodicals Index Quarterly. 
Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Sassen, Saskia. “The Global Street: Making the Political.” 
Globalizations 8.5 (2011): 573-79. Taylor & Francis Journals 
Complete. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Shea, Courtney. “How street style lost its cred (and a look 
at five who are still getting it right).” The Globe and Mail 14 
Nov. 2014. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Skov, Lise. “The Role of Trade Fairs in the Global Fashion 
Business.” Current Sociology 54.5 (2006): 764-83. Scholars 
Portal. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Straw, Will. “Some Things a Scene Might Be.” Cultural Studies 
29.3 (2015): 476-85. Taylor & Francis Journals Complete. 
Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Thomas, Dana. Deluxe: How Luxury Lost its Luster. New 
York: The Penguin P, 2007. Print.

Titton, Monica. “Fashion in the City: Street Style Blogs and 
the Limits of Fashion’s Democratization.” Texte zur Kunst 78 
(2010): 133-138. Print.

---. “Styling the Street – Fashion Performance, Stardom 
and Neo-Dandyism in Street Style Blogs”. Fashion Cultures 
Revisited: Theories, Explorations and Analysis. Ed. Stella 
Bruzzi and Pamela Church Gibson. London and New York: 
Routledge, 2013. 128-37. 

Wilson, Elizabeth. “Urbane Fashion.” Fashion’s World Cities. 
Ed. Christopher Breward and David Gilbert. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2006. 33-42. Print. 

Wolf, Cameron. “Tommy Ton Says Goodbye to Style.com.” 
Complex 22 Jul. 2015. Web. 23 Oct. 2016.

Woodward, Sophie. “The Myth of Street Style.” Fashion 
Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body and Culture 13.1 (2009): 
83-101. Taylor & Francis Journals Complete. Web. 23 Oct. 
2016.

Image Notes
Figure 1: Anna Dello Russo at Milan Fashion Week, Fall/
Winter 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.
com.

Figure 2: Milan Fashion Week, Spring/Summer 2014. Photo 
credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Vogue.com/runway.

Figure 3: Edie Campbell at Paris Fashion Week, Spring/
Summer 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.
com.

Figure 4: Hanne Gaby Odiele at Milan Fashion Week, 
Spring/Summer 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: 
Tommyton.com.

Figure 5: New York Fashion Week, Spring/Summer 2014. 
Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.com.

Figure 6: New York Fashion Week, Fall/Winter 2014. Photo 
credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.com.

Figure 7: Miroslava Duma at New York Fashion Week, Fall/
Winter 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.
com.

Figure 8: Anna Dello Russo at Milan Fashion Week, Fall/
Winter 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.
com.

Figure 9: Milan Fashion Week, Fall/Winter 2014. Photo 
credit: Tommy Ton. Source: vogue.com/runway.

Figure 10: Anna Dello Russo at Paris Fashion Week, 
Spring/Summer 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: 
Tommyton.com.
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Figure 11: Giovanna Engelbert at Paris Fashion Week, 
Spring/Summer 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: 
Tommyton.com.

Figure 12: Sarah Chavez at Paris Fashion Week, Fall/Winter 
2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.com.

Figure 13: Michelle Elie at Paris Fashion Week, Spring/
Summer 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Tommyton.
com.

Figure 14: Milan Fashion Week, Fall/Winter 2014. Photo 
credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Vogue.com/runway.

Figure 15: London Fashion Week, Spring/Summer 2014. 
Photo credit: Tommy Ton. Source: Vogue.com/runway.

Figure 16: Samantha and Caillianne Beckerman at New York 
Fashion Week, Fall/Winter 2014. Photo credit: Tommy Ton. 
Source: Tommyton.com.

Notes
1 In July 2015, Ton resigned from Style.com. Style.com 
became an e-commerce site while fashion show information 
migrated to the new Vogue.com/runway.

2  A draft of this article was presented at the “Cities and their 
Fashions: Capital Connections” seminar at the American 
Comparative Literature Association conference in New York 
in March 2014.

3  In September 2015, Ton launched an eponymous website 
with separate archives; several photographs overlap with 
those on Vogue.com/runway. The FW 2014 Vogue.com/
runway archive omits 22 photographs from the initial Style.
com album. I retained these photographs in the sample. 

4  Schuman, based in New York, started to shoot New York 
Fashion Week in 2005 (Rosser 160). 

5  The artist-muse relationship that Dello Russo developed 
with Ton was the subject of a 2011 photograph exhibition 
in Toronto.

6  Luvaas provides a list of street style photographers (with 
Ton as top earner) that contribute to print and online media 
publications (235).

7  Street style blogs increasingly feature advertisements and/
or collection photographs (see Luvaas).

8  For street style in specific cities, see Intellect’s Street Style 
series.

9  Thanks to New York-based photographer Dan Bendjy for 
outlining these categories.
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10  The process of photographing fashion show attendees has 
also been compared to the approach of paparazzi. 

11  Men appear in just 16 photographs (2.20%), and no man is 
photographed solo. This could be because Ton photographs 
men’s street style for GQ; nonetheless, Style.com covers men’s 
and women’s fashion.

12  The Fall/Winter presentations occur in February and 
March, and Spring/Summer in September and October. 
Almost half of Spring/Summer 2014 photographs feature 
outerwear despite milder weather.

13   Ton’s website also lists “oversized” as a trend.

14  Latin American, East Indian, and Middle Eastern 
subjects did not appear enough to be considered statistically 
significant.
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AROUND THE X:  
REFLECTIONS ON STRAIGHT EDGE, VISUALITY, AND IDENTITY BOUNDARIES

JHESSICA REIA 

Résumé
Lorsque le groupe Minor Threat chanté « I’ve got straight 
edge » dans les années 1980, il ne pouvait pas imaginer les 
proportions que le message straight edge pourrait atteindre. À 
São Paulo, le straight edge sous-culture a été consolidée dans 
les années 1990 autour du festival Verdurada et son collectif 
homonyme, qui est toujours actif. La dynamique d’établir les 
limites de l’identité straight edge est complexe, généralement 
constitué par plusieurs aspects visuels. Ce travail vise à analyser 
la visualité de la sous-culture straight edge et la Verdurada, en 
discutant la place qui les straight edgers occupent dans le 21e 
siècle.

Abstract
When Minor Threat sang “I’ve got straight edge” back in the 
1980s they could not imagine the proportions the straight 
edge message would achieve in a few years. In São Paulo, the 
straight edge subculture was consolidated in the 1990s around 
a collective and its festival Verdurada, which is still active. 
The dynamics to establish the boundaries of the straight edge 
identity are complex, usually dealing with several visual 
aspects. This work aims to shed light onto the visuality of the 
straight edge subculture and the Verdurada, discussing the 
place(s) that straight edgers occupy in the 21st century.

DOI : http://dx.doi.org/10.17742/IMAGE.VOS.7-2.6

A few years later, the values and visual elements 
of straight edge arrived in the global south, and 
entered Brazil. Not until the 1990s, however, 
would straight edge be consolidated as a 
subculture in that country, through the Verdurada 
collective and its homonymous festivals. At the 
same time, straight edge both opposed and was 
intertwined with the Brazilian hardcore punk 
scene. The subculture also developed deep 
connections to the city of São Paulo and to the 
issues, opportunities, dynamics, territories, and 
social life of that city.  

It is important to highlight the decision to use the terms 
“scene” and “subculture” in this essay. It made sense to 
talk about a punk scene in São Paulo in the 1970s, but 
as hardcore bands and labels emerged and overlapped 
with the established physical and symbolic territories 
of punk, it became more useful to speak of a “hardcore 
punk scene” in the city, especially in the 1990s.  Today, 
the expression “hardcore punk” has been adopted by 
bands, labels, and other participants involved in the 
scene, and the term now encompasses several musical 
subgenres, interests, political approaches, events, and 
forms of visuality. In my years of fieldwork studying 
this hardcore punk scene, I focused specifically on 
the straight edge subculture or movement within it. 
In this research, it became clear that, while those who 
identified themselves (and others) as part of the straight 

edge subculture did so in relation to ideas of sobriety 
(which they defined quite rigidly), membership in the 
overarching hardcore punk scene involved a much 
more fluid range of expected behaviours. In a general 
sense, we might see straight edge as a subculture 
operating within a larger hardcore punk scene, with 
the latter characterized by overlapping networks of 
bands, audience, venues, territories, and labels, and by 
the circulation of people and goods.

The constitution of the boundaries that demarcate the 
straight edge identity within the hardcore punk scene 
is not obvious from the outside, and are negotiated 
through conflicts between people over how to be 
straight edge or to be seen as straight edge by their 
peers. In his research into the boundaries of straight 
edge identity, Robert Wood (“The Straightedge Youth 
Sub-Culture”) shows how “straightedgers share 
commonalities in sub-cultural identity, but that sub-
cultural identity also is a highly fluid, contingent, 
and contradictory phenomenon that is constructed 
and experienced idiosyncratically by the very same 
members” (33-34). In other words, if we look at the 
subculture from the outside, it can appear to be stable 
and homogenous. From the inside, however, straight 
edge is seen as highly diverse and its boundaries are 
relatively fluid, subject to change, disruption, and 
fragmentation over time (50). One reason for this 
diversity is that the boundaries of straight edge have 
been shaped by values beyond those of sobriety and 

abstinence. These include such lifestyle options as 
vegetarianism and veganism, or the discourses and 
practices that define purity in relation to political 
practice or sexual promiscuity. The values of straight 
edge vary widely from one subcultural grouping to 
another and within these groupings themselves. Thus, 
in Brazil, the values of vegetarianism and veganism 
are of high importance for the Verdurada collective, 
while the acceptability of caffeine or certain medicines  
is disputed. 

Within this complexity, the visual aspects of the straight 
edge subculture assume a significant role. As Gillian 
Rose and Divya Tolia-Kelly suggest, with respect 
to the analysis of human practices, an attention to 
associations between the visual and material provides 
a means for investigating how things are made visible, 
which things are visible, and for whom this visuality 
is important (4). In this sense, analysing visual and 
material elements can:

[m]ake things visible in specific ways, or not, and this 
approach thus draws attention to the constitution 
of human subjectivities and the visual objects their 
practices create. This is somewhat different from en-
quiries based on looking, seeing, analysing and writ-
ing text; instead, it considers the (geo)politics of em-
bodied, material encounter and engagement. (Rose 
and Tolia-Kelly 3)

In 1981 a band called Minor Threat released the song “Straight Edge.”1 The band’s vo-
calist, Ian MacKaye, made it clear that the group had chosen the path of sobriety, not-
ing that they had better things to do than consume drugs, smoke, or drink alcohol. In 

his words, the band had “got the straight edge.” Straight edge then became a movement, 
even though MacKaye denies his role as its founder (Kuhn 34). Authors who have writ-
ten about the straight edge subculture—such as Robert Wood (2006), Beth Lahickey 
(2007), Ross Haenfler (2004; 2009), and Gabriel Kuhn (2010)—argue that it emerged in 
opposition to the “live fast, die young” nihilism of punk and the abuse of alcohol and 
drugs inside the scene. Devoting itself to the enjoyment of musical performances and 
keeping a distance from the use of alcohol and other substances, the straight edge move-
ment adopted the “X” as a powerful signifier of sobriety and abstinence, to be inscribed 
on bodies and made to be seen (Foster ix).
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elements from straight edge subculture. According to 
Larsen, the use of simple graphic symbols (such as the 
X) as band logos and to “signal a local or ideological 
affiliation within the subculture” were important 
during this first wave, since they could be quickly 
and easily reproduced. They embodied “hardcore 
subculture values of participation and collectivity 
while contributing to the spread of the subculture 
outside of commercial channels” (Larsen 91). Indeed, 
most of straight edge’s graphic symbols are still in use 
by youth committed to sober living in the subculture.

This work is part of a three-year research project on the 
straight edge subculture in São Paulo. The fieldwork 
was conducted from 2011 to 2013 using mixed 
methods: participant observation, photo-based visual 
documentation, in-depth qualitative semi-structured 
interviews,2 the distribution of questionnaires to 
a non-representative sample of audiences, and the 
analysis of digital materials (such as forums, social 
networks, and websites tied to the subculture). The goal 
here is to present some of the results of this research 
and, through an analysis of the visual aspects of the 
straight edge subculture in São Paulo, to shed light on 
such issues as the boundaries between identities, the 
sociability of subcultures, the place of straight edge 
within the city, and the status of its visibility. In this 
way, I hope to come to an understanding of the place(s) 
occupied by straight edge values and practices in Brazil 
more than three decades after their first appearance in  
the United States.

AROUND THE X:  
REFLECTIONS ON STRAIGHT EDGE, VISUALITY, AND IDENTITY BOUNDARIES

As Dick Hebdige suggests in his work “Hiding in the 
Light,” the bodies of youth can be used as an exercise of 
power, since they deal with the politics of signs:

“Youth culture” as sign-system centres on the body—
on appearance, posture, dress. If teenagers possess 
little else, they at least own their own bodies. If pow-
er can be exercised nowhere else, it can be at least 
be exercised here. The body can be decorated, and 
enhanced like a cherished object. (Hebdige 31)

The body and its adornment make straight edgers 
and their values visible. The visual aspects of straight 
edge subcultures have been analyzed in a number of 
works which go beyond the X that usually represents 
connection to the subculture. These include Michael 
Atkinson’s (“The Civilizing of Resistance: Straightedge 
Tattooing”) discussion of straight edge tattooing, Ross 
Haenfler’s (Straight Edge: Clean Living Youth, Hardcore 
Punk, and Social Change) study of styles of dress 
within the subculture, and Jesse Helton and William 
Staudenmeier, Jr.’s examination (“Re-imagining Being 
‘Straight’ in Straight Edge”) of “straight-edge symbols.” 
My study also addresses Joao Bittencourt’s (Sóbrios, 
firmes e convictos: Uma etnocartografia dos straightedges 
em São Paulo) analysis of the album covers of straight 
edge recordings and posters produced by and for the 
Verdurada’s collective.

Al Larsen (“Fast, Cheap and Out of Control: The 
Graphic Symbol in Hardcore Punk”) presents an 
interesting analysis of the visual culture of the first 
wave of American hardcore punk, which included 

who followed similar paths, singing about sobriety, 
positive choices, commitment (“true ‘til death”), and 
freedom. During this period, the boundaries of straight 
edge identity became clearer, crystallized within lists 
of “do’s and don’ts,” unacceptable behaviors, lines that 
should not be crossed, and the values necessary to 
support sober living.

Generally, then, straight edge identity is usually 
established around principles of sobriety and 
abstinence, often enforced in militant fashion. These 
principles often express themselves within seemingly 
conservative discourses against sexual promiscuity. 
At the same time, other values are progressive—
such as the support of vegetarianism, veganism, and 
animal rights, and an engagement with social change. 
Haenfler notes that the straight edge movement 
emerged “during a time of increasing conservatism 
and religious fundamentalism, an escalating drug war, 
and Nancy Reagan’s ‘Just Say No’ campaign” (416). 
While straight edge was not simply a response to this 
context, it shaped the movement in a variety of ways 
(Wood 107).

Wood observes that, at least in the United States, the 
subculture is predominantly masculine, youthful 
(with few people over 30 years of age), middle-class, 
Caucasian, and deeply rooted in urban spaces (6-
7). The male domination of straight edge spaces is 
a recurrent issue, and questions of gender identity 
and sexual orientation have figured within several 
studies (see Kuhn; Lahickey; and Haenfler). Haenfler 
suggests that straight edge men do not necessarily 

exclude women from the subculture, “but neither do 
they intentionally include them. The result is ‘female 
exscription,’” whereby women are simply absent 
or invisible within straight edge culture (Straight 
Edge: Clean Living Youth, Hardcore Punk, and Social 
Change 124)—these dynamics could be observed in  
São Paulo, too.

Music, nevertheless, is the central point of connection 
for straight edge subcultures, regardless of their 
location, since it is around music that the subculture 
has built itself and come to occupy certain territories 
within cities (both symbolic and physical). Through 
music a specific straight edge subculture enters into 
dialogues with others, whether in the same country or 
elsewhere in the world:  

Gigs enable straightedgers to visit with one another, 
to form new network ties, to hear straightedge music, 
to slam dance or mosh, and to purchase merchan-
dise, such as compact discs, records, and T-shirts […]. 
As well as music gigs and commercially available mu-
sic recordings, crucial “culture transmitters” such as 
fanzines/magazines and straightedge Internet Web 
sites help to unite national and international straight-
edge culture. (Wood, Straightedge Youth: Complexity 
and Contradictions of a Subculture 9)

Given the myriad of issues circulating within straight 
edge culture, the values and choices of its members 
may not be displayed or understood clearly. One of 
the main symbols of straight edge is the X, formed by 
single crossed lines or objects. Straight edgers usually 

draw the X on the back of their hands with markers or 
pens before gigs; others tattoo it on their bodies or use 
it on T-shirts, hoodies, jackets, and other accessories. 
(Wood 113-114). Wood suggests that the X is used to 
trace the subculture’s symbolical boundaries: “The X 
likely is a means by which straightedge youth identify 
one another as well as how they demarcate themselves 
from perceived outsiders. Moreover, according to the 
music, the X is a means of self-identification insofar 
as it symbolizes one’s commitment and dedication to 
straightedge philosophy and lifestyles” (Wood 114).

Debates continue over the origins of the X and nature 
of its connection to the straight edge subculture. 
MacKaye argues that it first appeared in Washington 
D.C. in the 1980s as a mark inscribed on the hands 
of underage people so they would be allowed to enter 
licensed music venues:  
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I’ve Got Straight Edge: Music, Identity, and Sobriety

The conventional narrative holds that straight 
edge subculture emerged out of the punk scene 
in Washington, D.C. In the 1980s, elements of 

this scene began to distance themselves from the punk 
ethos around them, opposing its nihilism and “live fast, 
die young” ethos. The significant abuse of drugs and 
alcohol inside the punk scene and within mainstream 
youth culture more generally is often identified as 
one reason for the dissatisfaction of large numbers of 
teenagers, who looked for ways to “fit in” to a musical 
underground without adopting the drug and alcohol 
use of their peers (Wood 100-103).

Minor Threat’s “Straight Edge” is today viewed as a key 
element in pushing this movement towards the status 
of a relatively stable subculture. Wood suggests that, 
even before Ian MacKaye put those feelings into words, 
discontent with the use of alcohol, tobacco, and drugs 
could be found within punk culture (Straightedge 
Youth: Complexity and Contradictions of a Subculture 
99). Drawing on an interview with MacKaye (a 
member of Fugazi as well as the co-founder and owner 
of Dischord Records), Wood claims that “the very idea 
of straightedge emerged at least partially in reaction 
to his [MacKaye’s] perceptions and experiences of 
drinking and drug use among his high school peers. 
Furthermore, his earliest elaborations of straightedge 
were attempts to validate and legitimize the deviant 
practices (at least among late 1970s culture) of not 
drinking and using drugs” (101). Built along these lines 
were Minor Threat and the other straight edge bands 
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Verdurada: Straight Edge Goes South

Straight edge arrived in Brazil at the beginning of 
the 1980s. The first representation of the famous 
X on the back of hands allegedly appeared in São 

Paulo on the cover of the compilation album Grito 
Suburbano (“Suburban Scream”), recorded by local 
bands in 1982. São Paulo is the largest city in Brazil 
and known for its many scenes, subcultures, and 
alternative spaces, such as the Galeria do Rock (“Rock 
Gallery”), which was the site of both convivial and 
conflictual relationships between young people of all 
tastes and styles from head bangers to punks. A punk 
scene emerged in São Paulo in the 1970s as informal, 
decentralized networks through which records, tapes, 
fanzines, and bands circulated (Dunn 202-203). While 
there is disagreement as to where punk first established 
itself in Brazil (with São Paulo or Brasilia as the main 
candidates), its importance in the suburbs of São Paulo 
should not be underestimated. Brazilian punk scenes 
absorbed local political struggles and were shaped by a 
context of discontent among teenagers rooted in social 
marginality, economic vulnerability, and political 
conflicts with the repressive dictatorship of the period.  

Grito Suburbano (1982), the first compilation of 
Brazilian punk, featured low-quality recordings of 
bands such as Olho Seco, Cólera, and Inocentes.3 The 
same year saw the organization of the first punk festival 
in São Paulo, O Começo do Fim do Mundo (“The 
Beginning of the End of the World”). The behaviour, 
musical performances, and imagery of the punk scene 
elicited an intense response from mainstream society; 

traditional media rushed to portray punks as marginal, 
bandits, drug addicts, and people with no future 
(Oliveira 19). 

Straight edge emerged as the São Paulo punk scene 
changed over time, incorporating other genres and 
subgenres (such as hardcore) and influencing other 
cultural developments in the city. As Bittencourt claims, 
and corroborated by my interviews, the consolidation 
of straight edge really did not occur until the 1990s 
(37). Indeed, the internet was responsible for much 
of the global diffusion of the straight edge subculture 
in the late 1990s (Williams 176). In the beginning, the 
straight edge subculture of São Paulo was associated 
with two groups: Juli-Juventude Libertaria (Libertarian 
Youth) and SELF (Straight Edge Life Family), the latter 
a dissident group that broke off from Juli (Bittencourt 
38). After the krishnacore band Shelter played in São 
Paulo in 1996 the straight edge subculture expanded 
(38-39). As A.M. (34-years old) told me in an interview, 
he was “impressed with the number of strangers who 
had the X marked on the back of their hands at the 
Shelter concert.” 

The Verdurada festivals began in houses, attended by 
a few friends, around 1993-94; by 1996, as the straight 
edge subculture grew, shows were opened up to the 
public. Since then, the festivals have been organized 
by a collective of about 13 people who has maintained 
the Verdurada name. Verdurada claims to be the 
largest DIY event in Brazil. This commitment to DIY 
principles is one of the most important elements of 
straight edge subculture; it extends beyond the bands, 

festival, and labels into the personal lives and spaces 
of the people involved. These principles are visible in 
the material objects which characterize the subculture 
(such as t-shirts [Figure 9] and fanzines). When asked 
about their relation to DIY, several told me that this 
subculture taught them to do things by themselves, 
without waiting for government or private enterprise: 
“This is something that punk and the hardcore gave 
me: if you are dissatisfied with the way things are done, 
do them yourself ” (C., 18 years old). 

The collective responsible for planning and carrying 
out the Verdurada festival is made up of people 
of different ages, genders, and backgrounds. All, 
however, must identify themselves as straight edgers 
and vegetarians/vegans to be accepted as members. 
Individual gigs and the overall festival are planned by 
the members of the collective, who begin by finding a 
venue with an available date, then sell tickets, promote 
the event (online and in the streets), arrange for bands 
to play, deal with the necessary logistics, buy water and 
Mupy (soy-based industrialized vegan juice), decide 
who can table at the event, and transport the necessary 
equipment to the venue, among many other activities. 
Because each festival includes a debate, the topic must 
be decided and the relevant movement/specialist/
association invited to discuss it. On the day of the 
event, someone needs to stay at the door controlling 
the entrance and ticket reservations, selling more 
tickets when necessary. Inside the venue, other people 
are in charge of selling the non-alcoholic beverages 
and food, helping to control the performance times for 
the bands and solving any problems that might appear. 
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In D.C. there was a law that says no minors were al-
lowed in a bar. […] So we were trying to figure out 
how we could convince them to let us into these 
damn gigs since we had the legal basis for it [...]. So 
we went down and met with the club and said, ‘Look, 
let us in, we will not drink, and we will put these Xs 
on our hands to clearly demark the people who are 
under age’. We told them […] We were not involved 
with getting high; we were just working and creat-
ing something. And we felt like music was not some-
thing that we should be forbidden to absorb, or to 
see, or to be around just because of our age. […] 
They said ‘Let’s give it a shot’. And we lived up to 
our end of the bargain, which was that none of us 
drank... That was where the X came from, it was a 
total pragmatic thing... The X was really not so much 
to signify straightedge as it was to signify youth.” 
(Wood 115-116)

With time, the symbol ended up being adopted on a 
voluntary basis by those who wished to proclaim their 
abstinence from alcohol, even if they were of an age 
that made its consumption legal. This practice became 
popular after the Teen Idles album Minor Disturbance 
was released in 1980, its cover featuring a “punk with 
crossed fists, each bearing a large X” (Haenfler 8). 
Wood sees the X as the preeminent visible marker of 
straight edge, even if not all straight edgers use it to 
affirm their lifestyle choices (124-125).

At the same time, the visibility of the X is used to 
differentiate oneself from mainstream culture and 
from others within the subculture who have not made 

the same life choices. From its origins as a marker of 
toxic substances, the “X” has been re-appropriated and 
re-signified by straight edgers: 

This notion of visible signifying markers used to cast 
a subculture apart and provide a sense of ontological 
difference for those within the subculture from the 
mainstream populace is certainly identifiable in the 
ironic and historically weighty SxE emblem: XXX. The 
“X” and more specifically, the triple “X” has certain 
connections to drug and abuse culture. “XXX” on a 
jug or bottle indicates poison; on a syringe, blood 
pollutant; on the eyes, death. SxE culture co-opted 
and inverted the sign’s referent—poison, in SxE, 
equals antidote; contaminant = clean living/drug 
free. (Smith 638)

Some of the roots of the triple X may be found in 
the Minor Threat’s lyrics “don’t drink, don’t smoke, 
don’t fuck,” or even in relation to the rating of films 
as pornographic, as Helton and Staudenmeier, Jr. have 
suggested (455-6).  In Larsen’s account, the X was, in 
its early stages at least, worn by people without being 
commercialized:  

The X was supremely suited to participatory cre-
ation—marked by hand, on the back of each hand, 
with a few swipes of a heavy duty felt-tip marker. 
Although “X”-themed merchandise eventually ap-
peared, the original practice was a mark that could 
not be purchased and did not advertise any specific 
band. (Larsen 100)

Merchandise is nevertheless an important part of 
straight edge subculture. The various objects of the 
scene—which incarnated the values of participation 
and collectivity and were usually created in  DIY (“Do 
It Yourself ”) fashion by bands and labels—helped 
transform the meaning of the X, making it an effective 
carrier of messages across the subculture:

T-shirt, slogans, song lyrics, tattoos, and other sym-
bols constantly reminded sXers of their mission and 
dedication: “It’s OK Not to Drink,” “True till Death,” 
and “One Life Drug Free” were among the more 
popular messages. […] Youth wore Xs on their back-
packs, shirts, and necklaces; they tattooed them on 
their bodies and drew them on their school folders, 
skateboards, cars, and other possessions. The X unit-
ed youth around the world, communicating a com-
mon set of values and experiences. (Haenfler 415)

This complex cluster of contexts, values and visual 
tokens spread across the globe in the 1980s, reaching 
countries as far away as Brazil or the Netherlands (see 
Hanou and Frijins). Straight edge and its material 
culture travelled through the informal exchange 
networks of punk, fostering the emergence of scenes 
and subcultures throughout the world over a lengthy 
period of time.
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other factors—such as the levels of commitment 
and available free time of collective members or the 
frequency with which people leave or move out of 
the scene—affect the continuity of the straight edge 
subculture. One result of these factors is that the 
frequency of Verdurada festivals has decreased and 
their occurrence has become unpredictable. Real estate 
speculation, gentrification, and urban marginalization 
have become recurrent topics of debate inside the 
collective and within the Verdurada audience. Their 
place within the city has become a high-profile concern 
of the subculture itself.  

Looking for the Visual Aspects

A search for the visuality of São Paulo’s hardcore 
punk scene, and of the straight edge subculture 
in particular, may lead to several spaces 

throughout the city or to none. In visual terms, it is not 
easy to grasp how these forms of cultural expression 
are rooted in the city, and it is even more of a challenge 
to see the music—the main feature of the straight edge 
subculture—clearly materialized and made visible in 
urban spaces. In his article “Above and Below Ground,” 
Straw discusses the visibility of Montreal’s Mile End 
music scene, which was very active in the late 1990s 
and 2000s. As Straw suggests, journalists who went to 
Mile End found the visual traces of the scene difficult 
to capture:  

For a long time, the Verdurada gigs took place at 
Galpão Jabaquara (the “Jabaquara Warehouse”), 
located in the southern region of São Paulo. This 
“fixed” space within the city became closely associated 
with the image of the Verdurada and its events, 
concerns, and people. After the warehouse was closed, 
the festival had to look for another venue in order to 
continue its promotion, a difficult task in São Paulo. 
Because of their commitment to DIY principles, low 
budgets, high noise levels, accessibility standards, 
and high attendance, the festival organizers needed 
very particular kinds of venues. These had to be of 
significant size, close to public transportation (and 
preferably in the city centre), but far enough away 
from residential areas that they would not be subject 
to complaints about the aggressive noise emanating  
from venues. 

Finding such spaces in the city was a constant 
challenge. Over the past few years it has become harder 
for the collective to find a suitable venue in which to 
host the Verdurada gigs. Organizers have told me 
during interviews that one of the main reasons for this 
difficulty is the gentrification process taking place in 
São Paulo, particularly in its central neighbourhoods. 
When I began my fieldwork the collective was using 
the Ego Club, located near Praça Roosevelt (which 
had undergone a long process of renovation), but that 
venue eventually closed. Verdurada has turned to other 
spaces that are smaller, somewhat precarious, and not 
ideal for hardcore punk gigs: recently they have used 
the basement of the University of São Paulo Law School. 
In addition to changes in the urban environment, 
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Music consumed in dark rooms, in lofts or bars, is 
not particularly photogenic. This is particularly the 
case for music which is not particularly theatrical, and 
which is often marked by a cultivated casualness. In 
any case, darkened rooms convey little of the ge-
ography of a scene. As a result, most of the images 
of Mile End which circulate are images from which 
music is absent. Music was the cultural activity which 
founded the idea of Mile End as a scene, but the 
visual signifiers of that scene communicate little of 
music. (Straw 404) 

A similar issue arose while analysing the straight 
edge subculture of São Paulo: the visual aspects of the 
subculture can easily go unnoticed around the city, 
especially when we are not dealing with the music 
festivals themselves. The visuality of Verdurada can be 
perceived in two different sorts of contexts. The most 
obvious of these are those contexts in which gigs take 
place, in specific places at scheduled times as a result 
of the labour of several people. The other context is 
constituted by the subtle visual presence of straight 
edge in the everyday life of São Paulo—in streets, 
restaurants, cafés, stores, and other public spaces, as 
well as the Verdurada posters glued around the city and 
band stickers on restaurants’ walls. These two contexts 
overlap in certain ways, but it is important to highlight 
the different ways in which they elicit attention or go 
noticed by outsiders.  

Straight Edge in the City

As has been noted, São Paulo contains long-
established venues connected to specific 
scenes. Galeria do Rock, for instance, used 

to be a space for disruptive practices and conflicts 
between head bangers and punks. Today, it contains a 
variety of tattoo shops, record stores, clothing stores, 
hairdressers, and other amenities, serving tastes that 
range from reggae and hip-hop through hardcore, 
punk, and gothic, on several floors linked by spiral 
staircases. However, the space is no longer for youth 
only: it has become a tourist destination in which it 
is not unusual to see entire families strolling along its 
corridors and shopping. On one of the floors there is 
a small store called Vegan Pride, which sells cruelty-
free and straight edge products. It has long been easy 
to find straight edgers hanging around here, buying 
food, hygiene products, or t-shirts with messages such 
as “Straight Edge Brasil” and “Enjoy Straight Edge, You 
can’t beat the feeling” (a reference to the 1987 Coke 
slogan, with the same typography).

Walking a few blocks from Galeria do Rock, one comes 
to Galeria Nova Barão, with its record stores, modest 
restaurants, shoe stores, and other commercial spaces. 
Among these, on the second floor, is the punk rock 
record store The Record (owned by people who have 
been connected with the hardcore punk scene for years) 
and the Veggie Life Store, a space dedicated to vegan, 
DIY, and straight edge products (and owned by people 
directly connected to the straight edge subculture). 
These spaces are discreetly located inside the gallery, 

nestled among traditional stores, but they make visible 
the signs of straight edge culture, on the covers of 
records, T-shirts, tote bags, pins, vegan products, and 
the adorned bodies of the regular visitors themselves. 

Not far from there, still in the downtown region, lies 
one of the most famous places of encounter for straight 
edgers in São Paulo, the ice cream shop Soroko (at 
Augusta street) (Souza 23).  Soroko offers vegan ice 
cream options, as well as açaí (an açaí palm dessert), 
amidst vintage tables, colourful garbage bins in the 
form of clowns, and old posters. Anyone passing by 
can notice, at certain hours of the day, a large number 
of tattooed people in hardcore or streetwear outfits, but 
the visual aspects of the place and its visitors are not 
obviously connected to the subculture. 

Going up Augusta street towards Paulista Avenue, 
one finds another important space of encounter and 
visibility for straight edgers, the Mate Por Favor. This 
is a small snack restaurant inside an open-air gallery 
with a few tables, chairs, and stools, serving vegan, 
vegetarian, and meat options as well as mate, açaí, and 
coffee. The name is a reference to the punk book “Please 
Kill Me”, written by Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain, 
and to the mate, (the yerba mate tea beverage served 
there). The owner has been part of the hardcore punk 
scene for years and allows people to hang posters on the 
wall for hardcore punk gigs, including those organized 
by Verdurada. This place is well known among straight 
edgers; one could always meet them there on Sunday 
afternoons, to talk or look at the visual materials on 
the walls, the notices of underground music festivals, 
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and messages with straight edge content written by its 
regular visitors. If one paid close attention to the young 
people hanging around, one could observe, in their 
choices of food and drink, the signs of their veganism 
or sobriety.  

Other restaurants and venues owned by friends (or 
friends of friends) from the scene or subculture figure 
within any “mapping” of straight edge visual references 
across the city. These include the Vegacy restaurant 
(also on Augusta street, on the Jardins side of Paulista 
Avenue) and the Prime Dog (Vergueiro street). The 
latter started as a hot dog and hamburger stand, but it 
grew as the demand for vegetarian and vegan options 
increased; it became one of the most famous fast food 
restaurants serving vegan options in the city, beloved 
by many of the straight edgers. As is the case with the 
Mate Por Favor, Prime Dog’s walls are filled with vegan 
and straight edge messages, band stickers, festival 
posters and other references to the subculture. On 
Saturday nights Prime Dog was a good place to meet 
colleagues from the subculture and engage in casual 
conversations.

The act of strolling along the sidewalks of the city 
brings opportunities to encounter the visual aspects 
of the straight edge subculture, such as the Verdurada 
posters. In the beginning, the Verdurada collective used 
to hang or glue the posters on walls and streetlight posts 
close to the main avenues in order to attract people 
to their gigs. Bittencourt observes that the style and 
content of these posters changed over time, as a result 
of shifting external influences on their underlying 
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aesthetics (156-158). As he suggests, proximity to 
the anti-globalization movement played a key role in 
transforming the Verdurada collective and its festivals, 
shaping the debates (or direct-action workshops) 
hosted by the festival and the visual materials used in 
its promotion. Before this engagement with the anti-
globalization movement in the early 2000s, the posters 
used to display images of concerts. This would change 
radically, as images related to the debates of the day 
became more common (158) (Figures 1 and 2). With 
the advent of the Internet, it has become easier to 
promote the events online through virtual posters, 
listservs, and Facebook pages, etc.—and they still glue 
the posters on walls and street lights across the city.

Even in spaces heavily frequented by straight edgers, it 
is difficult to “see the music,” to make it visible beyond 
the posters on the walls, the band T-shirts and stickers, 
and the tattoos exhibited across bodies. You can go to 
the same places, be among these people, and not notice 
their commitments to sobriety or a vegan life choice 
and to the underground music scenes of the city. The 
boundaries of the straight edge subculture are rigid, 
but other elements shaping their identities may be 
idiosyncratic, hidden, heterogeneous, or subtle. Some 
members of the culture have told me they do not even 
have tattoos or do not dress as “hardcore” as the others, 
but that they have been there actively organizing gigs 
inside the collective for more than a decade.

AROUND THE X:  
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Many people who participate in Verdurada, inside or outside the 
collective, by playing in bands, making fanzines and organizing 
music festivals, claim to have a “parallel life,”—that is, a job, family 
situation, or other interests that shape their identities and everyday 
lives. Within these parallel lives, people devise mechanisms with 
which to camouflage their status as straight edge. Nonetheless, 
during the musical performances at Verdurada, their existence 
changes for a couple of hours, in moments of collective explosion 
and ecstasy that are almost cathartic (Bittencourt 120), and in 
which the visual dimensions of the subculture assume high levels 
of expressiveness. 

The Visuality of Verdurada

During the Verdurada festivals, the visuality of the subculture 
pulses even in the smallest details. As noted earlier, one of the 
key visual tokens of the straight edge subculture, the mark of 
differentiated identity, is the X on the back of the hands. Most 
people draw this before or during the festival, using a pen or 
a marker. I met a few festival-goers with the X permanently 
tattooed on their bodies. A significant number of people in the 
audience mark their hands as a way of proclaiming a commitment 
to sobriety within their lives and inside that space.
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Figures. 1 & 2. Verdurada poster from June 1998 (left) showing an image related to the debate 
about gentrification in Sao Paulo. Another from April 2012 (right): the sign held by the octopus 
reads “Vende-se” (“For sale”), affixed to a historical building.

Figure 3. Vocalist of the band “Still 
X Strong” X-ing up before the 
presentation and wearing a t-shirt 
with the phrase “Love hardcore, hate 
homophobia” under his shirt.

Figures 4 & 5. Vocalists with the X 
on their hands during the bands’ 
performances.
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Tattoos with vegan and straight edge meanings, 
symbols, and messages can also be spotted on the 
visible/uncovered parts of bodies throughout the 
festival. Atkinson sees these tattoos as a form of 
resistance, a controlled and rationalized form of dissent 
that is also corporeal (215). Bittencourt also observed 
these gestures in São Paulo’s straight edge subculture, 
with young people tattooing the X on their hands 
even though they knew this might limit their chances 
of getting a job (107). As Hebdige points out, certain 
forms of body modification, such as face tattoos,  
allow bearers: 

to burn most of your bridges. In the current eco-
nomic climate, when employers can afford to pick 
and choose, such gestures are a public disavowal of 
the will to queue for work, throwing your self away 
before They do it for you. (Hebdige 32)

While tattoos are becoming more socially acceptable, 
having some visible parts of the body tattooed, such as 
the hands, neck, or face, are still taboo in Brazil. 

Beyond the corporeal visuality of the subculture, the 
commercialization of a diverse range of objects is 
another important practice worth noticing. As noted 
earlier, people and collectives tabling at the event 
offered a wide variety of products such as fanzines, 
clothes, records, and accessories at what they called a 

“popular price.” Since the application of straight edge 
symbols, mainly the X, is visible in printed ephemera, 
clothing, tattooing, band stickers, and cover albums, 
it is easy to commercialize straight edge products. 
Among the wares, I saw objects such as a watch with an 
X, wallet chains with the words “straight edge”, t-shirts 
with messages (Figure 6), and fanzines.

Regardless of the line-up, the season, or even the venue, 
Verdurada offers people opportunities to buy articles 
from the bands performing that day, thus helping to 
“keep the scene alive”: “There are many blogs and sites 
spreading news about bands and sites from which to 
download albums. However, the scene does not survive 
through its visualisation on YouTube, downloads, and 
Facebook chats, but, rather, by people coming to shows, 
buying band material and making real friends” (L.A, 21 
years old). After attending several Verduradas one can 
observe the t-shirts of Brazilian or international bands 
who have already played there worn by the audience 
or band members. The visual relevance of t-shirts to 
those seeking to read the subculture is particularly 
strong, insofar as these are used to clearly state musical 
preferences, political positions, dietary restrictions, 
DIY principles, sobriety options (as with the t-shirts 
in Figure 6 above and Figures 8 and 9), and support 
to lesbian-feminist bands who have never played at 
a Verdurada (but are part of the broader hardcore  
punk scene). 
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Few bands have openly declared themselves to be 
straight edge, but several have been formed by people 
committed to a sober living. One of the main bands 
associated with Verdurada is the Still X Strong, a self-
described “vegan straight edge band.” They keep the X 

in their name, as well as the reference to the strength 
of their choice; members of the band always play with 
the X on the back of their hands. Their first album 
covers also depicted the X and/or references to their 
commitment to abstinence (such as Str8 edge and the 

X; see Figures 10, 11, 12). The most recent releases 
from the band are aesthetically different, with no 
specific graphic symbol related to straight edge—not 
even the bands’ name, with its “X”—as it can be seen 
below (Figure 13). The lyrics of their songs often refer 
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Figures 6 & 7. Tables with books, records, and t-shirts for sale (left). The t-shirts have straight edge phrases such as “Stay 
positive,” “VGN SXE” (Vegan Straight Edge), “Livre de Drogas” (Drugs Free), and an “X.” The other table exhibits 
feminist fanzines and the “Fight Club” book (right).

Figure 8. A man in the mosh pit wearing a hoodie with the 
words “Straight Edge Elite.” 

Figure 9. A member from the band Larusso wearing a t-shirt with a “Faça 
você mesmo” (“do-it-yourself”) message on stage, minutes before the  
presentation started.
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to veganism and straight edge life choices, but the changes on the 
covers suggest a fractured visual identity, highlighting the fact 
that straight edge iconography is not always visible or obvious, 
but sometimes hidden (from the surface at least).

If we focus on spaces themselves, we see how the configuration 
of certain details offers more elements with which to read the 
event. None of the Verdurada festivals I followed had a person 
responsible for security (such as a security guard) at the entrance 
or inside the venue. During fieldwork I rarely heard stories of 
fights and violence at Verdurada; the relatively safety of these gigs 
evidenced, for example, by the kids hanging out in the audience 
with their tattooed parents, truly absorbed by the aggressive 
sounds coming from the guitars, basses, and drums on stage. 
According to A.M, Verdurada is a space suitable for a wide range 
of audiences, including children, since it is alcohol/drugs free.

During most of my fieldwork the venue being booked most 
frequently for Verdurada’s gigs was the Ego Club (Nestor Pestana 
street). Sometimes, in the entrance, they hang papers with 
messages of sobriety and respect or inside jokes. The interior has 
red walls and lights, mirrors, a small stage, and a space usually 
dedicated to the bar, with fridges promoting beer brands famous 
in Brazil. During the Verdurada, this space was used to sell water 
and Mupy, we well as some (unhealthy) vegan food such as 
hamburgers, coxinhas (a vegan version of a traditional Brazilian 
snack usually made with chicken), esfihas, kibes, cupcakes, etc 
(Figure 16). The list of food options uses “local formulations” 
(Larsen 101) of the straight edge X, such as the “X” in “coXinha” 
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to allude to straight edge. The menu also lists “Kassab,” referring to 
São Paulo’s mayor at the time, Gilberto Kassab.

The space offers a small stage for the bands, minimizing or collapsing 
the distance between performers and audience. In front of the 
stage there is the mosh pit, with its fast and sometimes aggressive 
dancing during performances. The mosh pit occupies a significant 
(ephemeral) space and it is more common to see men dancing than 
women. Behind and beside the mosh pit are spots for those who are 
not participating in the dancing, stage diving, or head walking.

When a debate takes place between performances, everyone 
interested in participating sits down (sometimes in circles) to 
watch, listen, and ask questions. The quick shifts between energetic 
dancing and the quiet, seated listening that characterizes the debate 
are impressive. While the entire audience is not always interested in 
discussion, the floor is always full of people.

After the last band, a vegan dinner is served to the audience (it is 
included in the price of the ticket); the night ends with the possibility 
of sociability among those in the line for food that gradually forms 
outside of the venue. Each person who wants to be part of the dinner 
can get in line and receive a disposable plate, usually filled with rice 
and vegetables. Since it is outside, in front of the venue, the dining 
is not necessarily comfortable (one has to eat leaning on walls or 
sitting on the sidewalks), but several people see in this moment an 
opportunity for socializing and talking with their friends before 
heading somewhere else or going back home.

JHESSICA REIA 

Figures 10, 11, 12 & 13. Still X Strong album covers, clockwise 
from top left: Demo (2007), Split (2008), Cornerstone (2011), and 
Girl (2012).  Figures 14 & 15. Children in the audience.
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Final remarks

To the surprise of many people the straight edge 
subculture is still active in Brazil, after more than 20 
years of uninterrupted existence. The subculture has 
organized the Verdurada festivals since 1996 and, 
despite many changes (in the city, as well as inside 
the subculture), the core values and principles of 

straight edge identity continue to revolve around 
a commitment to sobriety and abstinence. The 
importance of this subculture resides, in part, in its 
stability, its connections to the hardcore punk scene, 
its promotion of debate and engagement with political 
issues, and its DIY musical production. An ongoing 
question is how much the constitution of the identity 
boundaries for straight edge are obvious from the 

outside, particularly since they are difficult to read 
even for people inside the subculture—the choice of 
sobriety is not always obvious and visible. The making 
of identity boundaries is a many-sided process, replete 
with conflicts over how to be seen (and recognized) 
as straight edge by one’s peers. Some visual elements, 
such as the Xs marked on the back of the hands, are 
ephemeral, transitory, and appear mostly during the 
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festivals, connected deeply to the subculture’s musical 
expressivity. Other visual elements, such as tattoos, 
serve as more permanent statements. All of the objects 
in orbit around straight edge identity (t-shirts, zines, 
records, accessories) play an important role for those 
willing to show, to outsiders and other straight edgers 
alike, the commitment they have made to sober 
living. As a result of this complexity, and through the 

JHESSICA REIA 

importance of its visual elements, this subculture and 
its members invite reflection on the relations between 
visuality (in its ephemeral and permanent forms) and 
materiality. This visuality forms part of the experiences 
and practices that shape the identitarian boundaries of 
straight edge. The traces of the subculture within the 
city may be ephemeral (as is the case for posters and 
transitory venues) or invisible (insofar as some stores 

and restaurants cater to all kinds of audiences).  In this 
respect, the visuality and materiality of the straight edge 
subculture invite a reading of the world that extends 
beyond its fixed and permanent elements. Indeed, the 
visibility of scenes may be ephemeral, subtle, and fluid, 
shaped by the scenes’ appropriation of the surrounding 
city and its objects and by the vantage point from 
which they are seen.

Figure 16. The bar at a Verdurada event, filled with water, Mupy, and vegan food. Figure 17. Burgers displayed at the bar, with an unused beer fridge in the back. Figure 18. One of the few women I spotted in the mosh pit. Figure 19. Audience during the debate.
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Notes
1 The song “Straight Edge” is a track from Minor Threat’s 
7” EP (1981), later reissued as part of the collection Minor 
Threat (1984) and also the Complete Discography (1989).

2 The in-depth interviews were conducted in São Paulo and 
by Skype/Telephone along my fieldwork. I prefer to use their 
initials and the ages shown here represent the alleged age at 
the time of the interview.

3 See: <http://super.abril.com.br/cultura/funk-garotos-do-
suburbio>, accessed on 11 January 2016.
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Résumé
L’idée du rythme a été utilisée comme concept clé et motif 
empirique en recherche récente sur les espaces urbains et 
dans la vie quotidienne. Cet article apporte une méthode 
pour capturer, comprendre et interpréter les structures 
rythmiques complexes des espaces urbains. En introduisant 
une méthodologie rythmanalitique, cette méthode s’appuie 
sur des photographies et des cartes cognitives fournies par des 
participants comme outil analytique pour dépeindre l’activité 
musicale d’une ville. À partir d’une étude ethnographique 
sur les espaces urbains de Wellington (Aotearoa/Nouvelle 
Zélande) et de Copenhague (Danemark), cet article propose 
une technique expérimentale riche qui cherche à reconnaître 
les interconnections des milieux sociaux, des ambiances, des 
objets, des mots et des images dans la vie courante de chacun 
et offre ainsi une chance de suivre les rythmes multiples sous-
jacent à la création musicale dans une ville.

Abstract
The idea of rhythm has figured as a key conceptual and empirical 
motif in current research on urban space, place, and everyday 
life. This article offers a way of capturing, understanding, 
and interpreting the multifaceted rhythmical layout of urban 
spaces. It implements a rhythmanalytical methodology that 
draws on participant-generated photographs and mental maps 
as analytical tools in order to provoke compelling depictions 
of musical activity in the city. Based on current ethnographic 
fieldwork in the urban spaces of Wellington (Aotearoa/New 
Zealand) and Copenhagen (Denmark), this article proposes 
a fruitful technique of experience and experiment that seeks 
to recognise the interwovenness of socialities, atmospheres, 
objects, texts, and images in people’s everyday lives and in 
this way affords opportunities for attending to the multiple 
rhythms underlying music-making in the city.
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For those studying the musical life of 
cities, the scene as a distinctive so-
cial form has taken on a more defini-

tive and sometimes contentious shape fol-
lowing Will Straw’s definition of the term 
nearly 25 years ago (see Straw, “Systems 
of Articulation, Logics of Change”; Straw, 
“Cultural Scenes”; Bennett and Peterson; 
Hesmondhalgh). Since then, the term has 
gained much of its traction courtesy of 
popular music studies, where it has been 
taken up as a way to approach music-mak-
ing as intimately bound up in the various 
arrays of social, temporal, and spatial rela-
tionships found in the city. The result has 
been a number of engaging studies that 
explore the significance of the scene as a 
vital cultural hub, an important incuba-
tor and insulator for creative activity in 
the city (Stahl 11). Much of this research 
has adopted a narrative approach, draw-
ing on interviews, oral histories, and per-
sonal accounts to outline the significance 
of the music scene in a given city. However, 

as these various narrative-based accounts 
of music scenes in cities around the world 
have proliferated and accumulated over 
time, they have also helped to formulate 
a kind of de facto orthodoxy in terms of 
methodological approaches to music-mak-
ing, one which privileges the ethnographic 
as the preferred, and ostensibly more accu-
rate, means to document socio-musical ex-
perience. While acknowledging the value 
of this approach, this article proposes an 
alternative set of methodologies—pho-
tographic and cartographic—that, while 
complementing the ethnographic study of 
scenes, also allow us to apprehend other 
less tangible or readily apparent, but no less 
significant, aspects of the temporal, spatial, 
and, importantly, affective dimensions as-
sociated with musical scenes in the city. 
Visual techniques such as mapmaking and 
photo elicitation provide different vantage 
points from which to apprehend the scene. 
The focus here is on how music-making 
simultaneously facilitates and frames par-

ticular experiences of place through a con-
sideration of some of the activities that 
occur behind-the-scene (and seen). This 
approach allows us to explore the seeming-
ly mundane but still quite central aspects of 
the everyday lives of music-makers.

Some terms offer useful provocations to think 
differently about how to approach the scene 
and its affective dimensions. Key among 
these concepts is Henri Lefebvre’s notion of 
rhythmanalysis, which has been applied to a 
number of different urban phenomena (see 
Simonsen; Simpson). Tempo and tenor, as 
borne out by the interplay of different types of 
movement in and across scenic spaces—evoking 
what David Seamon has elsewhere called 
“place ballets”—allow us to consider aspects of 
music-making that are often overlooked in part 
because they are often deemed unrepresentable. 
However, these spatio-temporal qualities are 
crucial to the way in which attachment or 
detachment to a place gains its affective charge.

The following discussion makes use of music-makers’ 
maps and photographs in order to give shape to some of 
the affective dimensions associated with the everyday 
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Rhythms of the City

Music-making can be described as made up of an 
interrelated set of actors, affects, materialities, and 
social relations that come together in the complex 

unfolding of the city’s urban life. Urban spaces are in an ongoing 
process of becoming, (re)constituting their connections through 
“multiple networked mobilities of capital, persons, objects, signs 
and information” that are intertwined and connected, creating a 
“particular, but ever-changing, complicated mix of heterogeneous 
social interactions, materialities, mobilities, imaginaries and 
social effects” (Edensor 3). This compound of temporal matter 
and events includes the regular comings and goings of people, the 
movement of bodies, objects, ideas and materialities, the sounds, 
smells, and atmospheres, as well as the cosmic time of day and 
night, seasonal, and annual cycles. Those regular patterns of flow 
are the concrete forms of city rhythms that shape, influence, and 
characterise everyday life in the city. 

City rhythms drive human activity and affect the formation of 
urban environments. They interact and mingle with each other, 
shaping the “diurnal, weekly and annual experience of place and 
influence the ongoing formation of its materiality” (Edensor 3). 
Those rhythmic mixes create what David Seamon calls “place 
ballets,” the accumulation of repetitive events expressed through 
everyday life regularities that involve interactions between 
people and between people and their urban environment—any 
kind of movement that evolves from physical space, people, 
nature, and time. As Stewart Elden suggests, rhythm “is found in 
the workings of our towns and cities, in urban life and movement 
through space. Equally in the collision of natural biological 
and social timescales, the rhythms of our bodies and society”  
(Elden viii). 
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life of music-makers in two cities: Copenhagen, Denmark and 
Wellington, New Zealand. Approaching music-making through 
a rhythmanalysis in each city provides opportunities to capture 
what Kathleen Stewart has called “atmospheric attunements” in 
the form of “descriptive detours”—a way to account for some 
of the more elusive aspects of the socio-musical experience 
of music-makers in each city (Stewart 445). Getting at these 
“detours” using a visually based methodology allows us to bring 
into view some of the more ineffable and unseen aspects of the 
scene, particularly what goes on behind the scene/seen. If, as Will 
Straw has recently suggested (“Some Things a Scene Might Be”), 
scenes can function as spaces of mediation, where the degrees 
and kinds of cultural life found in a place are bound up in those 
ratios of visibility to invisibility by which scenes make themselves 
known or unknown. This methodology allows music-makers 
to reveal and reflect upon their own mediated experiences of 
the scene and a sense of place. The interest here, then, is not 
in revisiting the centrality of the musical performance as the 
preferred locus of the scene, the apex musical event, or even the 
privileged instantiation and expression of the social and semiotic 
power of the collective life of the city. Instead, we suggest that 
making visible the everyday lives of music-makers in these 
cities, through their own documentation and reflection, offers a 
thicker description of those movements and moments and the 
fixity and flow of the scene. This approach parses out aspects of 
cultural productivity that are often otherwise absorbed by the 
daily life of the city, “‘hiding’... behind seemingly meaningless 
(or indistinguishable) forms of social life” (Straw, “Some Things 
a Scene Might Be” 483). As we suggest, these routes and routines 
make up a concatenation of rhythms, which in their varied ratios 
serve to further bind the scene and its participants to the city as 
well as lending the city its ambience, textures, atmospheres, and, 
more importantly, its distinctive affective charge.

In this sense, urban spaces are polyrhythmic fields, 
“compound[s] of varied everyday life and spatial 
rhythms” (Wunderlich 91). As with polyrhythms 
in music, a combination of individually simple 
rhythms is woven together into a complex whole 
that might harmonise (eurhythmia) or form tensions 
(arrhythmia). The city thus provides an “everyday stage 
for conflicts and relations” between social, spatial, 
and natural rhythms forming complex polyrhythmic 
ensembles which create a sense of time and influence 
the sense of place (Aboutorabi and Wesener 62). 

As such, music-making in the city constitutes and is 
constituted by a plurality of urban rhythms. Movement 
between different locations as well as regular temporal 
patterns of events, activities, experiences, and practices 
which are always in interaction with natural and 
biological cycles. These habitual procedures and 
schedules are what Finnegan refers to as (musical) 
‘pathways’, linking routes to routines and as such 
providing “important – if often unstated – frameworks 
for people’s participation in urban life” (323). Local 
music-making is therefore bound up in a dense array 
of everyday life rhythms including the music-maker’s 
quotidian routines, habits, and schedules, rhythms 
of mobility and immobility, as well as non-human 
rhythms such as energies, intensities, objects, flora, 
and fauna. 

As a way of capturing, understanding and analysing 
the polyrhythmic environments, affective affinities, 
and atmospheres surrounding the musicians in their 
everyday life in Wellington and Copenhagen we suggest 

a categorization of city rhythms which consists of social, 
spatial and affective rhythms. These three primary 
categories can be further divided into sub-groups in 
order to unravel their manifold spatial expressions in 
urban space. Social rhythms are divided into socio-
cultural and political rhythms; spatial rhythms into 
urban materiality and nature; and affective rhythms 
into ordinary affects and atmospheres (see below). 
These divisions allow us to identify and clarify the 
complex rhythmical layout of the city. 

As much as this categorization distinguishes certain 
rhythms from each other, it also points towards the 
interconnection, synergy, and fusion of social, spatial 
and affective aspects. Consequently, the categories 
of city rhythms are by no means mutually exclusive; 
rather, different city rhythms interact and mingle in 
space, creating a particular urban texture, energy, and 
ambience that in turn shape the city’s socio-musical 
experience.

ROCHOW & STAHL

The analysis of the rhythmic layout in which Wellington 
and Copenhagen each enunciate their uniqueness 
through music-making requires a flexible array of 
methodologies in order to apprehend its manifold 
articulations. The conventional methods used within 
social science research, such as ethnography, focus 
groups, in-depth interviews, have been criticized 
for their failure to capture “the more expressive, 
non-verbal, expressive and emotive, non-cognitive 
aspects of social practice and performance” (Morton 

663). For this reason, Morton advocates a “creative 
revision” of qualitative research methods in order to 
allow for “thinking through the multisensory nature 
of experience of urban aesthetics” (Latham and 
McCormack, “Moving Cities” 261). 

This paper proposes a variety of visual research 
methods that explore the idiosyncratic nature of 
musical life in Wellington and Copenhagen and 
highlight music-making’s spatial properties as they are 

Categories of City Rhythms Based on Spatial Characteristics
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a comparative approach to the rhythmanalytical examination of 
Wellington and Copenhagen allows for the elicitation and analysis 
of the complex web of social, spatial and affective rhythms, 
including the rhythmical patterns of sociability, interaction and 
belonging, materiality, mobility and circulation that constitute 
music-making in those two urban spaces. It will shed light on the 
music-maker’s mundane rhythmical pathways and in this way 
facilitate the identification of essential rhythmical dimensions 
underlying the individual’s sense of place in Wellington and in 
Copenhagen. A relational comparison will not only illuminate 
the peculiarities of each case in particular, but it will provide a 
holistic insight into the interconnected trajectories of music-
making in the city on a global scale. 

Mapping

In order to get some sense of how music-making is conceived 
of spatially, in non-narrative form, we asked 20 musicians 
from each city to draw a map of “their personal Wellington/
Copenhagen.” The pool of respondents was restricted to 
independent musicians who were active in the local music scene 
at that time. The sample was not limited by musical tradition 
and considered the wide variety of musical genres to be found 
in both localities. Consequently, this survey included jazz, folk, 
pop, rock, punk, brass and experimental music-makers, as well as 
singer-songwriters from both cities.

The instructions for the mapping exercise were kept as broad as 
possible in order to give the respondents the utmost freedom of 
choice and expression. The possibility for informants to express 
themselves creatively is one of the greatest strength of mental 
mapping and “allows for more creativity and freedom to express 

lived, felt, and imagined. As a way of capturing, understanding, 
and interpreting the social, spatial, and affective rhythms in 
Wellington and Copenhagen, we have developed a mode of 
visual research that focuses on the ethnographic use of photo-
elicitation and mental mapping as creative tools for the study of 
music-making in the city.

Two Cities

Copenhagen and Wellington are dissimilar urban spaces, 
geographically speaking. While Copenhagen is in close proximity 
to a number of other major urban centres, Wellington is situated 
on the remote North Island of New Zealand. Yet despite their 
disparate geographical locations, the rhythmical layout of those 
two urban spaces shows some clear similarities. They are both 
coastal cities with a moderate oceanic climate and similar 
number of inhabitants. Both are surrounded by water and graced 
with numerous parks and green spaces. They are global capital 
cities with vibrant music scenes and thriving cultural industries. 
Yet it is not the “robust sense of similarity” that motivates the 
selection of those two urban spaces, but rather the way “a city can 
be said to show in practice a reflexive relation to similarity and 
difference regardless of how similar or different it is to another 
city” (Blum 18). This perspective allows for a conception of the 
city as a dynamic place, continually (re)constituted through a 
multiplicity of flows that emanate from, pass through, and centre 
upon it, “bringing together ephemeral, contingent and relatively 
stable arrangements of people, energy and matter” (Cresswell 
and Merriman 190). In this sense, Wellington’s and Copenhagen’s 
respective polyrhythmic ensembles include energies, affective 
affinities, and atmospheres, which provide exciting and 
promising “rhythmic fields” of experience and experiment. Using 
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oneself with less influence from the researcher” (Trell 
and van Hoven 95). This creative freedom on the 
side of the music-makers allowed for the collection 
of a variety of rhythmical patterns and perspectives, 
which provided insight into the musician’s unique 
socio-spatial relation to music-making in Wellington 
and Copenhagen. The variety of visual expressions 
provided by those individual drawings resonates 
with the complex array of city rhythms, including the 
movement of people, objects, ideas, and materialities, 
as well as ordinary affects and atmospheres—all part 
of the polyrhythmic ensembles underlying music-
making in the city. 

In the course of analysing these rhythmical drawings, 
we have followed D.C.D. Pocock’s idea that mental 
maps should be considered as “suggestions” rather 
than “statements,” as they are “the creation of artists 
rather than the construction of scientists” (284). 
The graphic representations of the musician’s urban 
surroundings are therefore necessarily incomplete 
renderings. As Greg Halseth and Joanne Doddridge 
remind us, “just as the ‘real world’ cannot possibly be 
reproduced on the map sheet, so too the complexity 
of images and senses stored in our memories cannot 
possibly all be rendered onto paper for the external 
observer to ‘read’” (568). Although there are limitations 
to such renderings, the activity of drawing allows the 
participants to reflect upon the issue being explored 
and provides access to different kinds of knowledge, 
including the multisensory and embodied experience 
of place. Mental maps are therefore not only orientation 
techniques for the music-makers through which they 

organize their image of the city both spatially and 
temporally, but they are also indicators highlighting 
subjective experiences, affects, and sensations, 
“uncovering realities previously unseen or unimagined, 
even across seemingly exhausted grounds” (Corner 
213). In this way, mental maps permit the exploration 
of individual experiences that might otherwise have 
not been consciously noticed. This uncovering of the 
unconscious adds another dimension to the research 
process and identifies mapping as a powerful mode of 
visual research. As Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
note: “The map does not reproduce an unconscious 
closed in upon itself; it constructs the unconscious. 
It fosters connections between fields, the removal of 
blockages on bodies without organs, the maximum 
opening of bodies without organs onto a plane of 
consistency” (12).

In order to grasp the conscious and unconscious 
dimension of mental mapping it is vital for the visual 
analyst to be attentive to the participant’s different 
responses both during the mapping process as well 
as in a detailed post-mapping review discussion. In 
particular, if a participant felt self-conscious about their 
drawing abilities or insecure in the way they should 
approach the mapping task, it was essential to take time 
to guide them through the process, reassuring them 
that their drawing skills would not affect the result 
and that there is no correct way of drawing the map. 
This pre-mapping conversation was vital in order for 
the musicians to express themselves freely and engage 
in the process of visualizing their personal Wellington 
or Copenhagen. The crafting of maps as well as the 

analysis of the music-maker’s individual drawings 
should therefore not be allowed to rest solely upon the 
process of mental mapping—the accompanying verbal 
exchange is perhaps their most telling feature.

As part of an interactive conversation, the musician’s 
mental maps provide idiosyncratic outlines of the 
city’s socio-musical experiences, illuminating both 
its soft infrastructure—which comprises personal 
rhythms, social relations, and atmospheres—and 
hard infrastructure, including such sites as domestic, 
rehearsal, and performance spaces. The selective 
content and the information about the meaning of 
those details on the map are entirely based upon the 
musician’s view of the relative importance of those 
elements in their everyday life. In this way, mental 
mapping “can trigger spontaneous discussions about 
daily places, activities, and people with whom the 
respondents spend time” (Trell and van Hoven 95).

The use of mental mapping for the purpose of this 
study was motivated by the desire to make apparent 
the multiple rhythms, valences, moods, and affects 
constituting the music-maker’s everyday life in the 
city. Mapping mediates the awkwardness of talking 
to strangers about personal opinions, feelings, and 
experiences and elicits responses that cannot easily 
be put into words. The map was, more substantially, 
a means to access the multiple narratives of place 
including the conscious and subconscious aspects, 
materialities, sensorialities, intensities, imaginaries, 
and atmospheres that underpin the musicmakers’ 
sense of place in Wellington and Copenhagen.

ROCHOW & STAHL
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to articulate thoughts and feelings that usually remain 
implicit” (Rose, “On the Relation Between ‘Visual 
Research Methods’ and Contemporary Visual Culture” 
28). As those participant-generated photographs are 
discussed during the elicitation interview, respondents 
are “jolt[ed] into a new awareness of their social 
existence,” which is particularly helpful in re-framing 
their taken-for-granted experiences (Harper 21). 
In this way, interviews with images might lead the 
conversation in a rather different direction: “more 
emotional, more affective, more ‘ineffable’” (Bagnoli 
548). 

It is this ability of photographs to elicit and evoke the 
emotive, embodied, and affective intensities beyond 
talk that is particularly valuable for the purpose 
of this research. Here it is useful to draw on Henri 
Bergson’s (1988) claim that an image is a “certain 
existence which is more than that which the idealist 
calls a representation, but less than that which the 
realist calls a thing” (9).  In this way, images are not 
only matter but are also perceptions. Yet they are 
never just a “representational snapshot” nor are they 
a “material thing reducible to brute object-ness” 
(Latham and McCormack, “Thinking with Images in 
Non-Representational Cities” 253). Rather, images 
can be understood as “resonant blocks of space-time: 
they have duration, even if they appear still […]. They 
are blocks of sensation with an affective intensity and 
make sense not just because we take time to figure out 
what they signify, but also because their pre-signifying 
affective materiality is felt in bodies” (ibid).

Photo-elicitation

Numerous social scientists have used photo-elicitation 
since anthropologist John Collier introduced the 
method in 1967. Douglas Harper describes photo 
elicitation as a useful and largely unrecognized visual 
research method that is “based on the simple idea of 
inserting a photograph into a research interview” 
(13). In this process, respondents are asked to take 
photographs of their everyday life, the results of which 
are later discussed with the researcher in order to 
explore the subjective meanings behind those images 
(Croghan et al. 346). As the participants elaborate 
on the content and meaning of the photographs, “a 
dialogue is created in which the typical research roles 
are reversed. The researcher becomes a listener and 
one who encourages the dialogue to continue” (Harper 
and Prosser 35). In this way, the polysemic quality 
of the image is acknowledged, allowing for “different 
observers to interpret their contents according to 
their identity of views, native knowledge and ethos, 
and to actively discuss and exchange the personal 
values and meanings that these subjects might have 
for them” (Collier and Collier 103–108). Harper 
argues that photographs allow the individual to access 
different parts of their consciousness than those 
reached through words (13). They can “reveal what is 
hidden in the inner mechanisms of the ordinary and 
the taken for granted” (Knowles and Sweetman 7). 
Taking photographs of their everyday life prompts the 
participants therefore to reflect on their daily activities 
in an unusual way: “it gives them a distance from 
what they are usually immersed in and allows them 
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The original motivation for the use of photo-elicitation 
as a visual research methodology in the course of 
this project arose from preliminary interviews with 
music-makers in Wellington. During the conversation, 
participants were asked about inspiring places around 
town and their feelings towards these locations. 
However, the question appeared to be too complex or 
overwhelming, as the musicians struggled with their 
responses. Asking about certain “places of inspiration” 
triggered the musician’s non-cognitive, emotive, and 
affective relation to place, which is difficult to articulate, 
especially in the process of a face-to-face interview. 
As Anderson reminds us: “The development of an 
explicit vocabulary of affect and emotion begins from 
the assertion that the more-than or less-than rational 
cannot be reduced to a range of discreet, internally 
coherent, emotions which are self-identical with the 
mind of an individual” (735).

For this reason, the musicians were given a disposable 
camera, which facilitated the capturing, in a snapshot, 
of any moment, atmosphere, or ambience without the 
need to fully comprehend and articulate the particular 
affects at play. In this way, the photographs allowed 
the musicians to record the complex rhythmical 
pattern constituting music-making in Wellington 
and Copenhagen. The resulting images show 
different people, places, objects, events, interactions, 
atmospheres, fluxes, and flows around the city. 
Moreover, the participant-generated photographs 
rendered more explicit the non-verbal, non-cognitive, 
emotive, embodied, and affective rhythms of the 
musician’s everyday life that usually remain implicit. 

In this way, photo-elicitation facilitated the uncovering 
of key atmospheres and rhythms, indicating their 
quality, intensity, and combination in a way that 
might not have been possible in a talk-only interview. 
Consequently, photo-elicitation proves to be a fruitful 
technique allowing the musicians to get attuned to 
their rhythmical environment and encouraging them 
to reflect on their individual relationships to music-
making in the city.

The combination of mental mapping and photo-
elicitation allowed for a more holistic understanding 
of the rhythms, atmospheres, and affects surrounding 
the music-makers in their urban environment, as the 
two visual methods are complementary and mutually 
reinforcing. Sometimes certain photographs depicted 
specific places, objects, or moments, which were also 
outlined on the maps, clarifying visual details and 
emphasizing the affective intensities and atmospheres 
underlying a certain situation or moment. On the 
other hand, the maps could frequently add important 
spatial information, which the photographs themselves 
were lacking (e.g. the image of someone’s bedroom was 
complemented by the map illustrating the geographic 
location of that person’s home). This layering of 
different image types allows therefore for a “purposeful 
and constant process of steering towards validity, and 
negotiating the reefs of misinterpretation” (Spencer 
140). Using photography and mapping generates 
different forms of data, providing visual evidence as a 
complement to other forms of knowledge about places 
that, when taken together, can contribute to a thicker 
description of the complex interwoven rhythmical 

dimensions that affect music-making in urban 
spaces. This methodological mix aims at capturing 
the polyrhythmic environments and atmospheres 
surrounding the musicians in their everyday life 
and consequently avoids some of the shortcomings 
and dilemmas of both traditional ethnography and 
Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis. 

Analysis

Below is a brief account of how the data for this 
project were obtained, providing context for 
the discussion of Wellington and Copenhagen’s 

urban rhythms of music-making.

The project took place over the course of three years 
between 2013 and 2016 with a limited period of data 
collection from April 2013 to October 2014. A total of 
40 participants took part in the research, 20 in each city. 
Prior to the first interview each musician was asked to 
draw a map of their “personal Wellington” or “personal 
Copenhagen.” This task was unexpected for most 
respondents, as it was not mentioned before the first 
meeting in order to avoid any cognitive engagement 
with their urban environment prior to the mapping 
exercise. Instead, the aim was to stimulate what Stewart 
terms an “atmospheric attunement” (445) that brings 
attention to the charged atmospheres of everyday 
life, allowing the musicians to sense out the multiple 
rhythms, valences, moods, and affects constituting 
the musical environment in their city. Following the 
mapping, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
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By the same token, Latham and McCormack argue 
that if an image is a certain existence somewhere 
between a representation and a thing, then so is 
a rhythm (260). The relation between image and 
rhythm is therefore not one involving a relation 
between object and representation. Consequently, 
those participant-generated photographs may be 
useful in displaying valences, moods, sensations, and 
tempos of the “affective force fields” surrounding the 
musicians in their urban space (Stewart 2010). Instead 
of providing quantitative content for tables, charts, 
or diagrams, such images can capture or expose the 
dynamism of embodied movement and the affective 
tonalities present in certain moments and places. Thus, 
photographs not only convey the feel of urban places, 
spaces, and landscapes, but also capture “something 
of the sensory richness and human inhabitation of 
urban environments” (Rose, Visual Methodologies 
298). Although the use of images as part of the present 
rhythmanalytical methodology might not “necessarily 
fully capture or evoke such rhythms and their qualities” 
(Simpson 425), they will certainly provide techniques 
for thinking through the complex and multifaceted 
array of everyday life rhythms and atmospheres in 
the two urban spaces of Wellington and Copenhagen. 
Participant-generated photographs therefore facilitate 
the development of another way of looking, a means 
of “unfixing and altering the perspective,” and thus 
provide insight into the musician’s sense of place 
(Simpson 431).
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as distances were erased and multiple locations, 
buildings, and places compressed into a relatively small 
visual space. Some of the musicians chose to label 
streets and buildings or use symbols such as arrows, 
notes, instruments, and hearts to express or intensify a 
certain meaning. The variety of expressions, symbols, 
and details on the maps varied greatly. There were 
complex drawings loaded with meaning and message 
and simple ones featuring little detail or information.

Even though the maps shared many similarities, there 
were concrete differences between the drawings from 
Wellington and Copenhagen that could be easily 
identified during a first analysis. There were fewer 
buildings on the Wellington maps; in fact, several 
maps did not show any architecture or street patterns 
at all. The Copenhagen drawings, on the contrary, 
featured various buildings, including churches, 
detached houses, and apartment buildings, which were 
mostly drawn in a rather complex, sometimes three-
dimensional style. Apart from the buildings, there were 
various other objects on the Copenhagen maps, such 
as bottles, bikes, boats, coffee cups, airplanes, trains, 
or music instruments. The most frequently drawn 
object, however, was the musician’s home. From there, 
various streets, tracks, or lanes reached out toward the 
urban environment connecting different buildings and 
places, highlighting the musician’s mundane pathways 
through Copenhagen. Some of those routes cross the 
local border, indicating the “bridge to Sweden” or a 

with each participant. After the interviews, the 
musicians were given a disposable camera and the task 
to take photos of their musical environments. Again, 
the instructions were purposely left open in order to 
avoid setting up the everyday as an object of analysis 
that then had to be represented. In the three to five 
weeks after the first meeting, the disposable cameras 
were collected and the films developed before a second 
interview with each musician was arranged in order 
to discuss together the content and meaning of the 
photographs. 

Map-analysis

When the musicians were asked to draw their 
musical environment they were hesitant at 
first, declaring their limited drawing skills 

before getting immersed in the mapping exercise. 
Eventually, everyone engaged seriously in the task, 
considering how best to visualize their everyday urban 
environment in their own pace and style.

The majority of the musicians drew colourful maps 
which included their natural surroundings, such as 
the ocean, lakes, trees, parks, and bush, their material 
environment consisting of buildings, objects, and 
sometimes other human beings or animals. Many of 
the maps were made using an aerial or semi-aerial 
perspective, yet most drawings were out of scale 
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Fig. 1. Maps illustrating the dominance 
of natural rhythms in Wellington 

“highway out of the city,” thus expanding beyond the 
cityscape towards global rhythms and atmospheres. 
The Wellington maps showed fewer objects, streets, 
and buildings but more prominent natural elements 
such as the ocean and the natural bush surrounding 
the city. The most frequently drawn object was 
Wellington’s natural harbour, which often took up half 
of the entire map. 

Even though the city of Copenhagen has plenty of 
natural spaces as well—including three lakes, various 
parks, and the ocean—those details took up a rather 
small part of the maps. A striking detail on the 
Copenhagen drawings was the frequent use of symbols 
such as hearts, flowers, instruments, notes, bikes, 
planes, theatre masks, coffee mugs, and bottles. Some 
of those symbols appeared on the Wellington maps as 
well, but far more infrequently. Instead, the musicians 
in Wellington used written text to explain certain 
details or express their feelings towards a particular 
place or situation: for example, “beautiful sunset,” 
“pretty hills,” “stroll, escape, admire,” and “awesome 
place.” In Copenhagen the musicians drew little love 
hearts to emphasize their affection towards a place, 
object, or person.

The musicians’ mental maps provided insightful 
outlines of diverse spatial rhythms, including the built 
urban environment as well as natural elements and 
related cycles. The elements highlighted above suggest 
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individual pathways and local movement throughout the city 
while also detailing how music-makers’ horizons expand beyond 
these local markers, indicating the force of global circuits, 
rhythms, and dynamics. Moreover, those drawings featured 
diverse social and cultural rhythms, as the musicians drew 
different symbols in order to illustrate certain rituals, habits, and 
traditions. In addition to the material, natural and socio-cultural 
rhythms however, the maps also exposed the more abstract, 
affective rhythms that contribute to the city’s socio-musical 
distinctiveness. Through the use of colours, words, and symbols, 
the musicians expressed their affective relationship towards the 
city, alluding visually to a certain urban atmosphere. As Stewart 
suggests, these sorts of (urban) atmospheres are affective force-
fields comprised of rhythms, valences, moods, sensations, tempos, 
and lifespans (Stewart 445). How one aligns with the charged 
atmospheres of the everyday city is what Stewart refers to as 
“atmospheric attunements”: an activity of sensual world-making 
that approach everyday life not as the “dead or reeling effects of 
distant systems” but as an “affective force field” comprising “lived 
affects with tempos, sensory knowledges, orientations […] and 
habits” (Stewart 2011, 446). They are forms of “attending to what’s 
happening, sensing out, accreting attachments and detachments, 
differences and indifferences, losses and proliferating 
possibilities” (Stewart 2010, 4). The maps are therefore not only 
illustrations of the musician’s musical environments but also an 
attunement of the senses to the charged atmospheres of everyday 
urban life (ibid). Mapping outlines affective rhythms, intimacies, 
and intensities that accumulate in ordinary moments of living. 
They yield the creation of different worlds, flows, experiences, 
conditions, dreams, and imaginaries and create a link between 
the material, social, natural, and the affective: “here, things 
matter not because of how they are represented but because they 
have qualities, rhythms, forces, relations and movements” (ibid).
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In Wellington, the musicians’ drawings revealed the 
dominance of natural rhythms, as most maps depicted 
the natural harbour surrounded by hills and native 
bush—a kind of natural amphitheatre in which the 
socio-musical experience of the city unfolds. Those 
rhythms are therefore not only depictions of the city’s 
urban features but suggest a certain “atmospheric 
fill” which “resonates the edge between the material 
and the potential” (Stewart 8). As such, the drawings 
reveal a certain atmosphere in which the local music 
scene unfolds. As one of the respondent’s comments 
illustrates: “In that map I drew, we are at the end. It is 
this island that falls into the sea and you get the feeling 
that you’re right on the edge of something rather 
than on the middle. You’re on the edge and you’re 
surrounded by this hugeness of the ocean” (Gerard).

In addition to the city’s dominant natural rhythms, 
the maps also highlight specific urban spaces and 
locales, routes, and pathways that allow the local 
music scene to spread and flourish. As mentioned 
earlier, the musicians’ maps of Copenhagen are 
permeated with roads, streets, bridges, and cycle lanes, 
connecting different buildings and places to create a 
dynamic, energetic atmosphere. Moreover, those maps 
frequently feature bicycles, trains, or planes as common 
means of transportation, which reinforces the dynamic 
feel and emphasizes the importance of local and global 
connectedness in Copenhagen’s music scene. 

In this way, the musicians’ maps are tools for attending 
to the charged atmospheres of the everyday. They 
provide a haptic description (Stewart 445) that allows 

for the attunement of the senses to the multiple 
rhythms that shape the music-maker’s experience and 
interaction within their urban environment. 

During the description of her personal map of 
Copenhagen, Maria referred to the Danish concept 
of hygge/hyggelig, which is commonly used in order 
to express a certain atmospheric perception of space, 
approximated through English words such as cosiness, 
relaxedness, or down-to-earth-ness (Linnet 3):

I was thinking about the streets, especially in the city 
centre—the cobbled streets. There is also a lot of wa-
ter around the city. I love the water. Copenhagen has 
both, nature and old culture, old houses with small, 
fine details. It’s all about the things that are between 
the houses also. There are just so many things in the 
city. There are the green parks where people hang 
out and stuff and there’s the little streets in-between 
the houses and then there is a lot of water, the ca-
nals, and the ocean. There have always been a lot of 
people coming to the city from outside by boats and 
stuff. All that is kind of a part of that hyggeligness—of 
that word (Maria).

For Maria, Copenhagen’s hyggeligness is therefore 
expressed through certain symbols and elements 
on her mental map such as the cobbled streets, the 
canals, the ocean, people from outside the city, and 
things between the houses—referring to particular 
social, spatial, and affective rhythms that shape Maria’s 
everyday life in the city. Those visual details could 
either refer to the more intimate and private forms 

of socialization or different materialities “pressing 
into the expressivity of something coming into 
existence” (Stewart 446). The mapping exercise allows 
the musicians therefore to reflect upon their relation 
to the city and express those thoughts, intensities, 
and feelings freely and creatively. In this way, mental 
maps are not only orientation techniques for the 
music-makers—through which they organize their 
image of the city both spatially and temporally—but 
also provide access to different forms of knowledge 
including the multisensory, embodied, and affective 
experience of place. As such, the musician’s mental 
maps provide indicators of subjective experiences, 
affects, and sensations, “uncovering realities previously 
unseen or unimagined, even across seemingly 
exhausted grounds” (Corner 213). This uncovering 
of the unconscious adds another dimension to the 
research process and identifies mapping as a powerful 
mode of visual research. 

However, a salient feature of the mapping exercise 
is the fact that it took place indoors, meaning there 
was no direct contact between the musicians and 
the city spaces they were drawing. The information 
revealed on the maps is therefore only based on 
the respondent’s memories and imaginations of the 
places without audible, visual, olfactory, or tactile 
stimuli. For this reason, we added photo-elicitation 
to the methodological mix as an additional way of 
seeing behind-the-scene. As a participatory research 
method conducted in the field, photography allowed 
the participants to capture specific rhythmic moments, 
atmospheres, and places that could later be recollected 
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Fig. 2. Maps illustrating the use of symbols on the Copenhagen drawings
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and discussed. Sometimes a photograph depicted 
certain details that were outlined on the maps as 
well. At other times, the maps would frequently add 
important spatial information that the photographs 
themselves were lacking. 

The music-makers photographed aspects of their daily 
lives that captured not only moments of movement 
and stasis but also images that evoked feelings of 
comfort and familiarity. The results give us a glimpse 
into what Clive Scott, in a longer discussion of street 
photography, suggests is the power of the photograph 
to render a rich “temporal complexity”: 

[T]he time of the indexical (the instant, instanta-
neousness), the time of the iconic (iterative, durative); 
time of the symbolic (atemporal), time of the looking 
(gaze, glance), the time of the viewer (intertext, in-
voluntary memory, the imaginary), the interactions of 
clock-time and Bergsonian duration, the times of the 
eye-frame and the support-frame, the ways in which 
the instant can reach into past and future (201). 

The participants’ snapshots exemplify many of these 
temporal relationships, most evident in relation to 
routes and routines connected to domestic spaces and 
the different ways in which they were represented in 
each city. Most musicians in Copenhagen, for example, 
started their drawings by visualizing their home on the 
map. They drew little houses, hearts, or some kind of 

symbolic representation of their domestic environment 
from where they continued illustrating their musical 
pathways through the city. The home appears to take 
centre stage in Copenhagen’s music scene, providing 
a base from which to explore the pulsating rhythms of 
city life. In Wellington, on the other hand, the music-
makers rarely drew their private homes. Instead, 
Wellington’s urban materiality as visualized on the 
maps is dominated by natural rhythms, leaving little 
space for buildings of any kind. However, apart from 
a few important bars and venues that enliven the local 
music scene, some musicians drew specific private 
spaces that are well known locally as community 
centres and creative hubs. These community spaces are 
shared flats, mostly occupied by local musicians who 
regularly host lo-fi concerts and public events. Hence, 
instead of visualizing their private homes, musicians in 
Wellington tended to capture community spaces that 
contribute to the local scene’s development, vitality, 
and atmosphere. Following the visual expressions 
of the mapping exercise, Wellington’s musicians 
seem rather disconnected from their private homes, 
focussing on cultural and community spaces instead. 
By contrast, In Copenhagen, domestic space seems to 
provide a starting point from where the individual’s 
musical environment evolves. 

The photographs provided some important details 
concerning the prevalent social, spatial, and affective 
rhythms including the (affective) materiality of 

domestic space, which maps alone could not have 
captured. As the photographs show, musicians in 
Wellington live mostly in shared flats—many of 
which are detached or semi-detached houses with a 
patio or garden area. During the elicitation interview, 
some musicians described their homes as “creative 
households,” “social spaces where a lot of people gather,” 
and where “a lot of music happens.” Frequently private 
homes are open to the public, providing meeting 
points and artist hubs for the musical community to 
gather and socialize.

While the appearance of musicians’ homes on their 
personal maps was rare in Wellington, domestic space 
was a common motif of the photographs. Various 
images depict the musician’s home in its multiple 
modes of use—as space for rehearsing, socializing, 
mingling, relaxing, and entertaining. Hence, most 
images include a diverse range of people, movement, 
and non-domestic activities. The main quality of the 
home seems to be its communal character, providing a 
space for collaboration and inspiration that draws the 
musical community together.   
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Fig. 3. Photographs illustrating 
the use of domestic space in 
Wellington
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By contrast, in Copenhagen the home appears to have 
a rather different meaning. It is a space of relaxation, 
recreation, and privacy that allows the musicians to 
unwind and gather new energy and inspiration. This 
aspect of the home became apparent on examination 
of the musician’s photographs, which portray a 
rather secluded space away from people and urban 
turmoil. Various images show the view from inside 
the music-maker’s apartment onto their direct urban 
surroundings. This inside-outward perspective 
emphasizes the significance of the home as a safe haven 
that allows the musicians to withdraw and observe the 
hectic city life from behind the scene/seen. 

In the elicitation-interview Louise comments on the 
image she took from inside her kitchen:

THE SCENE AND THE UNSEEN: 
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That’s the view from my kitchen window. It’s just a 
very, very personal place for me, and a very impor-
tant place for me. I’ve been living in my apartment 
for nine years. It’s a nice place because in the day-
time, sun is shining and in the night time people are 
partying. I like that. So I open the window and I hear 
laughter and cars and just the city somehow in the 
background (Louise). 

For Louise, the home is less of an artist hub than a 
private, safe environment and shelter from the buzz of 
city life. Similarly, Nanna describes how her home is a 
place for relaxation and rehabilitation:

I use a lot of energy when I am out playing music, so 
when I’m coming home, it’s not that I’m dead, but it’s 
almost nothing in me. Let me be and let me relax. I 
use so much energy in my job that I have to use just 
as much time to recharge at home, shutting every-
body out so I can recharge at home (Nanna). 

The relative absence of the home on the musicians’ 
maps in Wellington creates the impression of a 
detached relationship to their domestic environment, 
which is contrasted by the frequent appearance of the 
music-maker’s home in the photographs. The images 
reveal the meaning and importance of the home as a 
community and artist hub that lends the local scene 
a certain feel and rhythmic structure. In contrast to 
the communal, public nature of domestic space in 
Wellington’s music scene, the home, for Copenhagen’s 
musicians, is considered to be a safe haven and space of 
relaxation, withdrawal, privacy, and tranquillity.   

As the analysis of the visual material illustrates, the 
use of both photography and mapping generates 
different forms of data and documentary evidence that 
move away from straightforward oral ethnography. 
This combination provides insight into the complex 
interwoven rhythmical dimensions that affect music-
making in urban spaces. These methodologies allow 
for a holistic understanding of the multiple rhythms, 
atmospheres, and affects surrounding the music-
makers in the city.

Seeing the Unseen Scene

This study considers urban spaces as polyrhythmic 
fields, composites of variegated spatialized 
rhythms. Like polyrhythms within music, a 

combination of individually simple rhythms is woven 
together to a complex whole that drives human activity 
and affects the formation of urban environments. 
In this way, cities are often known and negotiated 
through their unique rhythmical layout. They provide 
an “everyday stage for conflicts and relations” between 
social, spatial, and natural rhythms, creating a sense 
of time and affecting the individual’s sense of place 
(Aboutorabi and Wesener 62).

The analysis of photographs and maps reveal 
different people, places, objects, events, interactions, 
atmospheres, fluxes, and flows—a complex range 
of multi-scalar temporalities of social, spatial, and 
affective rhythms that in their varied ratios serve to 
bind the music-makers to their urban space. 

The use of cartographic and photographic means of 
representing these rhythmical dimensions of music 
scenes in Wellington and Copenhagen allows a careful 
attention to an affective register that is often overlooked 
in studies of music-making. A comparison between 
these cities suggests some of the ways in which places - 
from the home to the studio to the performance venue 
and points in-between - serve as affective anchors for 
the meaning that the maps associated with the scenes 
in each city. As such, mood, feeling, and a “sense of 
place,” as evoked through the visual representation of 
music-makers’ everyday life, suggest how the scenic 
aspects of the city work simultaneously to frame, 
mediate, and facilitate meaningful experiences of 
place. In going behind the scene/seen in this way, 
the combination of mapping and photo-elicitation 
makes visible the affective charge of certain places 
and captures some of the diverse spatial, social, and 
affective rhythms shaping music-making in the city. 
As a set of experimental methodologies, using maps 
and photographs makes possible a thicker description 
of the polyrhythmic environments, energies, affective 
affinities, and atmospheres surrounding the musicians 
in their everyday life in the city. These particular 
approaches allow us to account for some of the ways in 
which the personal is articulated to the social, spatial, 
material, and symbolic as part of a matrix of forces 
and feelings that shape a meaningful sort of urban 
choreography.
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Fig. 4. Photographs depicting the view from the musicians’ apartment in Copenhagen
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IDENTITY AND SCENE: 
ALTERITY AND AUTHENTICITY IN TAXICAB CONFESSIONS
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Résumé
Cet article examine la rhétorique visuelle de l’émission de 
téléréalité d’HBO Taxicab Confessions New York, New York 
(2005). En m’appuyant sur l’interprétation rhétorique de Burke 
de la scène et sur l’approche de Straw de la scène en tant que 
catégorie pour l’analyse de la culture urbaine, je soutiens que 
l’intérieur du taxi et les images nocturnes des rues de New York 
créent une scène d’indétermination, d’intimité et de « réalité 
», cadrant ainsi l’autoreprésentation des passagers dans un 
contexte d’« authenticité ». La structure visuelle de l’émission 
permet de situer les passagers tant à l’extérieur qu’à l’intérieur 
des normes sociales et de renforcer les notions hégémoniques 
de race, de genre, et de sexualité. Les passagers sont situés 
dans une scène qui les positionne à la fois comme excentriques 
et ordinaires, tandis que le public est doté d’une symbolique 
autre qui travaille à contenir des normes assouplies, mais non 
enfreintes, enracinant ainsi la normalité du spectateur.

Abstract
This essay examines the visual rhetoric of HBOs reality TV 
program Taxicab Confessions, New York, New York (2005). 
Drawing on Burke’s rhetorical understanding of scene and 
Straw’s approach to scene as a category for the analysis of urban 
culture, I argue that the taxicab interior and nighttime street 
images of New York City structure a scene of indeterminacy, 
intimacy, and “reality,” thus framing the passengers’ self-
presentations within a context of “authenticity.” The program’s 
visual structure locates passengers simultaneously outside of 
and within social norms and reinforces hegemonic notions 
of race, gender, and sexuality. Passengers are situated within 
a scene that positions them as both eccentric and ordinary, 
while audiences are provided with a symbolic other that works 
to contain stretched-but-not-broken norms and thus anchor 
the normality of the viewer.
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Taxicab Confessions: New York, New 
York opens like other programs in 
the Taxicab Confessions series, with a 

frenetic montage of urban nightlife. View-
ers are invited into a churning world of both 
dark and light, a world of hard-shadowed 
surfaces—streets and buildings glow from 
flickering neon and spots of red and white 
light arrayed in high-contrast moving pat-
terns. Images of towering skyscrapers are 
mixed with the figure of a disheveled man 
in a thick, tattered overcoat slowly pushing 
a shopping cart down the sidewalk. Bright 
yellow taxis whiz by couples dancing, kiss-
ing, and touching. Icons of the city such as 
the arch in Washington Park, the Statue of 
Liberty, and the New York skyline mark the 
coordinates of urban night to the rock tem-
po and distorted guitars of an amped-up 
version of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” 
sung in a detached, smoky male voice.

The opening coaxes us to explore a scene already 
familiar to us. The show offers the excitement 
and danger of the urban night as a vicarious thrill 
viewed in the safety of our own homes. By using 
the iconic theme song from the The Wizard of Oz, 
the opening sequence also promises something 
new on the other side of the rainbow—a strange 
land of “Oz,” but with a difference that reassures 
us there’s no place like home. A theme is set: 
the familiar with a twist, the quotidian with 
something new. The normal and bizarre are 
pushed together to challenge but ultimately 
reinforce the boundary between domestic safety 
and urban mysteries. The show constructs what 
Kenneth Burke in Permanence and Change terms 
“perspective by incongruity:” the randomness 
of big-city life brings together people and places 
in unlikely and disconcerting ways, a revealing 
mix of the expected and unexpected (See clip 1).

Home Box Office (HBO) premiered Taxicab 
Confessions in 1995 as part of its America Undercover 
documentary project. The series uses hidden cameras 
to record conversations between purportedly real 
passengers and loosely scripted cab drivers (who are 
show producers, but not clearly identified as such). 
As with other reality TV programs, the unabashed 
constructedness of its editing and its obviously 

strategic selection of characters do not necessarily 
detract from its efforts to claim authenticity for itself 
(Corner; Deery; Andrejevic). Some of the resulting 
purportedly candid conversations are selected, then 
developed into segments of a one-hour program based 
in a particular city. The examination here will focus 
on Taxicab Confessions: New York, New York, released 
in 2005.1 The discourse within Taxicab Confessions 
generates claims of authenticity and offers viewers 
enticing opportunities to explore the boundaries 
and articulations of space and identity through a 
television imaginary of stories that incongruously graft 
the improbable onto the ordinary within the fluid, 
overdetermined scene of a New York City taxicab. The 
“real” interactions depicted in Taxicab Confessions are 
carefully constructed and stylized. As is the case with 
other reality TV programs, the sequences presented 
to viewers are framed, shot, structured, and edited 
according to the goals and interests of the program 
producers (Dovey; Kilborn; Andrejevic and Colby). 
My analysis presumes no connections to the day-
to-day performances of self by the program’s actors 
(Goffman), much less any possible access to authentic 
selves behind the depictions. As Rachel Dubrofsky 
and Antoine Hardy note, “Good RTV participants 
perform not-performing” (378). Likewise, I approach 
Taxicab Confessions: New York, New York as a media 
text, examining the scenic contexts of the city and the 
taxicab for their symbolic function in structuring the 
possibilities of program.

https://vimeo.com/191879301/0faa3b940d
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(“Different Spaces”) describes as a heterotopia: a 
productive, liminal no-place removed from ordinary 
scrutiny, expectations, and social rules. The ambiguity 
of this space is fertile ground for incongruous but 
symbolically productive juxtapositions. 

Burke’s perspective by incongruity describes 
an important way to use language to break free 
of entrenched social patterns. For Burke, these 
incongruous juxtapositions are an important tool to 
imagine new possibilities and open space for social 
transformation (Goltz). The analysis here develops 
Burke’s idea of perspective by incongruity to show the 
use of the taxicab as scenic context for the instability of 
those incongruities and for structuring the identity of 
the depicted passengers as a symbolically potent and 
complex “others,” themes reinforced by the conventions 
of reality TV.  

Dramatism and Urban Scene

For Burke, scene is part of a pentad of terms (along 
with act, agent, agency, and purpose) that structure 
the ways we symbolize our experience of the world. 
That is, when we tell stories about our world—indeed 
anytime we make sense of our experiences through 
language—the representations function as drama; 
Burke (Grammar of Motives) offers his five terms as 
key rhetorical mechanisms that help structure that 
sense making. Scene defines not just our cultural 
spaces, but also our discourses about those spaces. 
Together these five elements reveal the explicit and 
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The particularized scene of the taxicab is crucial to the 
rhetorical work of Taxicab Confessions; my analysis 
draws theoretical insights about scene from Kenneth 
Burke’s dramatism (Grammar of Motives; Rhetoric of 
Motives) and recent work by scholars who use scene 
as a category for the analysis of urban culture (Shank; 
Straw, “Cultural Scenes”; Straw, “Some Things a 
Scene Might Be”). The New York taxicab setting, as a 
scene, shapes the way we make sense of and identify 
with the program’s characters, as Burke’s framework 
(Grammar of Motives) implies. The scene in Taxicab 
Confessions resonates with Straw’s sketch of scene as 
an analytical category for urban culture: the program 
shows a space expressing the “theatricality of the city” 
with its “effervescence and display” (Straw, “Cultural 
Scenes” 412).2 The scene created within the program 
“produces spectacles out of intense and focused 
interaction” (Straw, “Some Things a Scene Might Be” 
480) and “serves as an incubator of experimentalism 
and innovation” (Straw, “Some Things a Scene Might 
Be” 478). Within the program, the scene is a “point 
of continuity against which shifting configurations of 
cultural identity become visible” (Straw, “Some Things 
a Scene Might Be” 482).  

Taxicabs are unique social spaces. Fred Davis noted as 
early as 1959 that taxicabs are located within the context 
of particular urban spaces yet are simultaneously 
outside the purview of the usual networks of social 
relationships and the disciplining function of those 
networks (160). In Taxicab Confessions the taxicabs 
constitute a liminal space, akin to what Foucault 

of the action from the quality of the setting” (Burke, 
Grammar of Motives 7).  

The pentad is not attempting to produce an ontology; 
Burke does not make claims about a pentadic structure 
for the reality of the world. The pentad instead identifies 
coordinates by which we describe and understand 
situations. Thus for Burke, scene is not a preexisting 
or quantifiable aspect of, for example, a city, but rather 
a manifestation of the dramatic structure of our sense 
making.4 Scene is a characteristic of the way in which 
we look. When we look at a situation as meaningful, we 
identify, describe, and performatively constitute it for 
ourselves according to the coordinates of drama.5  From 
a Burkean perspective, identifying an urban scene is a 
kind of pattern recognition—an application of cultural 
knowledge with special attention to one of the key 
dramatic coordinates by which humans use symbols 
to make sense of things. In this approach, the scene of 
the New York City taxicab in Taxicab Confessions, New 
York, New York helps define and shape the contours of 
the events, characters, and other meaningful elements 
that are presented to the audience. 

Straw observes that “scene designates particular clusters 
of social and cultural activity without specifying the 
nature of the boundaries which circumscribed them” 
(“Cultural Scenes” 411). In this sense, the term scene 
tends to locate cultural activity in a place, but often 
ambiguously so. Straw notes the difficulty of, for 
example, locating “the Montréal Anglophone poetry 
scene on a map” (Straw, “Cultural Scenes” 412). 
Nonetheless, for Straw scene involves proximity; it 

brings together, effects transformations, and shapes 
behavior, experiences of time and the visibilities of 
cultural life (Straw, “Some Things a Scene Might Be” 
477). Straw’s conception, in tandem with Burke’s, 
allows us to think of scene as a dynamic mechanism 
of connection, structuring possibilities for innovation 
at the intersection of cultural meaning and identity. 
That is, scene structures meanings: it locates us, with 
that location doing work to help define who people 
are, what they do, how they do it, and why they do it 
(Burke’s agent, act, agency, and purpose). 

Incongruous Identities: Gargoyles and Piety

On first look at Taxicab Confessions, New York, New 
York, the catalogue of passenger identities (mixed-
race couples, transgendered people, foreigners, 
etc.), the explicit sexual behavior of the passengers, 
and their ribald conversation might bring to mind 
Bakhtin’s description of carnival, an occasion of fleshly 
transgression and ludic overturning of the status quo. 
Yet Taxicab Confessions plays out the eccentricities 
of those it documents more subtly. Passengers are 
not grotesques; they mimic patterns of dominant 
discourses about sexuality, relationships, and identities 
with an earnestness that defies easy disregard. The 
passenger conversations selected for airing on Taxicab 
Confessions might be better understood as what Burke 
(Permanence and Change) calls “gargoyles”; they bring 
together seemingly incompatible, even impossible 
characteristics. They are a “merging [of] things which 
common sense had divided and dividing [of] things 

which common sense had merged” (Burke, Permanence 
and Change 113). In Taxicab Confessions, familiar 
themes evoke a web of interlocking and interacting 
symbols; for example “romantic love” is deployed 
in ways that simultaneously relies on those clusters 
of symbols and breaks them apart. Indeed, we see a 
transgendered woman and cis-male couple express 
traditional beliefs in monogamous, heterosexual 
marriage and gender roles; the male partner describes 
his desire for a partner who looks like a “real” woman, 
yet readily describes himself and his partner as a gay 
couple. Traditional and unconventional come together 
in a representation made all the more compelling for its 
claim to authenticity flowing from its scene: a taxicab.

Heterotopia as Scene: Making Room for Identity

Within the presumed anonymity and transience of 
the in-between time and space of the taxicab—a space 
resonant with Foucault’s description of heterotopias 
(“Different Spaces”)—the taxi drivers invite passengers 
to perform themselves afresh, unfettered by the 
immediate disciplinary force of ordinary, quotidian 
discourses. Foucault describes heterotopias as a no-
places without the usual social rules. A heterotopia 
is “located outside or beyond the conventional 
moral orders of society—spaces that obey their own 
rules, but through their very otherness reproduce 
the dominant sense of ‘normality’” (Jansson 305). 
That is, heterotopias are an “outside” space that can 
accommodate the difference necessary to constitute 
the not-different or normal. Indeed, for Foucault, 
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implicit explanations or motives (in Burke’s language) 
embedded in our symbolic expression. These motives 
have the capacity, often subtly or even surreptitiously, 
to transform the ways we understand situations by 
literally shifting the terms by which imagine them 
(Payne). While the five terms of Burke’s pentad, 
particularly in their interactions, can be used for 
textual analysis, my interest here is focused on Burke’s 
use of scene.  

In Burke’s analysis, scene is “a blanket term for the 
concept of background or setting in general, a name 
for any situation in which acts or agents are placed” 
(Burke, Grammar of Motives xvi, original emphasis). 
Scene can encompass sweeping categories such as 
“society… Environment… Historical epochs, cultural 
movements and social institutions” as well as “specific 
localizations” or “particular places, [and] of situations” 
(Burke, Grammar of Motives 12). What is crucial for 
Burke is that scene is significant for what it does, the way 
that it structures meaning in its interaction with actions, 
people, processes, and purposes. We understand a 
person walking city streets differently from the ways 
in which we understand the same person walking in 
the woods. Burke describes the interaction between 
these terms as ratios.3  For example, in explaining the 
scene-act ratio (scene shaping the way we understand 
an action taking place within in its context), Burke 
observes, “the scene is a fit container for the act, 
expressing in fixed properties the same quality that 
the action expresses in terms of development” (Burke, 
Grammar of Motives 3). Moreover, “Scene is to act as 
implicit is to explicit… One could deduce the quality 
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Taxicab Confessions successfully evokes two sets of 
dynamics rooted in the spectatorship of both cabdrivers 
and viewers and in the transitory heterotopia of 
the roaming taxicab: the promise of the authentic 
transgression and of an experience of the accessible 
yet profoundly other that confirms the viewers’ own 
selves within a now expanded normality. Within this 
space, under the watch of a driver the passengers 
presume they will never see again, Taxicab Confessions 
promises to reveal the authentic other. The result is a 
depiction of people who are constructed as hybrids, 
both comfortingly normal and disconcertingly other. 

For Burke, bringing together the incompatible is 
valuable for its ability to break apart, or at least 
reconfigure, the constellations of symbols linked 
together into unified wholes—what he terms “pieties.” 
A piety refers to a “complex interpretive network” 
(Permanence and Change 75). They are clusters of 
symbols that fit together through a “sense of what goes 
with what” (74). Burke’s pieties, as they bring together 
more and more symbols, acquire a kind of gravity, 
a drive for coherence and order within a symbolic 
universe. Pieties describe the symbolic systems by 
which we order our relationship to the world and stave 
off symbolic chaos. That which insinuates itself into a 
piety, yet does not fit, reveals the cracks in our symbol 
systems, ultimately inviting a more tentative, generous, 
and innovative sense of what might go with what. At 
the level of identity, these impious fissures can open a 
more flexible and diverse field of possibility.  Yet if such 
symbols are to be powerful, they must seem possible. 
Taxicab Confessions, New York, New York carefully 

normalizing regimes of social control produce their 
transgression, with the disciplining force of panoptic 
social visuality necessitating its alternative (Discipline 
and Punish). 

Heterotopias, then, “symbolically mark not only the 
boundaries of a society, but its values and beliefs as well” 
(Hetherington 49). Heterotopias are spaces capable of 
opening a “collective experience of otherness,” with a 
potential for “diffusing new forms of urban collective 
life” that are “potentially emancipating” (Stavrides 
174). Thus, in Taxicab Confessions within the taxicab 
a space is opened which allows experimentation and 
innovation; a transgressive improvisation of the self 
can take place within the anonymity of the taxicab and 
the decontextualization it enacts. The program’s hidden 
cameras survey a space ordinarily remarkable for its 
lack of surveillance. The opportunity for passengers 
to step beyond themselves, that is, to “be themselves” 
outside the surveying control of their usual social 
contexts, positions the cabdriver (and audience) as a 
spectator of diverse urban selves. Authenticity is born, 
ironically, in the passenger’s ability to not be these 
selves defined during their everyday lives. Scene shapes 
both the characters, and our relationship to them, by 
affecting a kind of “deceleration” (Straw, “Some Things 
a Scene Might Be” 481) or pause in the demands of the 
character’s usual social world and performance of self.  
For the characters, “who I am” can float in brackets, 
with the resulting “self ” seemingly freed from those 
constraints.
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of the confession, through the shame evoked via 
observation, is averted by positioning the confessor 
and confessee outside of each another’s immediate 
gaze. Visual scrutiny is placed outside the passenger’s 
awareness, yet the other (the driver, and ultimately the 
viewer) is positioned for surveillance. Pecora suggests 
that previous cultural aversion to surveillance has 
been replaced by its popular embrace. Surveillance, 
he suggests, is the assurance of a watchful, protective 
authority and its function as a means of establishing 
the substantiality of the self socially. Pecora notes that 
surveillance (and one might add its corollary, self-
revelation/confession) has become “a sublime object of 
desire...less a regulative authority...than a populist path 
to self-affirmation and a ready-made source of insight 
into current group behavior” (348).

Further, the selves that are presented in Taxicab 
Confessions help to open an audience viewing position 
structured by commonplace categories of cultural 
subordination. The passengers depicted in the program 
represent life situations that are aligned with categories 
of social marginalization or transgression (LGBTQ 
identities, public sexual expression, status as foreigners, 
and so forth), and the passengers recount stories of 
being abused by others because of gender identity, 
sexual openness, body size, race, or immigration status. 
Each passenger is in some way marked as other, and 
thus viewers are offered a range of possible categories 
by which they can structure themselves in relationship 
to the highlighted otherness of an observed not-me 
(Kaplan 41). 

A dual process is at work here. On the one hand people 
who are marked as different become humanized in the 
revelation of personal (and personalizing) details and, 
perhaps for some viewers, social norms are expanded 
to encompass a broader range of behavior and people. 
On the other hand, the expansion of the boundaries 
of social behavior structure for most viewers a more 
certain position at the center of those norms: the 
further my distance from the boundaries, the more 
normal I am. The invisible coordinates of hegemonic 
privilege are stabilized through the visibility of the 
other.

The dynamics of authenticity and alterity functioning in 
Taxicab Confessions are sustained by this special sense 
of scene created by the New York taxicab. The cab is “a 
space of assembly” (Straw, “Some Things a Scene Might 
Be” 478), not only bringing together random passengers 
and drivers (and viewers), but also collecting together 
the diverse complexities and possibilities of the city. 
The taxicab is a traveling intersection point within the 
interstices of the urban environment making possible 
multiple lines of connection, yet all the while remaining 
separate, a heterotopia. As Kevin Hetherington notes, 
“The important point to remember when considering 
heterotopia is not the spaces themselves but what 
they perform in relation to other sites” (49). Foucault 
(“Different Spaces”) distinguishes these real places 
from utopias, which are idealized and ultimately 
impossible. Heterotopias, on the other hand, are not 
only possible, but they are identifiable places marked 
by a unique openness of possibility.  

The Taxicab Confession heterotopia, then, regardless 
of the city, can be an in-between, a transition 
between here and there, a no-place that in its very 
spatial uncertainty seems to allow a fleeting glimpse 
of another in-between: the gap between self and 
other. In such space, the gap can become a bridge 
verifying what it connects, articulating the self to a 
very different, even improbable other with a promise 
of authentic self-discovery lying latent. That is, the 
chaos of the other who defies social order can be both 
thrilling to the observer and reassuring in her or his 
distance, as a radically not-me still contained within 
stretched but intact norms. The radically other can still 
highlight both the profound variations of normality 
and the validity of the norms. The taxicab here makes 
this recognition possible through the fecundity of its 
signification, a rich open space of “cultural brokering” 
(Straw, “Cultural Scenes” 418).

Authenticity and Hidden Camera

The self-identities of the passengers in Taxicab 
Confessions are further constructed as putatively 
authentic by the indexicality of both the hidden-video 
and reality TV genres through a variety of techniques 
that foreground authenticity and add weight to the 
program’s symbolic force and appeal.7 

The series’ reliance on the hidden camera is central to 
this framing. The implication is that since the cameras 
are hidden, there is no self-conscious adjustment of 
self-presentation. The passengers are thereby presented 

STEVEN W. SCHOEN

structures the identities of the passengers it portrays 
as “authentic.”6

Structuring Identity

A space of intimacy and indeterminacy is opened 
within the taxicabs, heightening the program’s sense of 
reality and framing a passenger’s presentation of self 
within a context of authenticity. One way the producers 
achieve this space of intimacy and possibility is through 
the confessional tone of the program. The “interview” 
segments of Taxicab Confessions have a very intimate, 
unguarded tone. The passengers construct, reveal, 
and verify a particular identity or true self that is 
authenticated in the intimacy and discursive force of 
the confessional act (Foucault, History of Sexuality, 
Vol. 1 59-62). Confessing makes the internal self 
observable and is commonplace in reality TV, with 
much of the genre working as a kind of theatre of 
identity (Andrejevic; Dubrofsky, “Therapeutics of the 
Self: Surveillance in the Service of the Therapeutic”; 
Ouellette and Hay). In Taxicab Confessions, passengers’ 
conversations are filled with personal details and 
apparently unrestrained self-revelation. The program’s 
title alludes to religious confession as does the physical 
space and dynamics of the taxicab setting. The 
secluded privacy of a confessional is suggested by the 
spatial relations of the cab; there is no confessional 
screen per se, yet the driver “hearing the confession” 
is both in intimate proximity to the one(s) confessing 
and separated by a physical barrier. Moreover, as in 
the case of religious confession, potential inhibition 
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evoke a feel of street credibility. That is to say, scene in 
Taxicab Confessions, New York, New York is multileveled: 
the general urban context of nighttime New York 
City with its associations of connection, authenticity, 
transgression, and transformation mix together with a 
taxicab heterotopia and the conventions of reality TV 
to structure the program’s portrayals as authentic and 
relatable yet transgressive and other. 

Alterity and Identity

The otherness of the passengers in Taxicab Confessions 
is highlighted in several ways. Scene rhetorically 
structures a reality frame for nonfiction film and 
television by locating and stabilizing a program’s 
ultimate scene as the shared world of common 
experience (Schoen). But in Taxicab Confessions, the 
taxicab itself is not-city—a kind of neutral, liminal 
space of anonymity that suggests detachment and 
objectivity and invites confession. The taxicab rides are 
presented in black and white, further distinguishing 
the space within the cab as embedded within the 
colour of the city but separate from it. 

Crucially, for all its heterotopian abstraction, the 
scene of the taxicab nonetheless remains a physically 
concrete and particular place, shaping the embodied 
reality of those it is depicting. While the drivers, 
who are also producers, work to build rapport with 
passengers, the rhetoric of the program distinguishes 
drivers from passengers in several ways. The drivers 
remain in a seat separate from the passengers, in 

as speaking freely. In this way, the surveillance in 
Taxicab Confessions works different from that of other 
reality TV programs, which must work to counteract 
the presumption of performance that visible cameras 
imply.8 Twice in the program—after the first 
conversation and again as the program ends— the 
viewer observes the driver explaining to passengers 
that the ride has been recorded, revealing the presence 
of hidden cameras and asking the passenger to sign 
releases. The viewer is reassured that the passenger 
was unaware of the recording through watching 
the surprised passengers sort through a variety of 
emotions in response to the revelation, always ending 
(in the tape that makes it to air) with the decision to 
embrace the verification of self bestowed by televised 
surveillance (Pecora 348). In the socially instantiated 
visuality of media, the other and viewer can seemingly 
share perspectives because we share an “eye” via the 
camera and an “ear” through the audio track. The fluid 
and undependable perspectivalism of embodiment 
and individuated subjectivity becomes verifiable and 
authentic in its repeatability and persistence, a more 
solid anchor to the real than discredited narratives  
or truth.

Several other techniques are used to accentuate 
the authenticity of Taxicab Confessions. There is a 
transparency to the editing of the interview segments; 
the use of jump cuts lends a degree of reflexivity, 
which functions rhetorically to mark authenticity. 
The passengers’ revelation of deeply personal and 
intimate details also suggests authenticity and reality. 
Furthermore, the montages between the interviews 

IDENTITY AND SCENE: 
ALTERITY AND AUTHENTICITY IN TAXICAB CONFESSIONS

used by the passengers themselves, see video clip 2). 
The two discuss their erotic attraction for each other 
and express that attraction physically as they talk 
with the driver and each other, as the text verbally 
and visually invokes commonplace social conventions 
about race, gender, and body size. While the couple’s 
discourse emphasizes racial and body size difference, 
their conversation features romantic clichés as they 
speak, and even sing, about their sexual attraction. The 
couple’s eroticization of difference becomes subsumed 
and transformed into a celebration of expanded 
heteronormativity. Nonetheless, the conventionally 
normal man, un-marked as other because of his 
gender, whiteness, or body size (Andrejevic and 
Colby; Dubrofsky and Hardy), becomes marked as 
other through his desire for and relationship with an 
inappropriate woman. The two passengers represent 
a double transgression of both racial and erotic 
boundaries, which helps structure the scene of the cab 
as edgy, without presenting any real threat to twenty-
first century North American conventions. 

Other passengers from the program include two Irish 
men who discuss their relationships with women 
in a way that highlights their differences relative 
to mainstream American culture. Their otherness 
is emphasized in their accents, word choices, the 
culturally dissonant behaviors they describe, and 
their own self-analysis: the two discuss the repeated 
breakdown of relationships one of them experiences 
when he brings the women he is dating to Ireland to 
meet his mother. They describe an off-putting cultural 
dissonance for the women, followed by a break-up of 

the relationship. The program also includes a man and 
a transgender women who discuss their relationship 
and attraction to one another—again with the dynamic 
of the normative man erotically drawn to the socially 
forbidden other. 

The images used between segments also highlight 
otherness. The city and its nightlife establish a scene 
of experimentation, excess, and transgression. For 
example, one bar scene features several lingering 
shots of an Asian woman swimming on display 
behind the glass of an aquarium surrounded by fish. 
She is defined as other in several ways: racially, in 
her dress and display behind glass as object rather 
than person, in the radical alterity of her underwater 
environment, and through the glass that separates her 
from others in the bar. Gender is an important signal 
for otherness in Taxicab Confessions, New York, New 
York. Although one of the cab drivers/observers is a 
woman and all the passengers are in some way marked 
as other, passengers identifying as women carry these 
markers most strongly. Taxicab Confessions: New York, 
New York, even in its ostensible transgressions, relies 
on and reinforces the patterns of dominance and 
subordination that underwrite conventional notions 
of race, gender, and sexuality. (See clip 3)

Conclusion

The taxicab scene in Taxicab Confessions, New York, 
New York accrues meaning in its interaction with 
specific characters, methods, actions, and reasons—
the five terms of Burke’s pentad. Because the cab is a 
scene of transience, located beyond the surveillance 
of social expectations, it shapes our understanding of 
the characters we see as free and authentic, which is 
further enhanced by the commonplace associations 
we are invited to make with the images of urban street 
life. The program locates us in a zone of transgression 
(the taxi) within another zone of transgression (urban 
nightlife). 

Yet the scene of the taxicab is also shaped by what Burke 
would identify as agency (the method by which actions 
unfold). Through the cabdrivers’ questions about 
identity, sexuality, and personal relationships, the 
passengers are coaxed to express themselves as selves 
and dwell on non-typical aspects of their character. The 
personal, intimate questions asked by the drivers help 
emphasize the confessional structure and anonymity 
of the cab, and space is made for the passengers to be 
“free” and “authentic.” 

The action of the taxicab also marks it as a scene. Yet the 
taxicab is also a meta-scene, further overdetermined 
by the multiple urban scenes it actively connects, 
in which one can enter the dispersed cultural riches 
of the city. These dimensions of the taxicab scene are 
highlighted not just by the passengers but also by 
the driver-interviewers. The drivers are presented as 
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control, asking questions and remaining personally 
uninvolved; there is no self-disclosure from the 
drivers. The barrier of the seat distinctly separates 
the front and back, emphasizing disconnection. The 
cabdrivers are relaxed yet alert, conveying a mix of 
personal detachment and curiosity. The drivers query 
the passengers and react to them, sometimes seeming 
to agree or take the side of the passenger (perhaps 
as a way of probing); yet the facial expressions of the 
cabdrivers often suggest amusement or bemusement, 
marking the passengers as the observed and evaluated 
other.  While the passengers confess their selves, they 
confess to cabdrivers who enact an observational, 
objective authority. The unmarked whiteness of the 
cabdrivers in Taxicab Confessions: New York, New 
York works together with their indifferent personas 
and unselfconscious performances to align them 
rhetorically with cultural tropes about objectivity.9

Another way the alterity of the passengers is highlighted 
is through the selection of videotape for airing. The 
program’s producers choose which videotaped cab 
rides will be included in the final program, and which 
will not. The passengers chosen to be included in the 
program are those with unusual life circumstances or 
transgressive characteristics, which locate them as other 
by appealing to sexist, racist, and heterosexist cultural 
presumptions. Yet again, these implicate the bodies of 
the passengers and physical locations and interactions 
within the cab. For example, two passengers featured in 
the Taxicab Confessions: New York, New York program 
include “a little white guy and big black woman” who 
have just met (I use the terms for race and body size 

https://vimeo.com/191879301/0faa3b940d
https://vimeo.com/191879301/0faa3b940d
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Taxicab Confessions, New York, New York invites 
viewers into an experience of contrasts: a mundane 
cab ride set against the thrill of urban nightlife; people 
who seem socially acceptable but are not; a place that 
is somewhere but nowhere; reality and entertainment; 
self and other. These incongruities are pushed together 
and incompatible elements are fused, spitting out 
sparks—the thrill of transgression. The audience gets 
to be a part of this seeming chaos—Burke’s symbolic 
“impiety” (Permanence and Change)—We can stand 
as rebels against the status quo from a comfortable 
recliner. We can feel the itchy burn of pleasurable 
discomfort as the horizon of the normal is stretched, 
and then move on to the next program all the more 
securely located a little closer to the centre of social 

contemporary flâneurs, channeling the audiences’ 
curiosities about diversity and inviting us into the 
last coordinate of Burke’s dramatism, the varied 
purposes that unfold in the dramas of the passengers’ 
performances of self. 

While scene is the pivot point for the other dimensions 
of the drama as it unfolds in the program, it is also 
reinforced by the program’s reality TV genre and its 
documentary-style conventions. Even as the scene of 
the taxicab is structured as a meta-place or heterotopia, 
we are simultaneously located in the real world of a real 
city with real places. Furthermore, the characters, even 
in their difference, are also recognizable within the 
terms of the real world.

IDENTITY AND SCENE: 
ALTERITY AND AUTHENTICITY IN TAXICAB CONFESSIONS

Works Cited
Andrejevic, Mark. Reality Tv: The Work of Being Watched. 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004. Print.

Andrejevic, Mark, and Dean Colby. “Racism and Reality 
Tv: The Case of Mtv’s Road Rules.” How Real Is Reality Tv?: 
Essays on Representation and Truth. Ed. Escoffery, David S. 
Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, 2006. 
Print.

Bakhtin, Mikhail. Rabelais and His World. Trans. Iswolsky, 
H. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984. Print.

Burke, Kenneth. A Grammar of Motives. 1945. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1969. Print.

---. “(Nonsymbolic) Motion/(Symbolic) Action.” Critical 
Inquiry 4.4 (1978): 809-38. Print.

---. Permanence and Change: An Anatomy of Purpose. 1935. 
3rd ed. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984. Print.

---. A Rhetoric of Motives. 1950. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1969. Print.

Corner, John. “Performing the Real: Documentary 
Diversions.” Television and new media 3.3 (2002): 255-69. 
Print.

Davis, Fred. “The Cabdriver and His Fare: Facets of a 
Fleeting Relationship.” American Journal of Sociology 65.2 
(1959): 158-65. Print.

Deery, June. Reality Tv. Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2015. 
Print.

Dovey, Jon. “It’s Only a Game-Show: Big Brother and the 
Theatre of Spontaneity.” Big Brother International. Eds. 
Mathijs, Ernest and Janet Jones. New York: Wallflower Press, 
2004. 232-49. Print.

Dubrofsky, Rachel E. The Surveillance of Women on Reality 
Television: Watching the Batchelor and the Bachelorette. 
Lanhan, MD: Lexington Books, 2011. Print.

---. “Therapeutics of the Self: Surveillance in the Service of 
the Therapeutic.” Television and New Media 8.4 (2007): 263-
84. Print.

Dubrofsky, Rachel E., and Antoine Hardy. “Performing Race 
in Flavor of Love and the Bachelor.” Critical Studies in Mass 
Communication 25.4 (2008): 373-92. Print.

Fetveit, Arild. “Reality Tv in the Digital Era: A Paradox in 
Visual Culture?” Media Culture and Society 21.6 (1999): 787-
804. Print.

Foucault, Michel. “Different Spaces.” Aesthetics: The Essential 
Works, 2. Ed. Faubion, J. London: Allen Lane, 1998. 226-40. 
Print.

---. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Trans. 
Sheridan, Alan. New York: Vintage Books, 1977. Print.

---. The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction. 
Trans. Hurley, Robert. New York: Vintage Books, 1990. 
Print.

Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. 
Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1959. Print.

Goltz, Dustin Bradley. “Perspectives by Incongruity: 
Kenneth Burke and Queer Theory.” Genders. 45 (2007). 
Print.

Hetherington, Kevin. The Badlands of Modernity: Heterotopia 
and Social Ordering. New York: Routledge, 2002. Print.

Hill, Annette. Restyling Factual Tv: Audiences and Popular 
Factual Television. New York: Routledge, 2007. Print.

Jansson, André. “Beyond “Other Spaces”: Media Studies and 
the Cosmopolitan Vision.” The Communication Review 12 
(2009): 305-12. Print.

Kaplan, Abraham. “The Life of Dialogue.” The Reach 
of Dialogue: Confirmation, Voice and Community. Eds. 
Anderson, Rob, Kenneth N. Cissna and Ronald C. Arnett. 
Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 1994. 34-45. Print.

Kilborn, Richard. Staging the Real:  Factual Tv Programming 
in the Age of ‘‘Big Brother’’ New York: Manchester University 
Press, 2003. Print.

Mast, Jelle. “Negotiating the ‘Real’ in ‘Reality Shows’: 
Production Side Discourses between Deconstruction and 
Reconstruction.” Media culture & society 38.6 (2016): 901-
17. Print.

Ouellette, Laurie, and James Hay. Better Living through 
Reality Tv: Televsion and Post-Welfare Citizenship. Malden, 
MA: Blackwell, 2008. Print.

Payne, David. “Kenneth Burke and Contemporary 
Criticism.” Text and performance quarterly 15 (1995): 333-
47. Print.

Pecora, Vincent P. “The Culture of Surveillance.” Qualitative 
sociology 25.3 (2002): 345-58. Print.

Schoen, Steven W. “Blackfish-Ing for Buzz: The Rhetoric 
of the Real in Theme Parks and Documentary.” Journal of 
Florida Studies. 1.5 (2016). Web.

STEVEN W. SCHOEN

acceptability with cultural structures of domination 
and subordination preserved.

The authenticity or “reality” of reality TV techniques 
and genre used in Taxicab Confessions adds further 
weight to the symbolic work of identity positioning 
and reality building, as viewers encounter the thrill 
of urban diversity, but with its chaos managed, 
separated and contained. Gargoyles are deployed but 
reconfigured as devices structuring a hidden stability. 
The show provides viewers with a vivid reassurance 
of a stable normality and evokes the chaotic borders 
of exoticized urbanity—a fun ride that nevertheless 
maintains dominant order.
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Notes
1 Taxicab Confessions: New York, New York Part 2 was 
released in January of 2007. The promotional website for 
the program [http://www.hbo.com/docs/programs/taxicab 
10/synopsis.html, accessed 9/21/2007] describes the new 
episode in terms that indicate the continued function of 
transgressive authenticity and alterity that mark this series: 
“Among the people we meet: a French exotic dancer and her 
Latino squeeze; a young pimp and his three-man entourage; 
a pair of 20-something women who’ve bonded through 
breakups; an EMT worker who had a tough night at the 
office; four women out on a bachelorette-party mission; a 
male ‘slut’; a man who says he lived, hunted and had sex 
among the Bushmen in Africa for six years; and a transsexual 
hooker looking for love with a penis, but no testicles.”

2 While both Straw’s notion of scene and Foucault’s 
discussion of heterotopia are explicitly spatial, they also 
work symbolically. Thus, both approaches to heterotopia are 
useful for making sense of media depictions of space and 
relate to Burke’s approach to scene.

3 While the permutations of the various ratios of Burke’s 
pentad (scene-act, act-agent, etc.) are complex and often 
interesting, my focus here is not a full pentadic analysis, 
but rather to borrow the notion that scene is important for 
the rhetorical work that it does—its relational structuring 
of meaning—and to offer a few examples that help put this 
notion in dialogue with the work of Straw and other scholars.  

4  Burke distinguishes between motion and action. For Burke 
(“(Nonsymbolic) Motion/(Symbolic) Action”), motion 
describes the mechanistic, physical movements of things, 
and action designates motion in its relationship to human 
meaning making.

5 See Wess’ discussion of “the overlap between Burke and 
[J.L.] Austin” (115-117).

6   Note that authenticity is at play more than truth, which 
becomes literally inconsequential in the not-space of the 
taxicab. Pecora argues that both truth and authenticity have 
become less important to life within contemporary society, 
and verification has become central (348). I suggest that 
verification has indeed become a primary concern, but is 
better understood as a technology of authentication.

7  Fetveit discusses the function of indexicality in positioning 
documentary and reality TV in relation to authenticity by 
focusing on surfaces and verbal-visual congruence rather 
than deeper meanings. I suggest that while indexicality is 
productive for exploring documentary and reality TV, it 
need not be set in opposition to symbolic function.

8 Reality TV programs must often rely on other kinds of 
verifications of authenticity such as behavioral consistency, 
behavior that conforms to the person’s self as expressed in 
direct-to-camera confession, and so forth (Dubrofsky, The 
Surveillance of Women on Reality Television: Watching the 
Batchelor and the Bachelorette; Andrejevic; Andrejevic and 
Colby; Dubrofsky and Hardy; Corner; Hill; Ouellette and 
Hay; Deery; Mast).

9 See Dubrofsky and Hardy and Andrejevic and Colby for a 
discussion of the contours of race in reality TV and the role 
of whiteness in structuring “an erasure of explicit markers 
of race, class and background” (Dubrofsky and Hardy 378).
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TORONTO’S NUIT BLANCHE: 
SITE-SPECIFICITY, SPECTACLE, AND SPECTATORSHIP
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Résumé
Cet article examine les tendances visuelles des œuvres exposées 
au fil des ans à la Nuit Blanche de Toronto par rapport à 
l’évolution de la scène sociale et de ses spectateurs urbains. 
Depuis la création de l’événement en 2006, l’art in situ (site-
specific art) a cédé du terrain. Les œuvres in situ sont dédiées 
à certains quartiers de Toronto. Cette méthode artistique tient 
compte des aspects physiques de la ville, mais aussi des aspects 
culturels, sociaux, et de l’histoire politique des sites locaux 
environnants. À la place, l’accent a été mis sur des œuvres d’art 
qui tirent parti de l’aspect spectaculaire de la Nuit Blanche de 
Toronto. Ces œuvres d’art spectaculaires attirent l’attention sur 
une esthétique de la nuit urbaine de façon exagérée alors que 
les lumières artificielles brillent intensément dans l’obscurité de 
la nuit. Parallèlement, il y a eu un changement dans les types 
d’interaction sociale anticipés et adoptés par les spectateurs 
qui assistent à la Nuit Blanche. Les conversations critiques des 
premières années ont fait place à une effervescence populaire 
générale née des incarnations plus récentes. En s’appuyant sur 
les propos de Nicolas Bourriaud qui affirme dans Esthétique 
relationnelle que « l’art est un lieu qui produit une sociabilité 
spécifique », cet article explore la relation entre les œuvres 
exposées à la Nuit Blanche de Toronto et les sociabilités 
politiques qui les entourent. Il fait valoir qu’alors que la Nuit 
Blanche de Toronto lutte entre le spectaculaire et le in situ, ce 
sont les spectateurs qui sont devenus de plus en plus influents 
lorsqu’il est question de l’avenir de l’événement.

Abstract
This article examines the visual trends in artworks exhibited 
over the years at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in relation to the 
changing social scene of urban spectatorship. Since its 
inception in 2006, there has been a noticeable shift away from 
site-specific art that captures the visual flavour of particular 
areas of Toronto—that is, art that not only engages with the 
city’s physical features but also with the cultural, social, and 
political histories of its surrounding local sites. Instead, there 
has been a move towards popular artworks by predominately 
international artists that capitalize on a sense of the spectacular. 
These spectacular artworks call attention to themselves with 
their monumental size and their exaggerated aestheticization 
of artificial lights which illuminate the darkness of night. At 
the same time, there has been a similar change in the kinds 
of social interaction expected and enacted by spectators 
attending Nuit Blanche. The critical conversations of the 
early years have given way to the generalized popular party 
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buzz of more recent incarnations. Following the claim by 
Nicolas Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics that “art is a site 
that produces specific sociability,” this article teases out a 
relationship between the artworks exhibited at Toronto’s Nuit 
Blanche and the politics of sociability that surround them. It 
argues that as the event continues to favour the spectacular, 
the cost is its relationship to the site-specific, in that the overall 
event has not maintained a good balance between the two. 
So while this produces tension with and between spectacular 
and site-specific artworks displayed at Nuit Blanche, this 
article explores how the event’s social scene is much more 
dynamic and unpredictable. Spectators are able to negotiate 
the artistic landscape in deciding what they want to see and 
do, and they have therefore risen to occupy an increasingly 
significant role at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche through their ability 
to choose customised combinations of the spectacular and the 
site-specific.

For more than a decade the city of 
Toronto has played host to Nuit 
Blanche, a free all-night contempo-

rary art event. Each year, on a crisp Octo-
ber evening, the contemporary art scene 
collides with the urban night-time scene 
when the public is invited to see artworks 
staged within the city at night. As a young 
Torontonian interested in contemporary 
art, I have continued to attend the event as 
a spectator over the years. Outdoor public 
spaces are transformed by artists’ installa-
tions, and indoor cultural institutions such 
as museums and galleries stay open all 
night. The celebration—also known as the 
“sleepless night,” the “white night,” (Ben-
nes 32) or the “light night” (Evans 45)—
foregrounds the tensions and contradic-
tions inherent in the event, which unites 
sleep and sleeplessness and darkness and 
light. While those attending the event con-
tinue to experience “less sleep, more art”  

(nbto.com), it is the artworks and the 
crowds themselves that are becoming big-
ger, brighter, and more spectacular with 
each coming year.

This article examines the visual trends in 
artworks exhibited over the years at Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche in relation to the changing social 
scene of urban spectatorship. Since its inception 
in 2006, there has been a noticeable shift away 
from site-specific art that captures the visual 
flavour of particular areas of Toronto—that is, 
art that not only engages with the city’s physical 
features but also with the cultural, social, and 
political histories of its surrounding local sites. 
Instead, there has been a move towards popular 
artworks by predominately international artists, 
which capitalize on a sense of the spectacular. 
These spectacular artworks call attention to 
themselves with their monumental size and 
their exaggerated aestheticization of artificial 
lights which illuminate the darkness of night. At 
the same time, there has been a similar change 
in the kinds of social interaction expected and 
enacted by spectators attending Nuit Blanche, as 
the critical conversations of the early years have 
given way to the generalized popular party buzz 

of more recent incarnations. Following the claim 
by Nicolas Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics that 
“art is a site that produces specific sociability” 
(161), I aim here to tease out a relationship 
between the artworks at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
and the politics of sociability that surround 
them. I argue that as the event continues to 
favour the spectacular, the cost is its relationship 
to the site-specific, in that the overall event has 
not maintained a good balance between the two. 
So while this produces tension with and between 
spectacular and site-specific artworks displayed 
at Nuit Blanche, the event’s social scene is much 
more dynamic and unpredictable. Spectators 
are able to negotiate the artistic landscape in 
deciding what they want to see and do, and they 
have therefore risen to occupy an increasingly 
significant role at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche through 
their ability to choose customised combinations 
of the spectacular and the site-specific. 
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run centres, open their doors and offer free access 
to contemporary art. The everyday is suspended as 
the city’s landscape is changed to welcome a variety 
of artistic experiences. (“Nuit Blanche: International 
Network”)

A close reading of the international mandate captures 
the scene at Nuit Blanche as one structured by 
competing intentions. Here, the notion of a scene may 
be understood in two ways: as a visual phenomenon, 
which is to be looked at and seen (in the way that a 
painting is “seen”); and as something social, defined 
by the ways in which people interact, converse, and 
engage with each other and their environment. Each of 
these senses of a scene brings its own specific tension. 
The works presented within Nuit Blanche are often 
subject to the critique that contemporary high art 
forms are overly conceptual and academic, prioritizing 
idea over appearance. When visuality is foregrounded, 
by contrast, the art may be criticized for being too 
spectacular, too popular, and too easy to digest. The 
social scene at Nuit Blanche is likewise fractured 
between a sense that the public should engage critically 
with the specificities of site, and the countervailing 
notion that Nuit Blanche is a celebration in which the 
public should be entertained by the new, spectacular, 
and oneiric possibilities that the urban night may 
offer. In the history of Nuits Blanches, it can be said 
that site-specific artworks are the focus of site-specific 
sociabilities, just as spectacular artworks generate a 
sense of urban sociability itself as spectacle.

TORONTO’S NUIT BLANCHE: 
SITE-SPECIFICITY, SPECTACLE, AND SPECTATORSHIP

In 2002, the first ever Nuit Blanche was held in Paris, 
France. Proposed by Mayor Bertrand Delanoë and 
Deputy Mayor Christophe Girard, Nuit Blanche 

was inspired by the popularity of late-night museum 
openings and extended evening hours (Bennes 32; 
Evans 44). Nuit Blanche, however, stood apart from 
these previously established late-night art events 
because it brought art outside the museum walls, and 
let it spill out onto public streets. Since its inception 
in Paris, Nuit Blanche has expanded beyond Europe, 
growing into a popular, globalized phenomenon. In 
2006, Toronto became the first city in North America to 
host a Nuit Blanche, with personnel from both France 
and Canada working closely together to translate the 
essence of the Parisian event (MacGregor 13). Major 
Nuit Blanche events are now held in Montréal, New 
York, Chicago, Rome, Madrid, and Melbourne (“Nuit 
Blanche: International Network”). Each city produces 
its own interpretation of the Nuit Blanche mandate, 
which characterizes the event as follows: 

At its core, Nuit Blanche is a 12-hour event with a 
mandate to make contemporary art accessible to 
large audiences, while inspiring dialogue and en-
gaging the public to examine its significance and 
impact on public space. Nuit Blanche is both a “high 
art” event and a free populous event that encour-
ages celebration and community engagement. From 
sunset to sunrise city spaces and neighbourhoods 
are transformed into temporary exhibitions. Unusual 
or forbidden spaces become sites of contemporary 
art open for all-night discovery and rediscovery. Cul-
tural institutions, from museums to galleries to artist 

Suzanne Lacy and Miwon Kwon. According to Kwon, 
it is possible “to conceive [of] the site as something 
more than a place”; it can also be a social, cultural, 
political, or historical framework, therefore exceeding 
its physicality in favour of a more abstract notion of a 
“site” (96). Lacy theorizes along similar lines, drawing 
out the difference between “public art,” where art is 
simply located in a public space, and “site-specific art” 
(or what she calls “new genre public art”), where art 
encourages dialogue with the space and the people 
who circulate within it (19). Lacy’s notion of “site-
specific art” proposes a more nuanced practice of art in 
public places. It allows for the production of knowledge 
about its location, as “artists [turn] their attention to 
the historical, ecological, and sociological aspects of 
the site” (Lacy 23). Lacy further explains that not only 
do such artworks engage with the charged histories, 
ideas, and issues tied to a particular physical place, but 
that they also, by extension, interact with those who 
occupy the space, engaging with the public’s diverse 
identities and opinions (20). This opens up site-specific 
art to the cross-disciplinary network of contemporary 
art practices—such as participatory art and relational 
aesthetics—whose focus has become the situational 
relationship between the artist, artwork, and audience. 
In this context, while the early artworks at Nuit 
Blanche were rooted in developments characteristic of 
contemporary art, they were also intimately connected 
to their surrounding local communities.

One work exemplifying site-specific art at Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche is Rebecca Belmore’s Gone Indian (Fig.1), 
presented at the 2009 festival. In Toronto’s financial 

district, Belmore performed a series of live scenes that 
addressed the history of colonial violence enacted 
across First Nation land and against Indigenous women. 
The performance began with a van – embellished with 
animal hides, feathers, and living-room furniture 
adorned on its roof – which drove up and parked on 
the plaza of the headquarters for the Royal Bank of 
Canada. Belmore, of Anishinaabe decent, then entered 
and honoured the space with sage and sweetgrass. She 
was followed by Cree actor/choreographer Michael 
Greyeyes, in full regalia, who danced and sang to a mix 
of pow-wow and hip-hop music (Fig.1a). For the rest 
of the piece, Belmore proceeded to deface “the $500 
[worth of pennies] strewn on the plaza” (Fisher and 
Drobnick 40) by grinding them into pulverized bits of 
metal, which audience members were invited to pick 
up and keep (Fig.1b). 

Layered in its site-specificity, Gone Indian was 
conscious of the history of its physical location. The 
land that Belmore stands upon belongs to Indigenous 
people, but has been occupied in the project of colonial 
domination and expansion. Moreover, in Canada’s 
ongoing history of colonialism, it is not only land but 
also Indigenous women have been exploited (Nagam 
148). Many of the women who have come to inhabit 
these urban spaces live in poverty, and as they circulate 
within the night-time city many have been sexually 
abused, have gone missing, or have been murdered. 
Their absences unfortunately fail to draw appropriate 
levels of awareness, alarm and action from the public, 
media, and governments because these women’s 
bodies are stereotyped as being of lesser worth, 
stigmatized on the basis of their class and race (Jiwani 
and Young 897). Belmore sought to draw attention 
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Site-specificity

Against the dark backdrop of the urban night, each 
artwork serves as a scene within the larger theatrical 
performance that is Nuit Blanche. Early iterations 
of the event in Toronto featured a small number of 
artworks along with a cast of artists and curators who 
came together in order to explore a variety of sites 
within the city: districts, regions, neighbourhoods, 
and communities. The first of these zones, in 2006, 
were Yorkville, Queen Street West, and University/
Spadina Avenue. Each featured commissioned 
artworks selected by well-respected, seasoned curators 
who were from Toronto and familiar with these areas 
on a personal level, often as residents (MacGregor 
13-4). Local artist Gwen MacGregor explains that “in 
the first few years [Nuit Blanche] was largely based 
on the prioritization of creativity…curators and local 
artists were given considerable autonomy to produce 
site-specific artworks of their own imagining” (7). 
During these years, artworks tended to hang together 
like constellations: they were clearly linked by their 
engagement with the thematic narrative set by their 
zone’s respective curators, but also tied together in the 
ways that they drew meaning from their surrounding 
area. Many artists conceived their works in relation 
to physical, architectural spaces, and a majority of 
the artworks also engaged conceptually with the local 
character of an area, its issues and histories.

These kinds of artworks, featured predominately 
during the early years of Toronto’s Nuit Blanche, are 
emblematic of site-specific art as conceptualized by Fig. 1a & 1b - Rebecca Belmore, Gone Indian, 2009. Images courtesy of Paul Litherland.
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were interactive, and a few that were even immersive. 
Several works, such as Belmore’s, used a number 
of these artistic practices in combination. Despite 
differences in outward appearances, these artworks 
all shared a thematic thread faithful to their zone’s 
curatorial premise, and they all drove to engage with 
specific frameworks offered by their sites. As an 
ensemble, the artworks in a particular zone offered 
inclusive, pluralistic, and multidimensional visual 
narratives about their surrounding area. They came 
together as individual units that interacted, connected, 
and clashed with one another. The overall effect was 
not a single unifying aesthetic, but rather a series of 
relationships that might be conceptualized using the 
language of networks, nodes, and clusters. Together, 
these artworks unfolded in the darkness like stars in a 
constellation, images in a collage, or scenes in a play—
each one unique, but coming together to create a much 
larger picture and overall story.

The parallels between Toronto’s Nuit Blanche and 
the theatre extend beyond the analogy of artwork to 
visual scene, pushing us into the realm of the social. 
According to Jacques Rancière, theatre is the art 
form most marked by the romantic association with 
revolution (6). From Greek antiquity through the 
Elizabethan period and into the present, the theatre 
provides a communal space in which a public may 
watch, listen, and offer commentary on current events. 
Although it does not hold the power to change the 
state or its laws directly, Rancière argues that theatre 
has the potential to transform social perspectives 
and practices through its direct eliciting of collective 

to this treatment of Indigenous women through the 
highly visceral and embodied defacement of pennies. 
She consciously invoked her location, in the heart of 
Toronto’s financial district, to comment on the value 
of the lives of Indigenous women. Belmore drew a 
parallel between the physical abuse performed on 
the bronze pennies and the violence enacted against 
the Indigenous women in this production of bronze 
surfaces: damaged and deformed, broken and bruised, 
and then left abandoned in the streets. Invited to 
take the damaged pennies, the surrounding public 
was turned into participants and became intimately 
connected to Belmore’s performance. After picking 
the pennies up, people dispersed the pieces of her art 
throughout the city and even brought them into their 
homes. As a metaphor for violence against Indigenous 
women, each individual penny offers the potential—
and the hope—that it will serve as a small yet constant 
reminder to transform and expand our perceptions 
about how we value the lives of Indigenous women. 

Site-specific artworks, such as Belmore’s, are deeply 
characterized by the emotions and relationships that 
are evoked rather than by their aesthetic appearances 
alone, giving way to an eclectic collection of visual 
scenes during the early years of Toronto’s Nuit Blanche. 
The wide variety of site-specific artworks exhibited at 
the festival incorporated a range of materials, forms, 
and techniques so to visually highlight what each 
artist perceived as the most significant or interesting 
aspect of the spaces and places that they occupied. 
As such, there were some works that were durational, 
some that were based in live performance, others that 
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its first year, it has featured upwards of 150 artworks 
during more recent iterations (“Nuit Blanche Toronto: 
Event History”). The artworks themselves have also 
become monumentally spectacular. Their enlarged 
scales and striking bright lights have enhanced their 
appeal to cameras, but have also made them easier 
for the ever-expanding crowds to see from a distance. 
The majority of artworks are now placed in strategic 
locations downtown and squeezed into dense curatorial 
zones that are located along TTC lines to relieve traffic 
congestion and encourage public transit. While the 
exhibition zones have shifted away from areas of local 
character, the artworks themselves have tended to 
become less invested in the specificity of site. Despite 
still being located within city spaces, the majority of the 
artworks exhibited during Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in 
recent years have manifest an increasingly superficial 
engagement (Lacy 23) with their surrounding areas, 
using the city and its infrastructure as a mere backdrop 
or convenient place in which to showcase flashier, more 
accessible art (Lippard 157). According to MacGregor, 
these changes demonstrate that “rather than thinking 
of how to change the audience and the way it interacted 
with the work, the decision was made to change the 
artwork to accommodate the audience” (17). Nuit 
Blanche now entails going out to see the spectacles 
of illuminated visual displays and the growing urban 
crowds that surround them.
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emotional experiences within an audience (6). 
The associated emotions and attitudes then lend 
themselves to specific models of sociability (Bourriaud 
168). In its early years, Nuit Blanche played into this 
transformative relationship between the theatre and 
its audience, art and the public, and visual scene and 
social scene. The exhibition of site-specific art across 
the city stage endowed Toronto’s Nuit Blanche with the 
potential to produce a social scene in which the public 
audience became more directly engaged, through 
art, with its neighbourhoods, communities, and local 
spaces. Site-specific artworks thrived on generating 
visual, emotional, and critical engagements with and 
between the people and places around them. In this 
way, the early incarnations of Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
actively fulfilled one of the tenets of its International 
Mandate, by “inspiring dialogue and engaging the 
public to examine its significance and impact on  
public space.”

Spectacle

If we fast-forward to almost a decade after its 
inception, both the social and visual scenes 
that mark Toronto’s Nuit Blanche have changed 

drastically: everything has become bigger and brighter. 
The crowd has grown from 425,000 attendees in its first 
year (most of them Torontonians), to a low estimate 
of 1.2 million in 2013, with more international visitors 
coming every year (“Nuit Blanche Toronto: Event 
History”). Another sign of this expansion is that while 
Toronto’s Nuit Blanche exhibited 27 art projects in 

Fig. 2. Yvette Mattern, Global Rainbow, 2014.  
Image courtesy of Zach Slootsky.
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The visual scene at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche has 
been transformed into one that plays into 
the aesthetic spectacle of the city at night. As 

the sun sinks below the horizon and its natural light 
melts into the darkness, it is the nocturnal world of 
artificial and electric lights and colours that is turned 
on (Batchelor, “The Luminous and the Grey” 35). With 
the flick of hundreds of switches, the artworks at Nuit 
Blanche are brought to life in an array of luminous 
colours. Clusters of glowing, radiant, and iridescent 
artworks mark the city stage, lit up from above and 
below, in front and in back, and even from within. 
Some artworks have consisted of light projections that 
shoot images onto the city’s surfaces or screens, while 
others have pointed flashing colour lights onto artistic 
sculptures. For example, Director X’s Death of the Sun 
(2016) (Fig. 3) involved a video projection in which 
the sun’s 12-billion-year evolution was condensed into 
a 12-minute work, displayed on a massive 14-metre 3D 
globe of a screen (Siekierska, The Toronto Star, “Nuit 
Blanche Exhibit Dominates Nathan Phillips Square”). 
Another example is Ai Weiwei’s sculpture, Forever 
Bicycles (2013) (Fig. 6), which consisted of 3,144 
interconnected bicycles illuminated by mood-lighting 
that gradually changed colour (“Nuit Blanche: Ai 
Weiwei”). There are also artworks which have imitated 
the vividly intense luminescent LCD or LED screens. 
Project Blinkenlights’s Stereoscope (Fig. 4) placed 
lights behind all 960 windows at City Hall so that 
each glass pane became one pixel in a kaleidoscope 
of ever-changing animations. This piece effectively 
transformed the entire front of the building into the 
“world’s largest interactive computer screen,” which 

was programmed to interact with the Nuit Blanche 
smartphone app (blinkenlights.net/stereoscope). A 
couple of works have reflected the lights around them, 
such as Jeff Koons’s monumental Rabbit Balloon (2009) 
at the Toronto Eaton Centre (Fig. 5). Its shiny, metallic 
and inflated silver surface bounced and amplified the 
lights that surrounded it, like an overblown version of 
those fun-house mirrors commonly found at carnivals. 
Some of the artworks have even used light itself as a 
medium, such as Yvette Mattern’s Global Rainbow 
(2014) (Fig. 2), which transmitted seven beams of 
coloured light from the CN Tower (Wheeler, The 
Globe and Mail, “Twenty Spectacular Things”). 

These spectacular artworks exhibit a clear, unifying, 
visual theme in their striking display of lights and 
luminous colours: the aestheticization of the city’s 
night-time lights. If Nuit Blanche were required to 
select one visual strategy that might symbolize the 
nocturnal event, this aestheticization would clearly 
stand as most appropriate. The artificial illumination 
of such artworks speaks to their temporary existence 
in the city, in that they are seen on only one date out 
of the entire calendar year. The capacity to turn them 
off and on dictates yet another condition, setting a 
time-frame in which they may be experienced, further 
contributing to their fleeting yet brilliant existence 
(Batchelor, “The Luminous and the Grey” 49-50). 
The occasion of seeing these impermanent artworks 
therefore makes for an especially ephemeral nocturnal 
event (Batchelor, “The Luminous and the Grey” 52).

In carving out a distinctive visual scene, Nuit Blanche 
stands apart from other contemporary art events 
worldwide. However, its escalating emphasis on the 
visually spectacular is a double-edged sword. While a 
string of spectacular artworks at Nuit Blanche brings 
a visual cohesiveness to the event, it simultaneously 
tends to decrease its overall cultural credibility: Toronto 
artist Gwen MacGregor has passionately argued that 
while the event continues to adjust its program to 
accommodate what is popular—here interpreted as 
the visually spectacular—Nuit Blanche has not given 
“equal attention to increasing its ‘cultural capital’ [and 
so] the festival is losing credibility within the cultural 
field and is hitting the ‘tipping point’” (MacGregor 31). 
Toronto’s Nuit Blanche has been compared to the kinds 
of biennales and art festivals that are held outside of 
a museum context, yet its later iterations have been 
generally dismissed as purely populist renditions of 
such contemporary art events (Leah Sandals, Canadian 
Art, “10 Thoughts”). This is due, in part, to the fact that 
spectacular art does not necessarily depend upon an 
appreciation of its conceptual dimensions; it can be 
meaningful on the basis of its visual appearance alone, 
rendering it easily accessible and popular amongst 
members of the general public. In further adding to 
the sense of urban spectacle, Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
has shifted the exhibition spaces to high tourism areas, 
such as City Hall’s Nathan Phillips Square and the 
Eaton Centre. So instead of engaging intimately with 
the local character of Toronto, the artworks at Nuit 
Blanche tend to decorate areas that are stereotypically 
“Torontonian” for an international audience and stage. 
As a result, Nuit Blanche in Toronto has become 
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Fig. 3. Director X, Death of the Sun, 2016.  
Image courtesy of Ben Roffelsen.
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increasingly touristy rather than artsy, a sentiment echoed 
by Canadian professors Laura Levin and Kim Solga who have 
expressed that “the event that is Nuit Blanche [is beginning to] 
eclipse the artworks” exhibited (48-9).

The artworks themselves tend to bleed and blur together, as 
the majority of pieces now exhibited at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
are of a spectacular nature. The curatorial zones no longer 
appear distinct from one another as they often overlap in space, 
congregating in the downtown core, but also in time, in the sense 
that it becomes difficult to differentiate their visual and thematic 
approaches from year to year. As a result, Nuit Blanche becomes 
less like a series of distinct constellations, in which artworks are 
linked by a compelling curatorial theme; and instead it becomes 
more like one massive globular cluster, where all of the artworks 
are competing within a confined space to shine the brightest. In 
this way, the artworks exhibited during the later years are more 
strongly unified by their aesthetic appearances, rather than by 
their connections to a curatorial theme or an awareness of the 
site-specific space around them. 

David Batchelor’s Chromophobia explores the ways in which 
bright, luminous, neon colours have become associated with 
drug culture and hallucination (43), offering a highly suggestive 
framework in which to theorize Nuit Blanche’s shift towards 
more spectacular visualities and sociabilities. Such vibrant and 
luminous colours have repeatedly come to stand in as a visual 
metaphor for alternative dream states, as with Dorothy in The 
Wizard of Oz, or for drugs, as exemplified by Aldous Huxley’s 
writings about LSD (Batchelor, “Luminous and the Grey” 
26; Huxley 6-7). Batchelor points out that colour has had a 
deep association with drugs since antiquity when painters 
were described as “grinder[s] and mixer[s] of multi-coloured 
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drugs” (“Chromophobia” 31). Since then, colours have become 
increasingly industrialized and artificial, so much so that their 
illuminated and electric versions are vibrant to the point of 
vulgarity (Batchelor, “Luminous and the Grey” 48-9). Spectacles 
of illumination are often excessive and chaotic; their lights flash 
and flicker, their colours blink and bleed, and a common effect 
is one of intoxication (Batchelor, “Chromophobia” 32). With the 
increase in spectacularly illuminated artworks, Toronto’s Nuit 
Blanche unfolds within a late-night timeframe that easily lends 
itself to the spectacle of urban sociability, filled with dreamers 
and drunks alike.

Spectacular artworks and their vibrant aesthetics are particularly 
seductive through the filter of a camera or through the 
intoxication of drugs. Amongst the hordes of people attending 
Nuit Blanche, it appears to me that fewer and fewer are engaged 
with each other, or with the artworks, in an active and direct way. 
In wandering the streets of Toronto during the most recent Nuit 
Blanche, the distinctive scents of alcohol and marijuana wafting 
through the air have become common. In addition, I have 
observed that the majority of people experience the event and its 
artwork through the screens of their smartphones, in what might 
be seen as a form of passive participation. In fact, over the years, a 
growing number of news reports claim that that the social scene 
at Nuit Blanche has become one of urban spectacle, filled with 
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Fig. 4. (left) Project Blinkenlights, Stereoscope, 2008.  
Image courtesy of Sam Javanrouh / Daily Dose of Imagery.

Fig. 5. (right) Jeff Koons, Rabbit Balloon, 2007.  
Image courtesy of John Richardson at www.jrichardson.ws.

http://www.jrichardson.ws.
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selfie-takers. Joseph Henry has pointedly suggested that Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche has “lately threatened to become [a] claustrophobic 
tourist trap, whose free nights easily degenerate into spectacles 
of lengthy queues, distracting volumes, and perennial photo 
ops” (Blouin Artinfo, “Nuit Blanche’s Failed Democracy”). Nuit 
Blanche, he argues, has become “a kind of spectatorial checklist, 
as participants wend their way from one attraction to the next” 
(Henry, Blouin Artinfo, “Nuit Blanche’s Failed Democracy”). 
With time, the issues raised by Nuit Blanche’s social scene have 
expanded beyond those of crowd control and volume: it now 
includes concerns about personal health and safety, partly due 
to the belief that there is a more widespread use of drugs on 
event night in comparison to an average night out in the city, 
in addition to an increased accessibility to alcohol, as bars have 
received permission to extend their hours for Nuit Blanche until 
4 AM (Adams, The Globe and Mail, “Has Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
Grown Too Big For Its Own Good?).

In 2010, James Bradshaw from the Globe and Mail spoke with 
Nuit Blanche visitor Erin McCutcheon, who expressed her 
concern that “it’s become not so much about the art but more 
a huge party [and that] there’s been so much drinking over the 
past two years.” In 2013, Joel Eastwood of the Toronto Star quoted 
Shane Stephenson, also a spectator, who told him that “I definitely 
passed a few people who were openly broadcasting the fact that 
they were on acid. I jokingly told my friend if you tried to drug 
test everyone on the street, probably only one in four would 
pass.” These incidences of increased drug use were accompanied 
by a rise in vandalism and violence. A couple of Nuit Blanche 
artworks were damaged, including Gwen MacGregor’s 2013 
installation of 8,000 Kinder Egg surprises, from which some 
of the miniature toys were stolen (Eastwood, The Toronto Star, 
“Nuit Blanche: Art Festival or Street Party?”). A man was also 
arrested in the same year for climbing Ai Weiwei’s sculpture 
Forever Bicycles (Caracher, Blouin Artinfo). Fights have also 
been known to break out amongst the crowds and even beneath 
artworks, sometimes turning ugly.
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Fig. 6. Ai Weiwei, Forever Bicycles, 2011.  
Image courtesy of Miklos Legrady.
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Those who are closely involved with putting on Nuit 
Blanche are not blind to the changing social dynamic 
of the event. When curator Christof Migone was 
asked, “which piece in your zone would be the most 
interesting?” he responded “that depends on what kind 
of drunk you are” (Toub, The Globe and Mail, “Q&A 
With Christof Migone”). Canadian artist and music 
producer Daniel Lanois—whose artwork Later That 
Night at the Drive-In featured a mash-up of classic films 
and their soundtracks presented over 24 large speakers 
and 12 projection screens—explained that, with his 
piece, “we are allowing ourselves a window of flexibility 
to improvise to the demands of our audience” adding 
with a chuckle that “if everybody’s high on ecstasy, 
we’ve got a couple of aces up the sleeve” (Bradshaw, 
The Globe and Mail, “Daniel Lanois”). In fact, the 
nocturnal event has become self-conscious about its 
increasingly unruly social scene, to the extent that one 
of the slogans for Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in 2016 was a 
reminder to “Be Nice To The Art” (nbto.com).

The Spectacular and the Site-Specific

Thus far the site-specific and the spectacular 
have been discussed in opposition, as if they are 
separated in time and offer a convenient and 

simplistic means of distinguishing between the early 
years of Toronto’s Nuit Blanche and later iterations of 
the event. Indeed, as of 2016, Toronto’s Nuit Blanche is 
just over a decade old, and one may speak of it as having 
a history. Its slogans, “from dusk to dawn” and “from 
sunset to sunrise,” likewise evoke a temporality, a time 
frame. George Kubler’s The Shape of Time, however, 
reminds us that time is organic. It does not simply 
travel forward in a single, evolutionary, unbroken line 
(Groom 47). Rather, time is fluid, existing in multiple 
interwoven states that double and bend, thicken and 
thin, moving forwards and backwards (Kubler 13). In 
this more chaotic and complex sense, time develops 
across a series of negotiations and links that coexist with 
each other (Groom 47). The history of Toronto’s Nuit 
Blanche itself may also be seen in similar terms. Within 
that history, the spectacular and the site-specific exist 
simultaneously, like two ends of a continuum, where 
each year of the event may negotiate a new position on 
the spectrum between them.

Some of the artworks presented at Nuit Blanche are 
marked by their combination of spectacular and site-
specific qualities. For example, in 2015, JR’s Eyes of 
the Bridge (Fig. 7) projected black and white footage 

of moving portrait photography along the side of the 
bridge at Bay and Front Street (“Nuit Blanche: Black 
and White Night”). Due to the bridge’s long and 
narrow space, the multiple subjects in the photographs 
were cropped so that only their eyes were visible. By 
isolating the eyes from their individual faces, the work 
produced an anthropomorphic sense of the eyes of 
the bridge. Site-specific in its adaptive tailoring to the 
city of Toronto’s infrastructure, as well as spectacular 
in its brilliant illumination and monumental size, JR’s 
installation presented a strikingly magnificent scene of 
a pair of eyes looking at the nocturnal city around it. 

At first glance and from a distance, JR’s Eyes of the Bridge 
appeared to be looking outwards, as if carefully watching 
the people in the night-time city—an overbearing 
and threatening form of omnipresent surveillance. 
Upon closer examination, however, JR’s choice to 
focus exclusively on the eyes opens up this artwork to 
another interpretation: looking inwards, so to follow 
the clichéd phrase that the “eyes are the windows to the 
soul.” The installation therefore provided an evocative 
opportunity for spectators to reflect inwards upon their 
own identities and presence within the city, and to find 
similarities with the identities represented in the video. 
The individuals that appeared in the installation were 
of visibly different genders and ethnicities, but what 
could also be gleaned from reading the accompanying 
curatorial text was that all of them were witnesses to 
extreme violence and poverty in their own city streets. 
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Fig. 7. JR, Eyes of the Bridge, 2015.  
Image courtesy of Ashley Duffus / A Great Capture.
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JR made a conscious effort to choose and film “the eyes 
of individuals who dream to be in Toronto”; they are 
the ordinary people living in war-torn countries, such 
as Syria, who hoped to find refuge in Canadian cities 
(“Nuit Blanche: Black and White Night”). If they were 
to make it to Toronto, they might even cross the very 
same bridge on which the work was installed, as this 
bridge is one of the major passages into Toronto via 
Union Station. 

JR’s footage showed the diversity in ways of looking, 
which can be wistful, sad, curious, and even inquisitive. 
Their eyes express emotion, where some squint or 
crinkle from smiling while others show signs of tears. 
It can therefore be said that JR’s Eyes of the Bridge 
presents a self-reflexive representation of sight itself 
(Thompson 33). We are looking at something that, 
in a way, looks back, evoking Hall Foster’s notion of 
‘visuality’ and vision: the way we look, what we look at, 
and how we even go about looking (Foster ix). Within 
this framework, this artwork presents a choice as to 
how it could be seen. This filmic installation is not only 
a spectacle of projected light, but also a poignant and 
reflective piece of site-specific intervention. 

The spectacular and the site-specific exist 
simultaneously at Nuit Blanche, within individual 
artworks, as well as across the event’s visual and social 
scenes. But in terms of the overall event, Toronto’s Nuit 
Blanche, has not maintained a good balance between 
them, and the situation has gotten out of hand. The 
event is caught in a cycle that continually perpetuates 
and valorises the visually and socially spectacular. 

Spectacular and monumental artworks created by 
globally-recognized artists prove to be incredibly 
popular with the general public and the media. These 
high-profile artworks continue to draw enormous 
local, national, and international audiences every year. 
This exposure, in turn, generates greater economic 
opportunities for the city—especially for its tourism 
and food service industries. As such, the organizing 
committee for Toronto’s Nuit Blanche has repeatedly 
favoured spectacular artworks by international artists 
over the more locally site-specific—a fact made all the 
more evident by the preferential financial treatment 
that they receive in the event’s budgeting scheme. 

Three years after the first Nuit Blanche in Toronto, 
artworks became categorized into two main groups, as 
either partnered or curated projects (MacGregor 26). 
Partnered projects include artworks that are created 
and funded in association with major arts institutions, 
such as the Art Gallery of Ontario, but also include 
independent projects that are created and self-funded 
by local artists and arts collectives (“Nuit Blanche: Art 
Projects”). These independently partnered projects 
are mostly site-specific, popping up in communities 
and neighbourhoods, such the West Queen West 
Area, that support local arts practices by helping to 
provide materials or exhibition spaces. The other half 
of Nuit Blanche artworks consist of curated projects, 
which predominately consist of work by nationally 
and internationally recognized artists, and are divided 
into a three-tiered hierarchy. There are artworks 
selected from an open-call, based on how well they 
coincide with the zone’s curatorial theme, receiving 

a maximum budget of $10,000 (“Nuit Blanche: Open 
Call Application Guidelines”). Then there are a couple 
artworks per zone highlighted as “monumental,” and 
are specially commissioned by the curator and the city 
at a cost of $30,000 each (MacGregor 26). Finally, one 
or two extremely monumental and spectacular projects 
are chosen by curators to anchor Toronto’s Nuit 
Blanche, with minimum budgets of at least $100,000. 
These works are almost always located at City Hall’s 
Nathan Philips Square (MacGregor 26). 

By observing where Toronto’s Nuit Blanche invests 
the bulk of its resources, we see a clear prioritization 
of the international and the spectacular. So while 
bigger and brighter artworks are undoubtedly well 
backed and budgeted, the financial support for those 
who are already internationally recognized produces a 
situation where those artists are able to do more, and to 
create more spectacularly polished artworks in return. 
In other words, Toronto’s Nuit Blanche is guilty of 
perpetuating a feedback loop where the internationally 
spectacular generate even more spectacular art. In 
contrast, local artists from Toronto are restricted in 
what they can realistically create, regardless of whether 
it is a spectacular display or site-specific intervention, 
due to a lack of sufficient financial resources and general 
support of the city. In 2008, for instance, nationally 
recognized Toronto-based painter and installation 
artist Katharine Harvey was collaborating with curator 
Gordon Hatt on a large-scale installation for City Hall 
that was both spectacular and site-specific. She was 
eventually bumped from her location, and her budget 
was also downgraded, to accommodate Stereoscope by 
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the German arts collective Project Blinkenlights as the 
monumental and spectacular highlight for that year 
(MacGregor 26). So despite the continued exhibition 
of works by local artists from the city, or even by 
artists who are recognized across Canada, it becomes 
increasingly difficult for them to break into the 
spotlight. Toronto’s Nuit Blanche therefore becomes a 
battleground in which artworks literally need to out-
shine each other in competition for the top spot.

The coexistence of both spectacular and site-specific 
artworks at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche, with a clear 
prioritization for the spectacle, puts stress on the 
relationship between them. The politics of the event 
have therefore become increasingly tense as artists 
and curators are subject to the demand for spectacle. 
The corresponding focus on the event’s spectacularity 
and popularity, and the perception that little attention 
is being paid to individual artworks themselves 
(whether these be site-specific or not), is now causing 
the event to quickly lose favour amongst members of 
Toronto’s contemporary arts community (MacGregor 
3). In fact, Joseph Henry accurately summarizes this 
situation in describing the overall event as an “uneasy 
encounter between the contemporary art world and its 
public sphere” (Blouin Artinfo, “Nuit Blanche’s Failed 
Democracy”). The result is a scene that no longer 
coheres, and is unbalanced between the spectacular 
and the site-specific. This disjuncture is echoed within 
the sociability of the event, since the degree to which 
spectators are actively, critically, and meaningfully 
engaged with the art at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche is 
unclear amidst the broader spectacle of it all.

Spectatorship

Let us return, briefly, to Nicolas Bourriaud’s 
characterization of art as a “site that produces 
a specific sociability” (161). By reading nuance 

into this statement, it might be more appropriate to say 
that art is suggestive of a specific sociability, instead of 
insinuating that art directly produces a specific social 
scene, or that it is conductive towards the emergence 
of one. This open ambiguity inherent in the perception 
of art marks the very condition of spectatorship. As 
a result, an artwork’s social repercussions are varied, 
vast, and impossible to define—which holds true for 
spectacular and site-specific artworks exhibited at 
Toronto’s Nuit Blanche, in that the social politics of 
spectatorship are ambiguous for all forms of art. Site-
specific art does not always produce active engagement, 
and spectacular art does not necessarily generate 
passive contemplation.

Site-specific artworks that hope to inspire dialogue 
and critical engagement between the public and local 
spaces are perhaps too optimistic in their project 
of social intervention. There is no way to measure 
whether site-specific art generates a positive effect in 
areas such as community engagement, or if it even 
produces a greater interest in the arts overall. In fact, 
the surge of participants to Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
has not translated into a noticeable increase of visitors 
to art galleries, museums, and institutions across the 
city (curator Sara R. Sheridan and city staffer Marilyn 
Nicol quoted in MacGregor 39). This is not to say that 
members of Nuit Blanche’s audiences are not interested 

in the arts, or that they are not conscious of the ideas 
and issues raised by an artwork’s relationship to a 
specific site. However, there is a difference between 
grasping the issues which an artwork brings to light, 
and actually choosing to follow up on a particular issue 
and to do something about it. As Rancière argues, the 
impact of art on behaviour has little to do with whether 
or not the public readily understands the issues raised 
by a work, and more to do with the extent to which 
members of that public have confidence in their own 
abilities to act on those issues (Rancière 83). This 
situation is particularly well illustrated by Belmore’s 
Gone Indian. Although Belmore raises issues about 
violence against Indigenous women, these issues are 
deeply entrenched within the fabric of our culture and 
society and are therefore difficult to tackle. Changing 
social perceptions and raising awareness about the 
violence facing Indigenous women is a good first step, 
but it is difficult for the average participant at Nuit 
Blanche to go forward and act in a way that makes a 
noticeable difference. It is in relation to works such as 
this that Nuit Blanche is criticized for its lack of active 
participation, but also for having almost no lasting 
effect on the city or on the ways in which people 
circulate within it. 

On the other hand, it would be irresponsible to 
characterize the social scene at Toronto’s Nuit 
Blanche as one full of passive participants who 
are swept up by the urban spectacle. This not only 
generalizes the behaviour of more than 1.2 million 
participating spectators, but also perpetuates the 
myth that spectatorship is inherently passive. In the 

KATHRYN YUEN



ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  170 ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  171

Emancipated Spectator, Jacques Rancière troubles the 
binary opposition between those who create art (be 
it painting, sculpture, installation, or performance) 
and those who consume it. For Rancière, this duality 
presents an “allegory of inequality” because, like all 
other oppositions, it assigns value (12). Here, creation 
on the part of the artist is “good” because it is active 
and productive, whereas consumption on the part of 
the spectator is “bad” because it is passive and it is 
perceived to do nothing (Rancière 12). In questioning 
the limited account of spectatorship presumed by this 
binary, Rancière argues that the challenge is not that 
of transforming the terms of spectatorship so that it 
becomes active and productive (Rancière 17). Rather, 
it is the realization that watching, looking, listening, 
interpreting, and the other dimensions of being a 
spectator are already productive actions in their own 
right (Rancière 13); these are actions that constitute 
our existing and normal state as constant spectators in 
this world.

Spectators play a major part in shaping the character 
of Nuit Blanche because it is staged within public space 
and is inherently rooted in how the public, as active 
agents, participates and interacts with it. For some, the 
event is all about the art: a chance to see spectacular 
installations by internationally renowned artists, or a 
good occasion to check out a trendy local gallery or a 
grassroots arts initiative in the community. For others 
it presents the opportunity to hang out and enjoy a fun 
party. At Toronto’s Nuit Blanche it is almost impossible 
to see and do everything in just one night. The meaning 
of Nuit Blanche therefore depends on decisions made 

by spectators, in terms of how they choose to treat the 
event and the opinions that they form about it (Borsato 
and Harper, Canadian Art “10 Artists’ Nuit Blanche 
Tips and Troubles”). For instance, Kim Solga took her 
class from the University of Western Ontario on a field 
trip to Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in 2013 as an experiment 
in participatory spectatorship. The group concluded 
that, although “Nuit Blanche is now marketed and 
represented in the media as a good-time street party 
[...] it does not necessarily follow that the meanings 
Nuit Blanche makes for spectators on the ground are 
in any way stable, or necessarily banal” because the 
spectators themselves are a fluid group of individuals 
(Austin et al. 108). In the production of endlessly 
diverse experiences, artworks that are perceived as 
spectacular or site-specific for some spectators may 
be seen differently by others and vice versa. For some, 
even the top-billed spectacular artworks may be 
disappointments that do not live up to their online 
descriptions and media hype (Austin et al. 109). 
Instead, it could be the small things, the unexpected 
moments, and the artworks that are slowly and quietly 
engaging which could constitute the most memorable 
and interesting parts of the night. 

In the span of ten years, Toronto’s Nuit Blanche has 
exhibited artworks that intimately engage with the 
city’s site-specific histories and physical localities, 

and it has also exhibited monumental artworks of 
an international calibre that aestheticize night-time 
illumination and capitalize on the popularity for the 
spectacular. In looking to the future of the event, I 
expect that Toronto’s Nuit Blanche will continue to 
struggle with and between the spectacular and the site-
specific, existing in a state of tension between the two. 
However, it is this tension that makes for a uniquely 
dynamic situation, in that the nocturnal event is 
not only an outdoor exhibition, but also an “artistic 
and curatorial laboratory” in which to observe the 
changing visual and social scenes in relation to each 
other (Adams, The Globe and Mail, “Has Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche Grown Too Big For Its Own Good?”). In 
its relatively brief history, Toronto’s Nuit Blanche has 
demonstrated experimentation and an extraordinarily 
flexible format through the changes made to its zones, 
curators, and the types of art that it exhibits (Sandals, 
“10 Thoughts”). Despite being just over a decade 
old, the festival continues to transform itself. In this 
process of change, however, Toronto’s Nuit Blanche 
has consistently shown a tendency to look to the 
public. This way of responding to the audience has 
brought controversy and its own set of issues, but, at 
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the very least, has demonstrated its organizers’ desire 
to take its participating spectators into consideration. 
Members of its audience wield considerable power 
towards Toronto’s Nuit Blanche, in the ways in which 
they conduct themselves during the night, but also in 
how they talk, write, or post about the event in the 
days, weeks, and months which follow. Individually, 
spectators are able to set their own curatorial programs 
in choosing the artworks they want to see. As a group, 
spectators also have the ability to reflect the overall 
trending interests, and have therefore come to hold 
an increasingly influential position in determining the 
types of artworks for future Nuit Blanches. In speaking 
as a participating spectator myself, I attend Toronto’s 
Nuit Blanche not for the spectacular party, nor for the 
extremely critical site-specific interventions, but for 
the ephemeral opportunity to see and experience the 
city alive, awake, and made strange by the fascinating 
variety of artworks and individuals in the late hours of 
the night. I imagine that despite the shifting relationship 
between spectacular and site-specific, across both 
the visual and social scenes at Nuit Blanche, the true 
heart of the event lies in us spectators as we negotiate 
a customized balance of interests between different art 
forms, and generate our own meaningful experiences 
of the city of Toronto at night.
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Figure Appendix
Figure 1a Rebecca Belmore, Gone Indian, 2009. 
  Performed at Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in  
  2009.

  Image courtesy of Paul Litherland.

Figure 1b Rebecca Belmore, Gone Indian, 2009.  
  Detail of Belmore deforming pennies.

  Image courtesy of Paul Litherland.

Figure 2  Yvette Mattern, 2009, Global Rainbow, 
  2014. Shown in situ at the CN Tower as a 
  part of Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in 2014.

  Image courtesy of Zach Slootsky.

Figure 3  Director X, Death of The Sun, 2016.   
  Shown in situ at City Hall as a part of  
  Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in 2016.

  Image courtesy of Ben Roffelsen.

Figure 4  Project Blinkenlights. Stereoscope, 2008. 
  Shown in situ at City Hall as a part of  
  Toronto’s Nuit Blanche in 2008.

  Image courtesy of Sam Javanrouh / Daily  
  Dose of Imagery.

Figure 5  Jeff Koons, Rabbit Balloon, 2007. Shown  
  at the Eaton Centre as a part of Toronto’s  
  Nuit Blanche in 2009.

  Image courtesy of John Richardson at  
  www.jrichardson.ws.

Figure 6  Ai Weiwei, Forever Bicycles, 2011. Shown  
  in situ at City Hall as a part of Toronto’s  
  Nuit Blanche in 2013.

  Image courtesy of Miklos Legrady.

Figure 7  JR, Eyes of the Bridge, 2015. Shown in situ 
  at Bay and Front Street as part of Toronto’s  
  Nuit Blanche in 2015.

  Image courtesy of Ashley Duffus / A Great  
  Capture. Video courtesy of Kathryn Yuen.

http://www.jrichardson.ws.
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Résumé
Quelle est la relation entre les images visuelles et l’imaginaire 
social? Cet article soutient que l’imaginaire social repose 
sur l’esthétique et que cela crée des conditions de perception 
appartenant non pas à l’art, mais à la sphère sociale. Cela 
signifie aussi qu’il est possible de construire un modèle 
tripartite de la perception sociale selon qu’un fait empirique 
ou un événement imaginé domine dans un phénomène 
donné. Comment la perception visuelle est-elle donc créée 
en fonction de la production de l’imaginaire social? Si 
l’imaginaire est un état de connaissance esthétique, il existe 
une relation épistémique de continuité entre l’image visuelle 
et la construction de l’imaginaire social qui précède la 
représentation. 

Abstract
What is the relationship between visual images and the 
social imaginary? The following article argues that the social 
imaginary is built on aesthetics and that this fact creates 
conditions of perception belonging not to art but to the social 
realm. It also means that it is possible, therefore, to construct 
a triadic model of social perception, according to whether an 
empirical fact or an imagined event dominates in any given 
phenomenon. How then is visual perception created through 
the production of the imaginary? If an imaginary is a state of 
aesthetic cognition then there is an epistemic relationship of 
continuity between the visual image and the construction of 
the social imaginary which precedes all representation.
 

DOI : http://dx.doi.org/10.17742/IMAGE.VOS.7-2.10

Imaginaries Built on Aesthetics

I begin with the proposition that what we identify 
as an imaginary has the social capacity of “causing 
astonishment” (Silva, Imaginarios). I thus identify 

the construction of imaginaries as those instances 
in which the aesthetic function is dominant, not, I 
must clarify, as art, but rather as part of social in-
teractions which, insofar as they are instantiations 
of affect, develop within a group setting and, as 
such, in an interaction of affects. 
The group setting implies that which is common; it 
involves an interplay between closely related others, 
the “nos-otros” [Spanish for “us”, literally, “we-others”], 
which designates myself and the others. We are referring 
here to the psychological force of a collectivity, their 
perceptions largely emancipated from any verifiable 
or logical argumentation, assuming form through 
social circulation with the result that the sensation of 
astonishment dominates the referential dimensions of 
the object which has generated it. In art, the imaginary 
is free to represent social coexistence, so the artistic work 
presents various kinds of explicitly political content, as in 
performances or works of public art which seek to spur 
citizens to take action. In social imaginaries, however, 
aesthetics is part of the living body of each subject 

within the collectivity; its truths are assimilated as part of 
existence and, as such, we react to them as if faced with 
a certainty of identity. At play here are the ways in which 
the words or images which a subject employs in order to 
create imaginary categories materialize into action and 
become programs for urban living, the central concern of 
scholars in this particular field. Our object of study can 
be described thus: through imaginaries, we study those 
social processes in which the aesthetic function becomes 
dominant as the means by which a collectivity perceives 
and behaves. In Figure No.1, for example, one can see 
something amazing: suddenly a horse enters the urban 
scene and turns the moment into a phantasmatic illusion 
that makes the citizens who perceive it participate in 
an aesthetic event.1 Along these lines, then, if we want 
to understand the materials from which imaginaries 
are made, we must look for our explanation in aesthetic 
feeling, insofar as we take this to be a constitutive part of 
social perception. 

 

... there is an 
epistemic relationship 
of continuity between 
the visual image and 
the construction of 
the social imaginary 
which precedes all 
representation.
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The early years of the new millennium saw the 
emergence of art works that spoke of relational 
aesthetics, cultural ecology, emerging aesthetics, 

or of an art of social processes.

These involved various kinds of expansions of object-
centred environments for situating and stabilizing 
individuals, defining their identities “in the same way 
that communities and families used to” (Ladagana 56). 
Outside of art, people have generated collective forms 
of subjectivity, focused not only on specific demands 
but around particular expressive forms. The question 
we ask is this: “Can the aesthetic dimensions of citizen 
participation be considered a part of culture, or are 
they, more radically, contextually appropriate means 
for communicating the ‘content’ of certain affective 
demands?”2 The latter corresponds to an aesthetic 
sense of imaginaries, one in which citizens engage in 
political acts by producing images and aesthetic forms 
based on their common desires.

The figural, then, designates both the object and the 
relationship between subject and object. As a result, 
the function of those figures perceived as images 
in social contexts is not only that of instituting 
distinctions but also those of introducing values 
and shaping behaviour. Everything is inscribed in a 
constellation of relationships with other symbols, and 
the symbolic forms, which range from the religious to 

the magical, and from the aesthetic to the economic 
and political thus constitute, as Baczko has shown, “a 
(figurative) field in which images, ideas and actions are 
articulated,” thus ensuring that social imaginaries will 
be the force regulating social life in every collective  
organization (30).

However, if we accept as true that imaginaries are 
constituted by aesthetics, we must emphasize that both 
the cognitive and the emotional fit in the latter, and 
that an imaginary vision is based in feelings. That is, 
it does not originate in knowledge, but rather springs 
from ways of knowing in which feelings dominate. 
Accordingly, there are certain feelings in social life that 
construct dominant imaginaries, such as fear, revenge, 
hope, hate and yearnings for the future. Of all these 
feelings, the one marked by greatest consistency in 
contemporary urban culture is perhaps fear, which is 
itself a residue of other feelings motivating people to 
act. If we examine its modes of existence, we will better 
understand the trigger mechanism of an imaginary 
which, in any given moment, can come to dominate 
social perception. 

An exemplary case of media-induced fear, which I 
wrote about in 2004, took shape around what was 
called “swine flu”, which was first detected in Mexico 
in 2009, and then spread to the whole world, moving 
more quickly in the media, and especially through 
television, than did the actual pandemic itself.3 In 
Mexico, during the second half of that year, tourism fell 
by 80% in cities such as Cancún, and in other “infected 
countries” it worsened because of photos showing 

citizens using oxygen tanks and masks to protect 
themselves from the fatal virus that besieged them. 
Images like these, shown around the world, portrayed 
Mexicans as extraterrestrials oppressed by the illness. 
In actual fact, the virus was the result of an avian strain 
compounded by two more strains of the swine flu virus. 
The origins of this new strain were not known and the 
World Health Organization (WHO) declared at the 
time that it was easily transmitted among humans 
because of a mutation that was yet to be identified. The 
fear increased even more when it was announced that 
it could be transmitted “through saliva, by air, by close 
contact between mucous membranes or by hand-mouth 
transmission involving contaminated hands.” This 
terrifying description, put forward by an international 
scientific authority, produced an imaginary of fatality 
with unpredictable chain reactions, and led to the 
establishment of new behavioural rituals. People no 
longer wanted to shake hands on greeting each other; 
they stopped eating pork, whose price fell, to the point 
at which it was being given away for free in many 
places; hand sanitizers were placed everywhere, first in 
all the arrival and departure gates of airports, and then 
in all public places such as schools, offices, and homes. 
Countries with cases of infection were discriminated 
against, and the crisis reached such heights that there 
were diplomatic protests and international altercations 
(as in the case of Argentina and Mexico, when the 
former closed its gates to flights coming from the 
latter), while television joyfully tallied up the number 
of deaths and new infections, and the world began to 
fill up with signs of the apocalypse. 
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Fig. 1.
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Having introduced the above as an example of the 
“incarnation of feelings” in collective behaviour, let us 
examine the modes of their social production, using 
a model that assumes three different situations, each 
of whose possible manifestations can be viable in the 
construction of an urban space, one not bound to the 
physical city itself but rather to cultural interactions 
and to the ways in which citizens use and perceive their 
physical surroundings. As I have argued in Imaginarios: 
el asombro social, the physical city as perceived and 
used rests on an imagined city.

The Incarnation of Urban Imaginaries:  
Modelling Social Perception

I have come to the conclusion that our model for 
the social production of urban imaginaries may be 
based on three model situations. These are presented 

here, along with the formula used in field work carried 
out in several major cities.4 This work was undertaken 
under my direction as part of the Urban Imaginaries 
project, which was carried out between 1998 and the 
present in 26 cities of Latin America, the United States, 
and Europe using the same methodology. The results 
are organized as a series of “Imagined cities,” from 
which I have taken the examples which follow. 

In methodological terms, one might wonder what 
“Imagined Cities” means to the reader of this text. This 
term was used in the attempt to define the place of 
social perceptions in the use and experience of cities, 
and to evoke citizens’ desires for a form of urbanism 

The WHO decided to start over, remaking the image of 
the virus by rendering it more abstract and thus more 
difficult for the mind to visualize, changing it from 
the figure of a pig, whose malignant image spread as 
the virus’ primordial and fatal symbol, to the more 
scientific label “H1N1.” Very soon thereafter, the same 
media began to report that it was not as dangerous as it 
had been thought to be at the beginning and that there 
would be no more fatal outbreaks. In a third phase of 
anti-media sentiment, the WHO was criticized and 
even cursed for its exaggeration, accused of wanting 
to benefit labs that were gearing up to produce a 
vaccine against an unstoppable pandemic, as if its own 
behaviour was worse than that of any imaginable and 
horrific virus. 

In this stunning episode, we see how the capacity for 
rational communication was absent in the face of 
emergency, as a contagious terror spread among the 
citizens of the world, demonstrating that it is possible 
to create realities both real and artificial whose global 
effects cannot be addressed or controlled. Truths 
competed with the fantasies about them, but, in 
this case, it appears that, socially at least, imaginary 
perceptions gained greater credibility. Situations that 
were heavily charged with emotion were resolved in 
group contexts through emotional representations, 
fears, and collective hysteria, while the media’s voracity 
ultimately swallowed both science and the academy. 
Fear, because of its intrinsically changing properties, 
took the form of a kind of urban dust. 
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This occurs when an event, an object or a story does 
not exist within an empirical reality, but is imagined 
by a collectivity that experiences these things as truly 
existing and causes a gesture of citizenship.  These 
are the most evocative and less empirically verifiable 
situations, those most likely to be marked by the 
eruption of urban phantoms. 

In Mexico City, Hidalgo Avenue was known for its 
foul smell because of open sewers that had not been 
properly channeled. The government fixed this 
problem in 1999 and the foul smells disappeared, but 
only in objective reality insofar as citizens continued 
to perceive the smell for some time thereafter. In order 
to remedy this olfactory problem, the authorities 
decided to install a great yellow sculpture, the “Cabeza 
de Caballo” (popularly known as “the little yellow 
horse”) by sculptor Enrique Carvajal, commonly 
known as Sebastian. The eye-catching sculpture was 
placed right at the place at which the terrible smells 
had originated. Only then was the offensive olfactory 
perception replaced by a grand, modern equestrian 
image. This example shows that perception, in this 
first instantiation of our model, is generated through 
an imaginary, lacking any sort of empirical base, and 
that it takes time for this new reality (the change from 
a foul smell to the image of a sculpture) to be accepted 
and perceived as a new image and thus a new reality. 
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that they themselves conducted. To be even more 
specific: the “Imagined Cities” are works of urbanism, 
but they are not so much studies of cities per se as of 
the ways in which a citizen urbanism shapes the ways 
in which cities are built. This is the difference in our 
approach: the material resides in the citizens because 
it is they who are concerned with the materiality of 
the city. And this is what makes our focus unique: its 
materiality lies with the citizens, in their perspectives 
and ways of thinking and feeling urban representations 
rather than the physical city. 

The relevance of each situation will be shown through 
the relationship between two terms, which I identify as 
I (Imagined) and R (Real). The triad is rearranged in 
three models for the “perception of reality”, such that 
either one of the three access points of the model will 
dominate at any given time. In this way, and in order to 
demonstrate the logical foundations of my argument, 
visual images become necessary. In turn these images 
come to constitute an imaginary in themselves.

 Я1=IR

Reality 1: The first type of reality is constructed when 
the Imagined dominates and the Real elevates it to a 
certain power, so I is raised to the power of R.

Fig. 2.
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subjectivity which does not admit any proof according 
to the traditional methods of the social sciences. 
It is precisely in this first situation that the most 
fundamental element of the collective Imaginary, the 
‘urban phantom,’ emerges. This is the undecipherable 
presence of a symbolic mark of the lived city, and as 
such, it sustains a relationship which has more of an 
imaginary than an empirical character. The phantom 
undergirds the subject’s sense of reality as a basis for 
this very imaginary construction, “since reality is the 
phantom of the real, not the real” (Lafont 22). One 
may observe that the production of the phantasmatic 
increases when the evoked object does not exist in a 
tangible or verifiable reality, but is imagined and even 
seen and experienced.

Reality 2: The second type of reality is constructed 
when the Real is dominant and the Imaginary elevates 
it to a certain power, such that R is raised to the power 
of I.

 Я2=RI

 In this case we are dealing with an object, event, story 
or image that possesses an empirical and referential 
existence that is not used or evoked in social fashion in 
an urban context, either by the general collectivity or in 
any part thereof. As opposed to the previous example, 
this category includes the most empirical and realistic 
of situations, ones distinguishable by their status as 
forgotten places, objects erased from our memories, 

Valparaiso is a city situated in the central region of 
Chile’s coastline (92 km northeast of Santiago, the 
capital of Chile). In 2002, the city built a bridge which 
served as an overpass over the beaches of the Pacific 
to facilitate a pedestrian route. However, it was never 
brought to completion and so remains as visual 
testimony to a barely “imagined bridge” [see Figure 
No. 2] which people visit and photograph to imagine 
how it would have looked if it had been completed.

 In Figure 3, we see I raised to the power of R. The 
image depicts a scene in Buenos Aires’s Avenida 9 de 
Julio, where a large imaginary tear is produced by an 
advertisement that tries to tell us, ever so subtly, what 
might take place inside these apartments. The beautiful 
model is literally embedded within the apartment 
building. This scene could very well be entitled sex and 
architecture. At the same time, in Montreal, Canada, a 
young woman with her back to the viewer [Figure No. 
4] is carrying around her waist a bullet belt as part of 
her aggressive attire, with which she intends to draw 
our attention to the real ghost of violence. In Figure 
No. 5 we see a Mexican construction worker in New 
York City in the costume of the heroic TV character 
Chapulín Colorado, which powerfully confers upon 
him the role he imagines for himself: the costume is 
supposed to give him the real strength with which to 
perform his demanding job on a daily basis.

As we can see, this first instance of the production of 
urban imaginaries, following our proposed model, 
is located outside of the margins of empirical proof 
and comes to perception within an extreme social 
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In certain cities of Latin America where Indigenous 
people constitute a minority, as is the case of Bogotá, 
they became invisible to the majority of urban residents. 
This abandonment creates invisibility, as shown in 
Figure No. 6, where this person appears as a an element 
of urban décor in a social displacement typical of those 
which govern visual systems. In Figure No. 7 we can 
see what, to everyday society, is an “invisible reality” 
that the image nevertheless makes obvious: the social 
division between the wealthy and the working classes 
evident in the relationship between the East and West 
ends of a large avenue in the city of Caracas. Something 
similar happens in Figure No. 8, an image of Buenos 
Aires in which two women travel in the metro, both 
absorbed in their own inner world of indifference; it 
seems like each one of them lives their own loneliness 
with no interest on their social environment.

As we can see, reality 2 of our triadic model describes 
a factual event that a collectivity does not consider as 
worthy of articulated speech, leading to its perceptual 
abandonment on the part of a significant number of 
urban dwellers.5 There is a denial of sorts concerning 
a particular part of the city or social fact, while that 
which is denied continues to exist only in reality. 
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Fig. 3.

Fig. 4 & 5. Fig. 6, 7 & 8.

historical events that no one remembers and places no 
one visits—in other words, by urban invisibility.

The above applies in the case of downtown Montevideo, 
which the authors of Montevideo imaginado have 
proven “only exists in reality” ( Álvarez y and Hubert 
39) and not in the collective imaginary of the majority 
of residents, who do not even visit or refer to it. When 
Montevideo´s downtown began to lose its recognition 
value in the minds of the citizens who used it, visited it 
or drove through it, its centrality passed onto the Paseo 
de las Ramblas, which came to be seen as its modern 
extension, a place and passage which better condensed 
the positive qualities of the Montivideo imaginary. 
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 Я3=R(I)=I’

Reality 3: This refers to the third type of construction of reality, 
one that takes place when I, the imagined, is equivalent to R, the 
Real, which in the dynamic of the imaginaries means that I’ has 
seen its meaning enriched by R. I’ is used to indicate that we are 
dealing with something that is similar to, but not the same as the 
initial I, which has been affected by a new interpretation of the 
Real which brings about a re-signification of I. 

La Paz, Bolivia, is one of the cities that most uses its streets as 
a medium of aesthetic and political expression. This profound 
relationship between the real and the imagined, between the 
performance of art and protest, between a festiveness both 
real and evoked, is described by Carlos Villagómez in La Paz 
imaginada (2007). Year after year, he writes, the rhythms and 
ancestral dances re-enacted during the various religious or 
cultural folkloric events continue to be heard, literally “taking 
over the city”. Musical groups and dancers perform or rehearse 
their dances all year round, creating a permanent sense of festivity. 
Irrespective of social class or economic standing, the folkloric 
celebrations [Figure No. 9] form a continuous movement, a sound 
constantly perceptible in the atmosphere of the La Paz, and along 
with the topographic folds of its mountains also show the folds of 
the skirts of the cholitas that consolidate our collective imaginary 
of interaction between nature and festivity.

 In this same situation—no. 3—we can include the collective 
perception of certain places as unsafe in ways that conform to 
empirical statistics. That is, citizens know about certain dangerous 
places in the city, and their perception coincides with actual 
facts, with everyday statistics generated by the police, as shown 
in Bogotá imaginada (Silva, “Imagined Bogota”). This happened 
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during the term sof certain city mayors (1992–2002) 
who based their administration on these perceived 
certainties in order to institute successful public safety 
plans for the city.  However, when we tried to apply 
this model to the city of Caracas, that is, to compare 
perceptions as to where crime and danger existed with 

the real places in which crimes were taking place, we 
found that there was no correlation between them. 
This means that the people of Caracas at the time 
(2005) were unable to identify those places where 
the highest number of murders were happening such 
that, wherever they thought they were taking place, 

they actually were not. Theirs was only an imaginary 
perception, fitting the model already proposed, when 
the Imaginary is dominant and raised to the power 
of the Real as described in Я1= IR, the domain of the 
urban phantom.

Fig. 9.
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Fig. 10 & 11.



ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  184 ISSUE 7-2, 2017  ·  185

We can borrow another example from the city of 
Bogotá, one which allows me to specify relationships 
between the modern Impressionist movement and 
what we understand today as a condition of aesthetic 
astonishment in the imaginary perception of the city. 
The city dwellers’ perception of time coincides with 
the different times of day as these are reflected on the 
night-time emblem of Bogotá’s skyline—the Colpatria 
building. The photographer Lopez Restrepo captured 
this image [see Figure No. 10] right at the moment 
at which the moon appears above this building. This 
contrasts with the next image, when the moon has 
disappeared and dawn is breaking [see Figure No. 11]. 
In this case city residents perceive impressions, on 
whose basis they collectively recreate the represented 
object. The Impressionists argued that it was not the 
Paris cathedral they were painting, but rather the effect 
of the sun’s light on it at noon. We might say, referring 
to our previous discussion of aestheeic facts, that in this 
case, as well, it is not the object, the Colpatria building, 
but rather its status as nocturnal emblem of the city 
which makes us see it in all its shades and degradations 
of colours and form depending on the time of the day. 
This example shows how the temporal dimension of 
imaginaries may be sustained over their own spatiality. 
I would reiterate that while the anthropology of a 
place is based on the space of a city, as that which is 
theorized, its imaginary is founded on time, movement 
and circulation, not on the place per se, but on position. 
City dwellers are not fixed to a place, but rather locate 
or position themselves within it.

Each new urban situation can reconfigure the existing 
“city blueprint” because the line between the real and 
the imagined is very thin, especially when an affective 
turmoil is present. However, situation No. 3 occurs 
when citizens achieve a positive equilibrium between 
the real and the imagined: it is real because the 
collectivity imagines it as such. Through this triadic 
model we may better understand that imaginary 
states of embodiment, with their corresponding social 
astonishment, allow for a gradation and that the 
collectivity may be “inhabited” by these states to the 
extent that the aesthetic dominates perception.

We may even ask one final question regarding the 
condition of social astonishment: Can there be 
imaginary production without social astonishment? In 
such cases, we experience what we might call “faded 
imaginaries” as moments of factual cognition, as a 
vision of the world articulated in tits historicity, as 
knowledge assimilated within the protocols of social 
behaviour and citizen action. The aesthetic function 
appears with its ghostly evocations to then bring the 
collective under a spell, filling it with visuality. Once 
the “collective spasm” of the imaginary eruption has 
happened, the aesthetic function will shrink, becoming 
part of a collective way of knowing whose judgements 
are not simply aesthetic. Astonishment, then, is nothing 
more than a way of expressing the aesthetic (and, thus, 
variable and hierarchical) condition of everyday urban 
life. By speaking of urban imaginaries as “affective 
embodiment,” I seek to describe an articulation of 
languages and objects with feelings. This is not to say, 
however, that knowledge and feelings are perceived 

separately; rather, we must understand social thoughts 
on the basis of the emotion that produces them. In this 
way, we do not present two separate worlds of subjects: 
the rational and the affective, instead, the social world 
is a result of thoughts which are represented by feelings. 
And therein, precisely, lies its aesthetic character.  

These above arguments have served as foundations 
for the paradigm of the “imagined city,” a term I use 
to refer to the city built through the urbanism of city 
dwellers, who imagine and use it, and invoke it even 
when it does not exist: IR; or because it exists but is not 
imagined as existing: RI; or because it exists but is not 
imagined to exist; R(I)=I’. Through these models, we 
see that the imaginary is not unreal or only describable 
as belonging to fantasy. The imaginary plays a role in 
the construction of social reality, and we thus must 
make explicit the process whereby social imaginaries 
are ‘incorporated’ into the physical environment 
of the city, and thus projected as an expression of  
citizens’ culture. 
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4. Decoración con balas, Armando Silva, Montreal, 2012

5. Obrero como Chapulín, Nueva York, Dulce Pinzón, 2012, 
Exposición MAMBO

6. Indígena invisible, María Adelaida López, Bogotá 2008, 
Bogotá

7. División Este/ Oeste, Gerardo Rojas, Caracas Thing Tang, 
Caracas, 2005

8. Soñando en el Metro, La Nación, compilación de Liliana 
Alburquerque, Buenos Aires, 2007

9. Chola bailando, Nelson Martínez, La Paz, 2007

10. Icono nocturno de Bogotá con Luna, María Adelaida 
López, Bogotá 2009

11. Icono nocturno de Bogotá sin Luna, María Adelaida 
López, Bogotá 2009

12. Arte urbano, Laura Inés Silva Abello, Bogotá, Universidad 
Nacional, 2007

http://www.laviedesidees.fr/L-apparition-de-Bogota.html
http://www.open-ing-source.net/imaginary-cities/  
http://datos.imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol 
http://ciudades.maylin.cc/items/tags 
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Notes
1  The various images used in this research on urban 
imaginaries are documentary ones, which are archived and 
classified in verifiable data bases. The original documents 
have not been altered in any way. At this time, we are 
in the process of employing a variety of digital tools to 
organize them so they may be viewed by publicly and at 
no cost. Some collections may be viewed at: http://datos.
imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol/ www.imaginariosurbanos.
net

2   Cf. Silva. Atmósferas ciudadanas  where I deal with social 
aesthetics as aesthetic niches anchored to graffiti and public 
art experiences.

3   See Silva, Imaginarios urbanos: hacia el desarrollo de un 
urbanismo desde los ciudadanos. 

4   From the project “Imaginarios urbanos,” carried out 
in 26 cities of Latin America, the United States, and 
Europe between 1998 and the present, available at http://
datos.imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol/ Also at : www.
imaginariosurbanos.net and some concrete examples of the 
use of images as aesthetic archives may be seen at at http://
bogotaimaginadaas.wix.com/armandosilva. At this time, 
we are working with a platform called Omeka in order to 
visualize our databases for all the imagined cities included 
in the project. Preliminary results may be seen in English at 
: http://www.open-ing-source.net/imaginary-cities/ ; and in 
Spanish at: http://ciudades.maylin.cc/items/tags

5   In our statistical work, we consider as significant any 
urban point of view which more that 10% of surveyed city 
residents have as a shared perception. Perceptions may 
be filtered through categories such as gender, age groups 
and social class ( ver: Metodología de investigación en 
imaginarios urbanos, 2008) 

6   This third locus of the model of social perception which 
I propose here was suggested by María Angélica Suavita 
Ramírez, who holds a degree in Mathematics and is a 
PhD candidate at the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid. 
She studies the relationship between social imagination 
and teaching and learning processes in mathematics. I am 
grateful for her contribution.

7   See: http://www.laviedesidees.fr/L-apparition-de-Bogota.
html

8   This focus has some parallels with studies on affect by 
Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth (Affect Theory) at 
Duke University, where they study the body as movement 
and rest, speed, and slowness (2010:10). They provide 
an excellent comparisons between aesthetics, ethics, and 
politics—another important aspect of our project.

IMAGINARIES IN CONTEMPORARY AESTHETICS
ARMANDO SILVA

http://datos.imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol/
http://datos.imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol/
http://www.imaginariosurbanos.net
http://www.imaginariosurbanos.net
http://datos.imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol/ 
http://datos.imaginariosurbanos.net/espanol/ 
http://www.imaginariosurbanos.net
http://www.imaginariosurbanos.net
http://bogotaimaginadaas.wix.com/armandosilva
http://bogotaimaginadaas.wix.com/armandosilva
http://www.open-ing-source.net/imaginary-cities/
http://ciudades.maylin.cc/items/tags
http://www.laviedesidees.fr/L-apparition-de-Bogota.html 
http://www.laviedesidees.fr/L-apparition-de-Bogota.html 
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The Sonidero movement is a festive musi-
cal scene that emerged in Latin-American 
cultures in the 1970s. Sonidero DJs and 

producers appropriate tropical rhythms such as 
cumbia, merengue, or salsa and mix them with ele-
ments of electronic music. The street parties they 
organize are popular gatherings for dancing and 
neighborhood celebrations. The movement’s rich 
visual culture ranges from screen projections to 
colorful clothing, banners, posters, religious icons, 
and drawings on musical equipment. 

In 2008, Marco Ramirez and Mariana Delgado founded El 
Proyecto Sonidero, a research group dedicated to the study of the 
Sonidero movement. Livia Radwanski, a Brazilian photographer 
based in Mexico City, participated as a visual coordinator. The 
group collaborated with anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, 
producers, and photographers from Mexico, the United States, 
Colombia, Brazil, Bolivia, Argentina, and Spain. Together they 
produced an e-book titled Sonideros en las aceras, véngase la 
gozadera (2012), edited by Mariana Delgado and Marco Ramírez 
Cornejo, with photographs by Livia Radwanski and Mark Powell. 
It can be downloaded under a creative commons license from 
Tumbona Ediciones’ website.1 More information can be found 
on the Proyecto Sonidero’s blog.2 In 2016, the group presented 
its work in a collective exhibition at the Museo El Chopo, in  
Mexico City.

This portfolio presents some of the pictures that Livia Radwanski 
created for El Proyecto Sonidero. She acted not only as the 
photographer but as also the visual coordinator for the group. 
In the interview, conducted by Nathalie Casemajor and Will 
Straw, she highlights some of the cultural features of the Sonidero 
Movement and describes her work of visually documenting this 
musical scene.   

How did you discover the Sonidero movement and start 
documenting it?

I came across the Sonidero culture through Mariana Del-
gado who, along with Marco Ramirez, was doing research 
and collaborative work with the Sonideros in 2008 as part 
of a collective called El Proyecto Sonidero. They invited me to 
collaborate in documenting visually the Sonidero culture. 
With time, I also became the visual coordinator of the proj-
ect, which has lasted for over seven years. 

What does it mean to document a music scene in visual 
terms? In what ways do the visual elements you capture in 
your photographs express something of the music?

You have to be immersed in the culture in order to under-
stand the motivations of those invested in a specific musical 
genre and the ways in which they are united as a commu-
nity. As a photographer you direct your attention towards 
the elements that characterize a scene, including the con-
text, the individuals, and the various kinds of paraphernalia 
that form part of the musical movement in its entirety. The 
Sonidero culture thrives on its graphic and visual elements, 
which are quite unique and differentiate it from other music 
scenes, and photography has been an important medium 
for communicating that visual element within the scene.  

Those who write about Sonidero (in the book in which 
your photographs appear, for example) talk about the 
syncretism of the music, the way it pulls together so many 
styles and practices. Can we say the same of the images that 
surround it? Are these images producing a new visuality 
that runs from Mexican communities in New Jersey down  

Fig. 1. Sonido Consentido is joined by 
thousands of Sonideros marching towards 
the Guadalupe Basilic Church from 
surrounding neighborhoods throughout 
the city and nearby States for the annual 
procession for thanking the Virgin of 
Guadalupe and seeking protection and 
success. Mexico City. Nov, 2009.

Fig. 2. The Virgen of Guadalupe, or also 
known as the Queen of the Sonidos, arrives 
at the Basilica on the shoulders of devotees, 
The procession for Guadalupe happens 
each year on November 11th. Mexico City. 
Nov, 2009.

Fig. 3. Catholic devotees attend mass 
wearing and carrying their personal sonido’s 
paraphernalia symbol of their devotion to 
the Virgin and to Saint Cecilia, patron of 
the music for the Sonideros in an annual 
Sonidero process in La Villa Guadalupe 
Basilic Church. México City. Nov, 2009.
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in different stores throughout the city, and in the city 
markets the music is blasted continuously, as there is 
always someone selling CDs or playing music from 
their store. So the audiovisual elements are every-
where. If you move around the city, walking or tak-
ing public transportation, you become aware of their 
constant presence.  

One of the most interesting things about Sonidero—
and several of the authors in the book stress this—is 
that it endlessly absorbs new technologies and uses 
them to keep renewing the music. Does technology 
work the same way in relation to the image-making 
that surrounds the music?

Technology works in favor of the Sonidero commu-
nity, making it easier for more people to become a 
Sonidero since the cost and size of the equipment 
has been reduced significantly over the years, and 
making it more accessible and easier to transport. 
The forms of distribution have taken new routes with 
the arrival of the internet, also reaching a larger pub-
lic. Documenting the scene has also been made eas-
ier with the arrival of cellphones and video cameras 
that allow everyone to become a witness with the 
ability to create archival documents. The horizontal-
ization and democratization of media recording and 
distribution has given the movement another tone, 
whereas before the sonideros would thrive upon the 
LP collections which they would bring from trips to 
Colombia mostly. Nowadays streaming of music on-
line and recording CDs for instant sales after a gig 
have created new forms of transnational communica-

SCENES OF THE SONIDERO MOVEMENT 
PORTFOLIO AND INTERVIEW WITH LIVIA RADWANSKI

to Colombia?

The visual aspect of Sonidero culture pulsates with 
a unique tone, a mixture of influences ranging from 
Caribbean tropicalism to elements we might call 
urban industrial. The visual style depends on the 
region; the graphic elements are not the same for 
Mexico City as they are for Colombia, nor is it the 
same from one neighborhood to the next, since each 
Sonidero has own identity depending on the style of 
music they decide to focus their repertoire upon. 

Sonideros need to catch the public’s attention and 
at the same time need to have a very determined 
personal visual identity that helps shape their brand. 
They do it through the use of unique parapherna-
lia, which is absolutely necessary in this respect: the 
big speakers that dominate the soundscape, the 
large graphics that fill shirts, trucks and banners with 
names, the music collections being their LPs or digi-
tal remixed files, etc.  

Many different types of designs are displayed during 
the musical performances and processions: banners, 
clothes, posters. Which traces of this graphic culture 
remain visible in the city after the performances  
are over?

Designs are present everywhere and all the time, 
and people wear the names of Sonideros on jackets, 
t-shirts, and tattoos. Cumbia and salsa music are sold 
on CDs on the subways, posters stay up on streets 
until new ones replace them, banners can be seen 

Fig. 4. Fans push and squish to get close to Sonido 
Sonoramic. They expose their salutations- saludos- in the 
hope of a shout out by Raúl Lopez, founder and owner, of 
one of the Sonidos with greatest popularity at the moment, 
in the annual Tepito neighborhood party.  
Mexico City. Oct, 2009.

Fig. 7. Couple dancing a coordinated and 
choreographed dance as the public stand aside to 
watch forming dance circles. Stylized clothes and 
hairstyles are essential among teenagers. Mexico 
City. Oct, 2009.

Fig. 5. Sonido La Conga sending shout-outs in the annual 
Merced market anniversary. The party is so popular that 
a major avenue – Circunvalación- is usually closed and 
mechanical lights and ginormous speakers are set up in the 
avenue in one of the three days of celebrations.  
Mexico City. Sep, 2009.

Fig. 8. Sonido Momis Music from San Miguel Teca 
neighborhood setting up audio and lighting for the 
Martin Carrera neighborhood annual carnival. Martin 
Carrera, Mexico City. Feb, 2015.

Fig. 6. The streets of Tepito neighborhood are 
overcrowded with music lovers. Dancing circles are created 
for couples to dance and expose their expertise. The 
sound blasts with a mix from two Sonideros and their 
reverberating speakers. Mexico City. Oct, 2008.

Fig. 9. Speakers of Sonido Caribe in the Merced 
market anniversary celebration. Mexico City.  
Sept, 2009.
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tion. Visual technology has become a tool which al-
lows the fans to create their own personal account of 
the events without depending on an official version 
of them. We now have many more interpretations of 
the same event, which are constantly being shared 
through websites and social media. At the same 
time, there are still official photos and video record-
ings, created for a specific Sonidero´s website, and 

they are also sold as pirate DVDs in the local markets. 

How does the visual culture around this movement 
circulate online? Are there website and platforms 
dedicated to disseminating its music and images?

There are countless websites devoted to the Sonide-
ro culture, as well as radio programs playing this style 

of music, which is mostly cumbia and salsa but can 
also be high energy or vallenato. Many Sonidero par-
ties are streamed live internationally from the event 
on different websites. The events are also shared 
through such media as DVDs, the Web, and radio 
and TV. The big local neighborhood markets hold 
Sonidero video parties. As previously mentioned, 
with the boom of cellphones with cameras, and with 
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Fig. 10. Music cds for sale in of the many 
street stores in Tepito during its annual 
anniversary celebration. Mexico City.  
Oct, 2009.

Fig. 14. A dancer reclines in Sonido Leo´s 
speaker as he takes a cigarette break. 
Mexico City. Mar. 2013..

Fig. 11. A fan holds a message for Sonido 
Changa and bus from Sonido Disneyland 
in the annual Merced anniversary party. 
Mexico City. Sept. 2009.

Fig. 15. Sonido Cubaney´s record player 
in a dancing party in the neighborhood of 
Peñon de los Baños, also known as “Small 
Colombia”. They have the greatest record 
collection of Colombian cumbia and salsa 
acquired in the 70s-90s as they would go 
on trips to find music abroad. Mexico City, 
Sept, 2010.

Fig. 12. Ricardo Mendoza- father- wearing 
a shirt of his sound system Sonido Duende 
during an interview. Mexico City. Nov.2008 
/ Music tape collection belonging to 
Sonidero fan Luis Cortez. Huixquilucan. 
Feb. 2013.

Fig. 16. Sonido Leo holds the 
advertisement at Salon Lerdo Chiquito 
in Guerrero neighborhood that night. 
The names of the Sonideros playing are 
presented in the flyer with their own 
typography and style. Mexico City. January, 
2011.

Fig. 13. Sonidero fan and collector Luis 
Sanchez, sits in his bed surrounded by 
his personal collection of posters and 
paraphernalia. Huixquilucan, Feb. 2013.

Fig. 17. La Miguela y sus Edecanes, a 
famous dancing club, wearing a Sonido 
Sonoramico jacket at Carmen Jara’s awards 
ceremony in the Alteña Saloon. Pioneer in 
sonidero internet radio, Carmen is an icon 
in difusion and promotion of the sonidero 
culture. Mexico City. May, 2009.

the democratization of the photographic medium, 
everyone now has an opportunity to share their ex-
periences and they mostly share the images on so-
cial media. Most Sonideros have their own Facebook 
page, where they share images of the parties or of 
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the paraphernalia. Fans usually share images of themselves at 
the events.

These are some Sonidero websites that you can check out: 

Sonideros.TV  
http://sonideros.tv/

Impacto Sonidero  
http://www.impactosonidero.com/

Onda Sonidera  
http://www.ondasonidera.com/

Rincón Sonidero  
http://www.rinconsonidero.com/

El Mundo Sonidero  
https://mundosonideromix.wordpress.com/

Audimix  
http://www.audimix.com/

Carmen Jara Sonideros  
http://www.carmenjarasonideros.com.mx/

Ambiente Sonidero  
http://www.ambientesonidero.com/

Your photographic work contributes to building a visual archive 
of these cultural practices. Are memory institutions such as 
museums and archives in Mexico interested in preserving or 
exhibiting artefacts of the Sonidero movement?

My work has been exhibited as part of the work compiled by 
the collective El Proyecto Sonidero - The Sonidero Project. We have 
had two very important exhibitions in the Spanish Cultural 
Center in Mexico City, one on Sonidero culture as a musical 
community, in 2009, and another in 2003 that focused mostly 
on our investigation of the graphic elements—such as post-
ers and paraphernalia that surround the scene—with an em-
phasis on the tropical and electronic (high energy) music 
genres. Those exhibitions have toured among cultural cen-
ters and public spaces around Mexico and have been exhib-
ited internationally, in museums in Spain and England. Several 
international publications have showcased the work we have 
compiled throughout these years. We published an e-book 
called Sonideros en las Aceras, Vengase la Gozadera, which is the 
result of years of investigation. For the later exhibition, Grafica 
Sonidera - Sonidero Graphics, we carried out the arduous labour 
of photographically documenting the posters for high energy 
and tropical parties from the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, build-
ing an archive from the private poster collections of several  
renowned Sonideros.
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Fig. 18. Sonido Banes audio and image setup in the annual 
Martin Carrera neighborhood anniversary.  
Mexico City. Feb, 2015.

Fig. 19. Couple wearing jackets with the logo of two of 
the most famous sonideros in Mexico City and who were 
playing that same night in the annual Bosques de Aragon 
3 day neighborhood party: Sonido Pancho from Tepito and 
Sonido Sonoramico from Peñon de los Baños.  
Mexico City. Feb, 2015.

http://sonideros.tv/
http://www.impactosonidero.com/ 
http://www.ondasonidera.com/ 
http://www.rinconsonidero.com/ 
https://mundosonideromix.wordpress.com/ 
http://www.audimix.com/ 
http://www.carmenjarasonideros.com.mx/ 
http://www.ambientesonidero.com/ 
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Figure 06: The streets of Tepito neighborhood are overcrowded with 
music lovers. With the speakers at the sides, dancing circles are created 
for couples to dance and expose their expertise, as the sound blasts with 
a mix from two Sonideros playing at the same time, one at the extreme 
left with its alocated number of speakers, and the other at mid street. 
Tepito, Mexico City. October, 2008.

Figure 07: Couple dancing a coordinated and choreographed dance as 
the public stand aside to watch forming dance circles. Stylized clothes 
and hairstyles are essential among teenagers. Tepito, Mexico City. 
October, 2009.

Figure 08:  Sonido Momis Music from San Miguel Teca neighborhood 
setting up audio and lighting for the Martin Carrera neighborhood 
annual carnival. Martin Carrera, Mexico City. February, 2015.

Figure 09: Speakers of Sonido Caribe in the Merced market anniversary 
celebration. Merced, Mexico City. September ,2009.

Figure 10: Music cds for sale in of the many street stores in the Tepito 
neighborhood during its annual anniversary celebration. Tepito, 
Mexico City,  October 2009.

Figure 11:  A fan holds a message for Sonido Changa and bus from 
Sonido Disneyland in the annual Merced anniversary party. Merced, 
Mexico City. September 2009.

Figure 12: Ricardo Mendoza- father- wearing a shirt of his sound system 
Sonido Duende during an interview / Music tape collection belonging 
to Sonidero fan Luis Cortez.. Roma, Mexico City. November 2008 / 
Huixquilucan, Mexico State, February 2013.

Image Notes
Figure 01: Sonido Consentido in procession to the  Guadalupe Basilica 
holding its banner in the annual sonidero procession. . The processions 
follows the avenue that leads to the Basilica called Calzada de Guadalupe, 
and is joined by thousands of devotees, coming from surrounding states 
and all neighborhoods of the city and its metropolitan areas. La Villa, 
México City. November, 2009.

Figure 02: The Virgen of Guadalupe, or also known as the Queen of the 
Sonidos, arrives at the Basilica on the shoulders of devotees, who come 
to ask for protection and to show gratitute. The Sonidero Procession to 
the Guadalupe Basilica happens each year on November 11th. La Villa, 
México City. November,2009.

Figure 03: Catholic devotees atend mass wearing and carrying their 
personal sonido’s paraphernalia, as a symbol of their devotion to the 
Virgin and to Saint Cecilia, patron of the music during the annual 
Sonidero procession. La Villa, México City. November, 2009.

Figure 04: Fans push and squish to get close to Sonido Sonoramico 
and to expose their salutations- saludos- in the hope of a shout out 
by Raúl Lopez, founder and owner of Sonido Sonoramico, one of the 
Sonidos with greatest popularity at the moment, in the annual Tepito 
neighborhood party. Tepito, Mexico City, October, 2009.

Figure 05: Sonido La Conga sending shout-outs in the annual Merced 
market anniversary, which usually gathers thousands of people. 
The party was so popular that a major avenue used to be closed for 
the festivities, where Sonideros would set up gigantic structures 
with mechanical lights, but government has been putting limits to 
the gathering of people in the streets as a means to repress popular 
celebrations. Merced, Mexico City, September 2009.
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Figure 13: Sonidero fan and collector Luis Sanchez, sits in 
his bed surrounded by his personal collection of  posters and 
paraphernalia. Huixquilucan, Mexico State, February 2013.

Figure 14: A dancer reclines in Sonido Leo´s speaker as he 
takes a cigarette break. Oceania, Mexico City, March, 2013.

Figure 15:  Sonido Cubaney´s record player in a dancing 
party in the neighborhood know as the “Small Colombia” for 
having the greatest record collection of Colombian cumbia 
and salsa music which where acquired in the 70s-90s as the 
sonideros would go on trips to find music abroad. Peñon de 
los Baños, Mexico City, 2010.

Figure 16: Sonido Leo holds the advertisement for the dance 
party at Salon Lerdo Chiquito that night. The names of the 
Sonideros playing that night are presented in the flyer with 
their own typography and style. Guerrero, Mexico City. 
January, 2011.

Figure 17:  La Miguela y sus Edecanes, a famous dancing 
club, wearing a Sonido Sonoramico jacket at Carmen Jara’s 
awards ceremony in the Alteña Saloon. Pioneer in sonidero 
internet radio, Carmen is an icon in difusion and promotion 
of the sonidero culture. Tlalpan, Mexico City. May, 2009.

Figure 18: Sonido Banes audio and image setup in the 
annual Martin Carrera neighborhood anniversary, Mexico 
City. February, 2015.

Figure 19: Couple wearing jackets with the logo of two 
of the most famous sonideros in Mexico City and who 
were playing that same night, Sonido Pancho from Tepito 
and Sonido Sonoramico from Peñon de los Baños, in the 
Bosques de Aragon neighborhood anniversary which lasts 
for two nights. Aragón, Mexico City. February, 2015.

Notes
1 ht tp : / /w w w. tumb onae dic iones . com/des c argas /
SONIDEROS_EN_LAS_ACERAS-lo.pdf 

2  https://elproyectosonidero.wordpress.com/about/ 
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http://www.tumbonaediciones.com/descargas/SONIDEROS_EN_LAS_ACERAS-lo.pdf 
http://www.tumbonaediciones.com/descargas/SONIDEROS_EN_LAS_ACERAS-lo.pdf 
https://elproyectosonidero.wordpress.com/about/ 
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TIME FRAMES: 
GRAPHIC NARRATIVE AND HISTORIOGRAPHY IN RICHARD MCGUIRE’S HERE

LAURA MONCION

Résumé
La litéracie visuelle a longtemps été importante comme façon 
de lire les images hors de simple illustration mimétique. 
Elle permet aussi le lecteur d’entrer dans une logique de 
représentation pour créer des différentes représentations 
et des différentes narrations. Dans cet essai, je soutiens que 
les images fournissent une cruciale complexité temporale 
pour l’étude des narrations, avec valence particuliaire pour 
l’historiographie narrative. La temporalité complexe de 
l’image, surtout la narration graphique ou bande dessinée, 
indique une temporalité historique qui sera peut-être 
ni linéaire, ni causative. Par ailleurs, les images exigent 
l’intéraction du lecteur, et au même temps ils offrent plusieurs 
avenues d’interprétation, ce qui attire l’attention du lecteur 
à ses propres habitudes de lecture et à ses propres narrations 
construits.

Abstract
Visual literacy has long been important as a way of reading 
images beyond mimetic illustration. It also allows the reader 
to tap into a logic of representation in order to create different 
representations and narratives. In this essay I argue that images 
provide crucial temporal complexity to the study of narrative, 
with particular resonances for narrative historiography. The 
complex temporality of the image, especially the graphic 
narrative or comic, points toward a historical time which 
may be neither linear nor causal. Moreover, images demand 
interaction from the reader, but offer many avenues of 
interpretation, suggesting that the reader pay attention to their 
own constructions of meaning and practices of narrativizing. 

DOI : http://dx.doi.org/10.17742/IMAGE.VOS.7-2.12

Images do not tell stories as freely as 
their immediate emotional intensity 
would suggest. Rather, images invite us 

to transform ourselves from passersby into 
active readers engaging with the image and 
with our own perception of it. In order to 
engage with these stories, a certain kind of 
literacy is required. Anne Carson’s Eros the 
Bittersweet (1986) builds a poetic-historical 
case for the claim that literacy engenders 
a shift from oral/aural to visual epistemol-
ogy and thus a shift in human self-con-
sciousness. Literacy in Eros refers specifi-
cally to the verbal—the literacy of reading 
and writing. Carson argues that the advent 
of ancient Greek literacy led to the idea of 
eros: the separation of sounds into visible 
parts created a fertile ground for the desire 
to unite what is divided. Put differently, 
reading and, specifically, writing sharpen 
the realization that people and words are 
separate: “words have edges. So do you” 
(Carson 35). On the other hand, the visual 
now tends to connote image or icon, some-

thing perceived by the eye other than the 
words on a page, such that the term visual 
literacy tends to indicate a type of perception 
or analysis that is distinct from reading and 
writing alphabetically. Visual literacy is 
generally defined as something like Ralph 
Wileman’s “ability to ‘read,’ interpret, and 
understand information presented in pic-
torial or graphic images” (Duchak 43). For 
the purposes of this paper, I stay close to 
Wileman’s definition, adding that the key 
to visual literacy lies in the ability for an 
observer to switch into a system of visual 
language such that they can then create 
an image. Visual literacy, then, is in close 
proximity to semiotics, when defined as 
the ability to tap into what Norman Bryson 
calls “the richly textured semiotic discourse 
of the image” (Bryson et al. xviii). Visual 
literacy provides the tools to delve further 
into a logic of representation, rather than 
take an image as a mere mimetic illustra-
tion. 

The visual literacy images demand can and 
often does complicate conceptions of linear 
historicist time and thus opens up alternate 
ways of viewing history: the adjustment of form 
necessarily adjusts content. While the discipline 
of art history concerns itself primarily with 
images, conventional history has been slow to 
accept nonverbal texts as historical sources, 
perhaps because the perceived subjectivity of 
an analysis of an art object might still rankle 
some historians who are more wedded to a 
“scientific” (objectivity-seeking) aspect of 
history (White “Burden of History” 113). Even 
within art history, a semiotic approach still 
seems to sit uneasily with materialist, historicist 
interpretations—though it seems perfectly 
appropriate for works of art to admit to and in 
fact require both perspectives. A work of art is 
both a product of a particular historical moment 
and something that, in the words of Alexander 
Nagel and Christopher S. Wood: 

points away from that moment, backwards to a re-
mote ancestral origin, perhaps, or to a prior artifact, 
or to an origin outside of time, in divinity. At the same 
time it points forward to all its future recipients… [T]
he work of art is a message whose sender and desti-
nation are constantly shifting. (9) 
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Here constitutes an intervention into some of the 
conventions of graphic narrative and stands as the 
apotheosis of others. Each page is itself a dated 
panel representing a moment in time with further 
differently dated panels overlapping it. Sequencing 
is unconventional. There is little to no recognizable 
plot. It toys with the spatial grammar expected of a 
graphic novel and relies on the resonances of braiding 
to suggest relationships between images, characters, 
and themes beyond a linear sequence of events. Here 
is a graphic narrative that does not so much tell a story 
as it invites the reader to confront their own processes 
of reading. It forces the viewer to consider what might 
be left out and to examine their own narrativizing 
impulses in a bid to synthesize and comprehend a 
multivalent text. In this way, Here is an important 
book not only for graphic narrative studies, but also 
for the study of history. Not only does it complicate 
linear time, it also demonstrates the historian’s impulse 
to narrativize, to clean up and organize a messy and 
sometimes overdetermined reality.

Before turning our attention to Here, it is important 
to establish the theoretical playing field. This paper 
begins with an overview of scholarly approaches to 
the study of graphic narrative in general, followed by 
approaches to panels and sequences—elements that 
are particularly important in signalling narrative and 
temporality in graphic story-worlds. Subsequently I 
undertake a short analysis of Here itself and argue its 
importance to the study of narrative historiography. 
In closing, I suggest that Here and other graphic 
narratives offer potentially fruitful ways of figuring 
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The kinds of visual storytelling I examine in this paper 
are primarily comic-style graphic narratives (with 
nods to Poussin and Caravaggio along the way). The 
narratives that paintings, drawings, art books, and 
comics suggest to viewers offer possibilities for open-
ended, multidirectional historiographies that may 
be obscured or precluded by written language. This 
is not to say that one is better than the other, that 
written language is always oppressive and images are 
always liberatory, or that linear historiography is bad 
and multidirectional temporalities are good.1 Each 
representational form structures the backbone for 
various narrativizations of history. For historians, 
images and nonlinear historiographies offer critical 
alternatives to the dominant Western paradigm of 
linear written history and ways to enrich our ideas of 
what history is or might become. 

To this end I argue that images provide crucial temporal 
complexity to the study of narrative, with particular 
resonances for narrative historiography. The complex 
temporality of the image, particularly in the graphic 
narrative, points toward a historical time that may be 
neither linear nor causal. Moreover, images demand 
interaction from the reader but offer many avenues of 
interpretation, suggesting that the reader pay attention 
to their own constructions of meaning and practices  
of narrativizing. 

Temporal complexity and reader engagement are 
entwined in Richard McGuire’s graphic narrative 
Here, originally published as a strip in RAW Magazine 
(1989) and recently expanded into a book (2014).2 

analysis—the novel, for example, is the quintessential 
subject of narratology. However, narratives come in all 
shapes and sizes, including in graphic form. In their 
introduction to the recent collection, Narratologia: 
From Comic Strips to Graphic Novels: Contributions 
to the Theory and History of Graphic Narrative (2013), 
editors Daniel Stein and Jan-Noël Thon take their lead 
from Marie-Laure Ryan to introduce the idea of graphic 
narrative as requiring a transmedial narratology 
sensitive to the composition of graphic narratives as 
narratives that might not be primarily constructed 
through words, although words may be present and 
may be important. Indeed, the term transmedial 
suggests a narrative that is constructed of at least two 
different media and does not essentially reside wholly 
in either of them but rather in the relationship between 
them. A transmedial narratology mediates between 
the different media of text and image in order to open 
up a more multifaceted and theoretically sound view of 
the construction of graphic narratives. Stein and Thon 
situate transmedial narratology about halfway between 
narratology and comics studies, as hybrid scholarship 
befitting a deeply hybrid object of study: the “co-mix” 
of graphic narrative.

To be more specific, Stein and Thon posit transmedial 
narratology as an umbrella approach under which the 
various papers in their edited collection pursue more 
precise analyses (Stein & Thon 2). Silke Horstkotte’s 
chapter expands on Stein and Thon’s introduction 
by examining the multiple ways in which graphic 
narratives can create and draw the reader into story-
worlds; she makes the more tendentious claim that 

graphic narratives are particularly multiple, more so 
than other narrative media such as film or writing 
(Horstkotte 27). Horstkotte’s attention to panels and 
internal textual elements of the graphic narrative 
place her closer to traditional structural narratology, 
tracking textual features such as narration, plot, and 
character, while also being sensitive to their limits 
and subversions. Karin Kukkonen leans more in the 
direction of cognitive narratology with her embodied 
approach to graphic narrative. Kukkonen’s approach 
focuses more on the reader than text, on the cognitive 
process of constructing a narrative. She posits that we 
read graphic narrative not just with our eyes, but with 
our entire bodies—our perceptions of movement in 
graphic narrative are influenced by our perceptions 
of movement in the three-dimensional world, and 
time and space in graphic narrative emerge through 
“immediate physical resonances of drawn bodies” 
(Kukkonen 49). Both Horstkotte and Kukkonen 
refer to the work of Thierry Groensteen, one of the 
pioneers of comics studies, who locates his own work 
“on the fringes” of semiotics because of his focus on 
narrative and signifers strung together over isolated 
signs (Groensteen, System 2). Groensteen comes 
closest to achieving —and intending to achieve—a 
comprehensive theory of graphic narrative or comics 
studies, attempting to “approach from on high, from 
the level of grand articulations,” and come up with 
the titular System of Comics (5). Of these various 
approaches to taking apart graphic narratives, concepts 
developed as part of Groensteen’s project, marginal to 
semiotics but central to comics studies, will be most 
useful in analyzing Here.

While Groensteen retains the systematizing impulse 
of structuralist forms of narratology, he also critiques 
previous systems of narratology that privileged 
the novel and the written word. He opposes the 
logocentrism of conventional narratology and, with 
Paul Ricoeur, identifies not only one overarching 
narrative genre but also several narrative species, such 
as novels, photographs, and indeed comics (8). Despite 
this deprivileging of written media, Groensteen seems 
to sidestep the question of how writing and images 
might convey information differently than just images 
or writing alone. He simply equivocates, rejecting the 
idea of comics as a “site of confrontation between 
verbal and iconic,” on the basis that a series of images 
can convey narrative just as well as a series of words 
(9). The trouble is that images and words are read 
differently, and that difference becomes especially crisp 
when considering temporality as a factor in reading. 
While an image in a comic strip or graphic narrative 
presents itself all at once as a representation of a 
moment in time—a snapshot, a glance—words extend 
in space and time. Reading an image requires looking 
all at once at a discrete space, but reading a sentence 
such as this one requires movement of the eyes 
along a string of words, each its own moment strung 
together in linear temporal sequence.4 Although the 
composition of images leads the eye to certain focal 
points, it is not as predictable as the linear motion of 
reading a line of text. Kukkonen points this out and 
offers a cognitive account through her embodied 
approach: specifically, that multiple temporalities can 
be accounted for in a reader’s mind (55). While this 
cognitive approach certainly adds a dimension to the 
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historical narratives as multivalent and of highlighting 
the reader’s role in making historical meaning.

From Comics to Caravaggio:  
Graphic Form, Narrative, and Temporality

Graphic narratives offer a multifaceted perspective 
on time, through both their mixing verbal and visual 
media as well as their use of panels and spacing of 
images across pages.3 The common use of both images 
and text in graphic narratives provides two narrative 
planes that can contrast different ways of thinking 
about and experiencing time, as linear and nonlinear. 
Furthermore, the placement of panels on the page and 
throughout the narrative can also contribute to readers’ 
perceptions of temporal simultaneity, connections 
across time, or the feeling of time as a back-and-forth 
or circular movement rather than a headlong linear 
progression.

First of all: how to approach graphic narrative? 
Mainstream narratology supplies several toolkits and 
approaches for analyzing narratives, including those 
that mix words and images. Common approaches 
include contextual and cognitive narratology—
concentrating on relating narratives to specific 
cultural and historical contexts of production and the 
intellectual and emotional processing of narrative in 
the reader, respectively—although the living handbook 
of narratology lists many more, from “diachronic” to 
“unnatural” (see Hühn). Most of these approaches 
assume a written, prosaic narrative as the object of 
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historical painting in the vein of his contemporaries, 
instead paints singular, sudden moments. Whereas 
paintings such as Poussin’s Israelites Gathering Manna 
(1637-9) use light to tell a narrative, each perspectival 
plane reading as a historical moment leading up to the 
‘main’ action in the foreground, Caravaggio’s use of 
chiaroscuro obliterates all but one or two planes, thus 
failing to tell a story and destroying (narrative) painting 
(152). While Poussin posits, puts forward a particular 
story, Caravaggio both posits and suppresses, asserts 
and negates potential narratives simultaneously. This 
double move of positing and suppressing is what 
Marin calls the “negation of enunciation” (143). For 
him, it is the condition of all representation: even 
“historical” paintings such as Poussin’s obviously leave 
something out, “leave something to be desired,” and 
fall short of their initial goal to represent a coherent, 
closed historical narrative (4).

Marin uses Caravaggio’s Head of Medusa (1570) to 
illuminate both his theory of time and his theory of 
representation. The painting shows Medusa’s head 
just as Perseus beheads her, in the moment that her 
glimpse of herself in his mirror shield turns her into a 
statue. It captures an infinitesimal moment of time in 
a timeless painting, representing a shift in temporality 
“from the moving, linear time of life and history to 
the time of representation with its immobility and 
permanence” (136). Temporalities are in fact multiple: 
the linear time of history, the static moment of the 
painting’s “represented utterance,” and all future times 
of the painting’s reception (136). The Medusa’s severed 
head also points toward the negation of enunciation: 

study of reading images, it is not strictly necessary to 
locate multiple temporalities primarily in the reader’s 
experience; rather, these temporal possibilities already 
exist in texts and images.

In a graphic narrative multiple temporalities come 
into play, especially with the organization of images 
on a page. The subject of panels comes up repeatedly 
in discussions of time in graphic narrative. The 
conventional way of reading seems to be that “each 
panel argues for the existence of a single, discrete, 
nondivisible instance of time, held within the borders 
of the panel (a time frame, of sorts)” (Kruger 361). 
As representations of moments in time, panels are 
similar to paintings. A brief detour into Western art 
history will open up a few ways for images to suggest 
alternative theories of time. Louis Marin describes a 
painting as a “snapshot of representation… a neutral 
moment, or rather, a neutralization of time. It is 
neither life nor death. It is the unthinkable moment 
of resurrection, the site that cannot be occupied, the 
no-where of the cogito of my own death” (Marin 168). 
At first this seems quite similar to Kruger’s definition 
of the panel, quoted above. The panel represents a 
snapshot in relation to other panels in sequence. The 
painting—or even an isolated panel—also represents a 
snapshot, but without a sequence of other images to 
give it narrative meaning. Instead, the painting reaches 
out to the viewer or brings the viewer into a relation 
with it. The neutralization of time signals a time 
outside of the represented moment of the painting—
the time of the viewer’s perception of the painting. 
Marin argues that Caravaggio, rather than offering a 
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moving plot—the panel as a part of a linear narrative 
progression is only part of the story, which furthermore 
does not apply to all graphic narratives, as Richard 
McGuire’s Here attests. Liam Kruger’s notes how Art 
Spiegelman’s influential Maus, deeply enmeshed as it 
is in questions of time, memory, and history, figures 
time as nonlinear. Present-day panels showing Artie’s 
interactions with his father, Auschwitz survivor Vladek 
Spiegelman, intersect with panels depicting Vladek’s 
memories of the Holocaust. For example, a series of 
panels showing Auschwitz prisoners receiving tattoos 
is intersected by present-day Vladek rolling up the 
sleeve of his own tattooed arm (Spiegelman 26). The 
temporal switch between Vladek’s memories of 1940s 
Poland and his current retelling of those events in New 
York happens several times in Maus. The interspersing 
of Vladek’s memories with present-day characters 
demonstrates not only the present retelling of the past, 
but also the continuous presence of the past, in the 
form of memories, tattoos, and trauma (Kruger 362).

Sequences of panels are thus important to the way 
in which graphic narratives figure time. Aside from 
the linear, discursive, language-based way of reading 
panels outlined above, panels can convey simultaneity 
and complex temporal structures. Horstkotte 
recommends reading the panel on three levels: on the 
level of story, as the panel advances plot as part of a 
sequence; on its own, as the panel is a picture, isolating 
the image from the story; and as part of a larger 
structure or a metanarrative “function that refers the 
panel to the narrative structure in its entirety” (41). For 
the latter, she gives an example from Charles Burns’ 

Black Hole to illustrate “repetition with a difference” 
(42). Relatively early in the book, a character’s suicide 
fantasy culminates in a panel in which her head rests 
on wavy lines (which could be hair or water) within 
a wavy frame (indicating her dreaming state), eyes 
closed; the panel is later repeated with the character’s 
eyes open, indicating her decision not to kill herself 
(41). The two scenes clearly echo each other and 
indicate a progression in narrative development—
however, more than that, Horstkotte argues that “even 
though the repetition with a difference thus signals 
an important change in [the character’s] evaluation 
of herself, her life… the close visual echoes between 
the two sequences also highlight that this is just one 
of two possible endings, and therefore not a necessary 
outcome… suicide remains an option” (42). Panels 
that refer back to earlier panels can indicate a temporal 
change or a continued temporal instability.

Horstkotte’s call for “a more layered account than 
a linear understanding of sequentiality is able to 
provide” owes much to Groensteen’s idea of braiding 
(tressage) and indeed she cites Groensteen several 
times (44). The idea of braiding refers specifically to 
the way that graphic narrative “puts every panel in a 
potential, if not actual, relation with every other” (41). 
Effectively, braiding is a way of thinking about how we 
make connections between—and narratives from—
information that is out of chronological sequence. For 
Groensteen, graphic narrative offers a particularly rich 
field for nonlinear narratives. He specifies: 

[C]omics is a genre founded on reticence. Not only 
do the silent and immobile images lack the illusionist 
power of the filmic image, but their connections, far 
from producing a continuity that mimics reality, offer 
the reader a story that is full of holes, which appear 
as gaps in the meaning. (10)

For comics and graphic narratives, reader participation 
is crucial. The reticence of the visual form, a result of 
the cut of representation, along with the expectation 
of a connected narrative, constructs the viewer as an 
active participant in making meaning. The immersive 
experience of reading a graphic narrative comes 
precisely from “a world that is portrayed as consistent,” 
but which is in fact importantly constructed by the 
reader themselves (11). The reader has to negotiate 
potentially nonlinear temporalities in the graphic 
narrative, which do not “produce a continuity” but 
offer “a story that is full of holes,” temporal as well as 
spatial. The reader’s experience of the graphic narrative 
is very much open to temporal asynchrony: panels such 
as the repeated wavy panels in Black Hole suggest that 
the reader go back and re-read that fantasy sequence. 
Braiding is the textual technique that triggers that kind 
of reading.

Braiding relies on what Groensteen calls the “spatio-
topia”: the spatial organization of graphic narrative 
that in fact precedes the writing of a graphic narrative. 
It is the spatio-topia one taps into when immersed in a 
graphic novel, when one starts to think in panels and 
speech bubbles. The spatio-topia connects images and 
concepts across the pages of a graphic novel, so that 
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the representation is implicated in the story of Perseus 
and Medusa, but is nonetheless severed from that 
story as a stand-alone painting. The painting shows 
“representation as a cut, a cutting blade severing the 
story from the subject who tells it while also severing 
the scene from those who look at it and produce it as 
a scene” (143). Representation always posits an object, 
but it suppresses that object by positing it as something 
static. Through memory, life is killed. Thus, the 
Medusa Head “presents without presenting a model of 
the temporality of representation in its most powerful 
form” (139).

The negation of enunciation that Marin locates in 
Caravaggio has implications for how we read images, 
including those in graphic narratives. It implies that 
an image can never be entirely pinned down, since 
its meaning is represented and erased simultaneously. 
Furthermore, it implies the participation of the viewer 
in the construction of an image’s meaning, and in so 
doing implies at least three moments in time: that of 
the story, the representation, and the reception. Just as 
the suddenness of Caravaggio’s chiaroscuro thrusts the 
viewers into the painting and momentarily out of their 
respective temporalities, graphic narratives pull us into 
their story-worlds.

In graphic narrative, each panel is a moment but is also 
strung together into a narrative, much like words in 
a sentence: time is laid out spatially as a progression 
from one image to the next. While one can read some 
graphic narratives in this manner—eyes jumping 
from one image to the next, eagerly consuming a fast-
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of graphic narrative. Here is entirely comprised of 
overlapping panels, with some identifiable sequences 
but largely held together by the suggestion of braiding. 
Each panel is labelled with the year in which the panel’s 
action is supposed to be taking place, representing a 
historical cut placed in a potential relation with all 
other panels, regardless of temporal difference. The 
reader must rely on this potential braiding relation in 
order to read Here, which thus nudges the reader to 
reflect on their own reading and mental organization 
of the text.

Neither unity of time nor action is the governing logic 
of Here: rather, it is unity of space. In both the 1989 
comic and 2014 book, the temporal palimpsest of 
panels is anchored in space—specifically, in the corner 
of an American living room. The first page of the book 
Here establishes the specifics of the space. The corner 
of the room in question aligns with the book’s gutter—
the two pages are the two walls, each anchored by an 
architectural feature, a window on the left-hand page 
and a fireplace on the right. The room never feels like 
blank space, even if there are no people or furniture 
in it, and the page is never empty even if the room is 
not represented. The space has its own presence and 
personality, its own material existence through time. 

Groensteen remarks of the early Here that “cet histoire 
est l’histoire d’un lieu” (“this story is the history of a 
place”) (Groensteen, “Les lieux superposés” 98).5 The 
extreme variation in time presented in Here is anchored 
in space—space is a constant but time changes. It is 
worth noting that this is a neat inversion of the linear 

“comics is not only an art of fragments, of scattering, 
of distribution; it is also an art of conjunction, of 
repetition, of linking together” (22). It is, of course, 
an element of Groensteen’s systematizing project, 
identifying a way of managing and reading space that 
is specific to comics and relevant to graphic narrative, 
paintings, and other visual media. More to the point of 
this paper, the relations between images in the spatio-
topia—what Groensteen calls the “arthrology”—
are assumed to be chronological wild cards within 
Groensteen’s otherwise fairly neat system. He uses the 
term “restricted arthrology” to indicate relations that 
serve linear plot progression, as opposed to “general 
arthrology” to indicate “a more elaborated level of 
integration between the narrative flux… and the 
spatio-topical operation” (22). These terms suggest 
that the relation between images in a graphic narrative 
is likely to be elaborate, nonlinear, multifaceted, and 
anachronic; the graphic narrative holds at least as 
much if not more potential for exploration of complex 
temporalities than a staid reinforcement of linear 
progression of historicist time.

Watch, Wallet, Keys:  
Braiding and History in Richard McGuire’s Here

Panels, sequences, and braiding are all visual cues that 
help the reader of a conventional graphic novel keep up 
with (or perhaps challenge and question) the characters 
and plot of the story. Richard McGuire’s Here has no 
internal plot. Instead, the book’s consistency comes 
from its use and subversion of the visual conventions 
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the like (98). He remarks that “certainement, tout cela 
ne valait pas la peine d’être conté” (“certainly, none of 
this was worth being told”) (98). In response to this 
apparent poverty of narrative, Groensteen shifts to the 
second approach: rather than look for chronologically 
correct stories, he finds millions of micro-dialogues 
in an ecology of braiding (100). He concludes that, 
rather than lay out a linear narrative scheme for the 
reader, Here requires an active reader to pay attention 
to small details, to construct and modify hypotheses 
and generally engage in the interpretation game. The 
drawn story thus becomes an access point through 
which the reader not only can explore the story-world 
but also explore the very act of reading (102).

The book version of Here presents temporal multiplicity 
and engages the reader in the process of reading on a 
larger scale—with 280 pages instead of six, there is much 
more room to play. The book deals in memory and is 
framed by memory: the fifth two-page spread shows 
the first human figure, a woman in 1957, traversing a 
living room and saying to herself, “hmm… now why 
did i come in here again?” (7-8) A book about time 
and space begins with a lapse in memory that is at once 
banal and, because represented, potentially significant. 
The likelihood of significance is further heightened 
by the fact that the woman reappears at the end of 
the book, walking back into the same 1957 room over 
six panels in six two-page spreads. The penultimate 
page of the book shows her picking up a golden book 
and saying, “…now i remember.” (279-280) Here is 
peppered with memory, memorialization, and lapses 
in memory: characters ask each other questions such 

as “what do you want to be remembered for?” 
(39) and make statements such as “you’re going to 
remember this day for the rest of your life.” (38) 
The braiding in Here is thematic as well as visual.

Despite the obvious references to memory, Here is 
also seemingly quite ambivalent on the question of 
human history. As mentioned by Groensteen, there are 
plenty of banal occurrences in Here: broken glasses, a 
child’s handstand, a cat walking through the room. On 
closer inspection, however, the book goes deeper into 

probing the worth or interest of human endeavour. 
One two-page spread shows a man in 1960 scraping 
off two layers of wallpaper, one purple and one yellow-
green, while on the opposite page a man in 1949 
covers the yellow-green wallpaper with the purple, 
presumably brand new and fashionable at the time. 
The full-page panel shows an elderly woman in 1986 
standing between the two smaller panels, staring down 
at a vacuum cleaner and musing, “the older i get 
the less i know.” (55-56)

progression assumed of most comics, in which time 
assumes a linear plot of beginning-middle-end and the 
spaces between panels are organized to convey linear 
movement and change. This inversion contradicts 
expectations and inhibits the reader from locating the 
axes of temporal and logical consequence. What comes 
before does not necessarily cause what comes after; 
sometimes it is the other way around: one two-page 
spread shows a dog barking at the doorbell in 1986 
while a character in an armchair appears to comment 
on the event in 1954. The narrative aspects of Here are 
nestled in a landscape of shifting and overlapping time, 
even more destabilized by the layering of panels on top 
of one another so that the reader is unsure of where to 
look or how to read the process of narrativization.

Groensteen’s 1991 article on the original comic Here 
is infused with his obvious glee at attempts to crack 
the code of this opaque graphic narrative. He outlines 
two possible approaches: one, to try to put the 
temporalities in order, solve the puzzle, and emerge 
with a totalized story within a tidy linear temporality; 
and two, to disregard narrative assumptions, assume 
that the dearth of narrative is compensated by some 
other wealth, and look for a method of reading that 
will uncover that wealth (Groensteen 97). In pursuit of 
the first approach, Groensteen apparently photocopied 
each page, cut out each panel, and bricolaged the comic 
into chronological order, from 500 957 406 073 BCE 
to 2033, only to find that all of the sequential action 
that could be construed as a conventional narrative 
is exceedingly banal—domestic scenes of toppled 
glasses, vacuous exchanges between characters, and 

Fig. 1.
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Individually, these panels show three banal activities; 
put together, however, they suggest a certain 
fundamental futility to human action, or at least 
a deep impermanence. Wallpaper can be chipped 
off as easily as it is put up; knowledge can be lost as 
easily as it is gained. However, there is another way 
of reading this image: while the left-hand page shows 
that loss over time is inevitable or likely, emphasizing 
decay or removal, the right-hand page, with the man 
affixing the new wallpaper, emphasizes repair, novelty, 
construction, and perhaps some optimism. 

The iteration of unremarkable human activity is 
definitely a main theme of Here. There are several two-
page panels that show characters in smaller panels 
engaged in similar activities across time—mothers 
holding babies, girls dancing with youthful abandon, 
parties, hugs, and a sequence in which a woman 
makes sure her husband has got “watch, wallet, 
keys” before he leaves for work (61, 77, 78). For the 
North American middle-class reader, many of the 
activities depicted will seem comfortingly familiar, 
even nostalgic. Other instances of common human 
activity are more uncomfortable: one two-page panel 
depicts a room in 1949 where the mirror is broken or 
in the process of breaking, falling from its place above 
the mantelpiece to the floor and shattering (131-132). 

There are 17 small panels dotted across the page, 13 
of which show speech bubbles with insults in them; 
the other four each portray a broken glass or a broken 
plate. A large panel dated 2111 takes up much of the 
left-hand page, showing the window broken open by a 
torrent of water. While the rest of the panels show the 
room in daylight, this last one is in darkness.

The small size of the insult panels visually represents 
the smallness of human moments in relation to 
a larger environmental catastrophe. Even if the 
repetition of human activities could be comforting or 
even self-affirming, there is a foreboding nature to the 
passage of time in Here: the mortality that weighs on 
human minds and lives, for one, but also a destruction 
of the space to which we, as readers, have become 
accustomed. 

Over the next few pages, McGuire’s framing time 
scale becomes epic. A sequence of two-page panels 
dated 500 000 BCE, 50 000 BCE, 110 000 BCE, and 
2113 show indistinct, uninhabited spaces (other than 
a wooly mammoth) (135-136, 137-138, 139-140, 141-
142). Smaller panels superposed onto this background 
maintain the same colour scheme so that they seem to 
blend into each other or force an association between 
framing panels and smaller panels. The smaller panels 
are braided thematically as well as through their shared 
colour schemes—each represents a person expressing a 
loss: lost wallet, lost umbrella, lost earring, and people 
losing eyesight and hearing. 

Like the previous two panels, this one opens itself 
up to various interpretations. Are these human 
tragedies small and insignificant against the backdrop 
of geological time? Are they the stubborn and 
unconscious efforts of humans to make a mark on the 
hugeness of existence? Are the minutiae of human 
history being celebrated, mocked, or both? Page 
spreads such as these, with their multiple readings, are 
typical of the spatio-temporal ambivalence in Here: the 
smallness of human accidents and accomplishments is 
sandwiched between a vast, unknowable past and a 
precarious, environmentally catastrophic future.

In some ways, Groensteen’s unimpressed remark 
that the action of the early comic strip Here was “not 
worth being told” could apply to the book as well 
(98). The text does not have much of a plot, moral, or 
any extraordinary events—in fact, all of the action is 
stubbornly ordinary. What is extraordinary about Here 
is not the content, but rather the way the images are laid 
across the pages and the temporal and spatial framing. 
The content is deeply banal; the form, however, 
upends our expectations of comics panels arranged 
in a linear chronology, and thus complicates our ideas 
of how the text should be read. Here presents itself as 
non-narrative in order to get the reader involved and 
reflecting on their own process of reading. It is not 
just about what happens on the page; it is about how 
that page expects to be read and how that expectation 
works on the reader.
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Although McGuire includes a note at the beginning of 
Here describing it as fiction, there is a historical and 
even biographical element to the work—the room is his 
parents’ sitting room, and the first full two-page panel 
shows a crib in 1957, McGuire’s birth year (1-2). There 
are sequences that deal with recognizable historical 
figures, such as a visit of Benjamin Franklin to his son’s 
home, which was apparently near McGuire’s (109-
126). One sequence shows a doorbell ringing in 1986 
that is heard by an Indigenous man in 1609 who tells 
his companion “I heard something.” (89-91) The next 
few full-page panels reveal that the doorbell ringers 
are a group of archaeologists studying the history of 
the site, and they mention that they “have reason to 
be believe” that the area is important for “the study of 
Native American culture.” (91-98) 1986 and 1609 are 
brought into relation, then distanced again as one is 
deemed historical—that is, an object of professional 
historical study lifted out of the relational flux of time 
and fixed along a linear historicist timeline.

Hard Winter. Duke Gottfried Died:  
Narrativizing History through Annals and Images

The question of narrative in historical work is 
fraught with anxieties about historical methods. 
When dealing with fragments and snippets 

of a variety of human experiences across time, a 
reader’s first impulse is to find some sort of narrative 
coherence—or, more likely and more unconsciously, to 
create it. Hayden White has written extensively on the 
narrativizing of history and on the various forms that 
non-narrative history can take. He argues that narrative 
is a basic, even universal “metacode” that humans use 
to understand their messy, piecemeal realities (White, 
“Value of Narrativity” 6). “Narrativizing,” which he 
elsewhere calls “emplotment” (21), is the process by 
which we construct narratives, big and small, in order 
to understand and communicate. We do this not only 
to history but also in our daily lives, as Nancy Partner 
elaborates:

[E]ven though we can expose the deus ex machinery 
of truth-claiming narrative, we cannot resist narrative. 
We can’t even get through one day without secretly 
narrating (“narrativizing,” in characteristic Hayden 
White diction) to ourselves the latest plot develop-
ments in the story of “my life,” brushing aside insig-
nificant background noise, connecting new elements 
in the ongoing motifs of our own secret plot. (166)

The process of creating narratives is woven so tightly 
into our way of understanding the world that we often 
narrativize unconsciously. As I type these words, I 
am not thinking so much about the form—subject, 
verb, object; incorrect use of semi-colon—as the 
content. Narratives allow us to navigate our lives and 
communicate our experiences meaningfully, but as 
we do so, the method of narrativizing slips past our 
view. In conveying information, the method of doing 
so becomes so easily naturalized that losing sight 
of our own narrative machinations becomes a daily 
occurrence—even banal. 
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McGuire’s spatial reconfiguration of everyday events 
in Here is similar to some forms of medieval history-
writing, which White analyses in “The Value of 
Narrativity.” He argues that the medieval genres of 
annals and chronicles are not imperfect histories, as 
opposed to coherent narrative histories, but rather that 
they are “particular products of possible conceptions 
of historical reality, conceptions that are alternatives 
to, rather than failed anticipations of, the fully realized 
historical discourse that the modern history form 
is supposed to embody” (White 10). Annals and 
chronicles are not just sources for narrative history; 
they are forms of history in and of themselves. White 
pulls the following section from the Annals of Saint 
Gall, a yearly record kept in 8th-10th century Gaul:

709. Hard winter. Duke Gottfried died.

710. Hard year and deficient in crops.

711.

712. Flood everywhere.

713.

714. Pippin, Mayor of the Palace, died.

715. 716. 717.

718. Charles devastated the Saxon with great 

destruction.

719.

720. Charles fought against the Saxons.

721. Theudo drove the Saracens out of Aquitaine.

722. Great crops.

723.

724.

725. Saracens came for the first time.

726.

727.

728. (White 11)

These lines possess none of the usual attributes of a story: 
no protagonist, no narrative voice (unlike chronicles), 
and ostensibly no plot development. Although these 
are ostensibly true events that happened in history, 
they do not seem much like historical events either, 
lacking any importance aside from the fact that they 
were recorded. Like the action in Here, these events 
seem almost “not worth being told.” Unlike Here, 
however, the annals are in chronological order, but I 
would argue that the endless, mundane plodding of 
years down the page produces the same perception 
of time as Here—that is, time as something greater 
than and potentially destructive to human activities. 
It is not, White notes, kairotic time emplotted with 
the medieval Christian salvation narrative, but rather 
“time as it is humanly experienced,” without “high 
points and low points,” indifferent to human activities, 
continuing ad infinitum (White 12). 

How does the historian, then, make sense of this 
document? Attempts to narrativize can only get so 
far with this dearth of information. The kind of plot 
that White locates in this annal is suitably flexible in 
definition: “a structure of relationships by which the 
events contained in the account are endowed with a 
meaning by being identified as parts of an integrated 
whole” (13). For example, there is a sort of narrative in 
the annal’s tracking of the yearly harvest: it progresses 
through “deficient,” un-noted, and “great.” There are 
internal relationships between elements in the annals, 
just not the conventional story we expect. The annals 
mirror the distinction between story and plot which 
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E.M. Forster makes when he asserts that “‘The king 
died and then the queen died’ is a story. ‘The king died 
and then the queen died of grief ’ is a plot.” (Forster 
87) An emplotted narrative, its conventional form, 
implies causality and coherence, while the annals 
present listed events in chronological order with 
little to no explanation. Reading an early medieval 
annal is actually quite similar to reading Here: there 
is no conventional plot or narrator, the relationships 
between events represented are not immediately 
obvious, time functions as a foil to human action, and 
the human claim to space is central. Both challenge the 
reader and require participation: Here through making 
the familiar strange and the annal through asking the 
reader to make the strange familiar. It is interesting to 
note how similar, too, White’s pared-down plot is to 
Groensteen’s idea of braiding: looking for a structure 
of relationships within an integrated whole relies on 
each element being in a potential relation with every 
other. There are many possible plots to be constructed 
in both annal and graphic narrative forms. 

The annal, however, is not a generally accepted 
historiographical form in the current literature, 
though White’s 1980 article argued for its inclusion in 
that category. Partner picks out White’s emphasis on 
the stark recordings of the Annals of St Gall and calls 
it his best joke, a serious joke “about writing history 
without the multiple artifices of form. As if!” (166). 
White’s determined and somewhat desperate plea for 
the annal and chronicle to be recognized as historical 
forms stems from the conclusion of “The Value of 
Narrativity,” which argues that every narrative is 

inescapably moralizing and therefore always, somehow, 
some way, oppressive; the value of narrativity is the 
false coherence that it lends to a historical account, the 
chimera of a controlled experience, and the illusion of 
closure (White 27). White, in other words, is deeply 
suspicious of narrative and its pervasiveness. The 
joke is, in part, on White: he has to narrativize the 
Annals of St Gall in order to demonstrate that they 
are suitably historical, and then argue that their use in 
historiography is to subvert the historical through their 
non-narrative form. Yet the joke is also on us: if writing 
history means having to squeeze it into certain rigid 
forms of narrativity, how many other complex, open-
ended, intersectional stories might we be missing? 
Partner summarizes White’s fear:

The fact that history, as a complex linguistic form, 
always in the end consummates its irresistible attrac-
tion to coherence, connection, and meaning is what 
imprisons history in the arms of law, political and so-
cial authority, the legitimate state of which the sub-
jects of history are citizen subjects. (167)

The narrative form of history affects what kind of 
content it recognizes as historical. The naturalization 
of narrative as a way of telling history occludes all the 
many and varied ways that we experience history and 
life as ungainly, piecemeal, fragmented.

White suggests adding non-narrative linguistic 
structures to trouble assumptions of historical narrative; 
I would argue that non-narrative visual structures 
can contribute just as much to the conversation. 
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Here is one such historical document that invites the 
reader to examine their own role in constructing a 
narrative. Drawing, painting, photography, and other 
visual art forms have the potential to add numerous 
dimensions to historiography as historical methods 
as well as historical sources. McGuire’s Here is a 
particularly terse, practically theoretical example, and 
as such opens itself up to multiple widely variant re-
readings, suggesting that narratives are never static 
but constantly in flux. Here may be an idiosyncratic 
work, but the basic principles of analysis (reader 
engagement and multidirectional temporalities) apply 
to more conventional examples. Furthermore, there 
are increasing numbers of graphic narratives with 
something to say about history. Canadian history in 
particular is currently undergoing a visual re-write. 
Chester Brown’s Louis Riel: a Comic Strip Biography 
(2003), Michael Yahgulanaas’ Red: A Haida Manga 
(2009), Kate Beaton’s Hark! a Vagrant book (2011) and 
webcomic, and the recent webcomic Conversations in 
the Dark (2015) could also prove fruitful for future 
historiographic study.6 It may even be that written 
prose history is not considered an appropriate medium 
for some histories. It is no coincidence, then, that 
three of these—Louis Riel, Red, and Conversations 
in the Dark—deal specifically with the history of 
Indigenous peoples in Canada, populations whose 
histories have often been suppressed or ossified as 
objects of professional historical or archaeological 
study. For theoretical and practical reasons both, it 
seems important to teach historians to consider visual 
media not only as historical sources but also as ways of 
rewriting history. 
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Through different methods, different stories can be 
told. One important story is that of how narratives 
themselves are constructed and out of which materials. 
The open-endedness of images and the multivalence 
of graphic narrative require visual literacy in order to 
interpret them. Not only do words have edges, but so do 
images. Strings of images read in sequence are no less 
emplotted than words. Images, in their suddenness and 
reticence, demand the viewer’s participation and thus 
can encourage them to examine their own processes 
of reading and narrativizing. The temporal multiplicity 
of graphic narratives, particularly highlighted in 
Here, foregrounds both reader interpretation and a 
potential intervention that graphic narratives might 
make into prose historiography and linear historicist 
time. By examining graphic narratives and promoting 
visual literacy, historians, scholars, and all readers can 
become more aware of their embeddedness in visual 
narratives, as well as their power to produce, change, 
and create them.

 Notes

1 See Carolyn Dinshaw, “Response Time: Linear, Nonlinear, 
Queer” 40. 

2 The original is available online via Wayback Machine 
(http://wayback.archive.org/web/20110212063003/http://
www.rci.rutgers.edu/~jbass/courses/402/402_mcguire_
here.htm Accessed 9 October 2015) and also in Ivan 
Brunetti, An Anthology of Graphic Fiction, Cartoons, and 
True Stories (New Haven: 2006) [you can clean this up and 
provide complete bibliographic info in the works cited] 
I’m unsure what you mean by “clean this up.” Feel free to 
reformat these citations if necessary?

3 I follow Daniel Stein and Jan-Noël Thon in using the term 
“graphic narratives” rather than “comics,” in order both to 
focus on the medium’s specifically narrative aspect (as they 
do) and to keep my category of analysis as broad as possible. 
Further, they argue that “comics” often come with an 
expectation of linear narrative sequentiality, which I want to 
argue that “graphic narratives” importantly subvert. I do not, 
however, include standalone paintings in the term “graphic 
narrative”—not because I think they are exempt from 
narrative concerns, but in order to limit the term “graphic 
narrative” to static images in sequence.

4 Augustine of Hippo also explores this problem with speech 
and time in Book XI of his Confessions—see for example 
Confessions, trans. ed. Henry Chadwick (1991) BkXI xxvi 
(33) 240.

5  My translation.

6 See Kate Beaton, “Hark! a Vagrant” (http://www.
harkavagrant.com/) Accessed 4 December 2015 and Frankie 
Noone, “Conversations in the Dark,” in GUTS: Canadian 
Feminist Magazine (http://gutsmagazine.ca/featured/
conversations-in-the-dark) Accessed 4 December 2015; 
also Chester Brown, Louis Riel: a Comic Strip Biography 
(Montréal: 2003) and Michael Yahgulanaas, Red: a Haida 
Manga (Vancouver: 2009).
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name” at the Modern Art Museum in Mexico City in 
2013 and in 2016 in the exhibit “Piso- Pilot: Barcelona- 
Mexico” at the Franz Mayer Museum. Her long-term 
work with the sound system community Sonideros has 
been exhibited in Mexico, Spain, and England and has 
been published in an e-book: Sonideros en las Aceras, 
Véngase la Gozadera. Her portraits of the Palo Alto 
Cooperative was exhibited in the Mexico Pavillion in 
the XV Architecture Biennale di Venezia: Reporting 
from the front.

Jhessica Reia est une étudiante du doctorat en 
Communication et Culture dans l’Université Fédérale 
du Rio de Janeiro. Elle travaille comme coordinatrice 
de projet au Centre de Recherche sur la Technologie 
et la Société dans l’École de Droit de FGV (CTS-FGV) 
et était chercheuse invitée à l’Université McGill entre 
2015 et 2016. 

Jhessica Reia is a doctoral candidate in the 
Communication and Culture Program at the Federal 
University of Rio de Janeiro. She works as project 
manager at the Center for Technology and Society 
at FGV Law School and was a visiting researcher at 
McGill University from 2015 to 2016.

Katie Rochow effectue sa thèse en science des 
medias à l’Université Victoria de Wellington en 
Nouvelle Zélande. Ses recherches se concentrent 
sur les dynamiques spatiales des scènes musicales 
de Wellington et Copenhague. Katie a un Master en 
Science Sociale des Medias et de la Communication 
obtenu à l’Université d’Uppsala en Suède. 

Katie Rochow is completing her PhD in Media 
Studies at Victoria University of Wellington, New 
Zealand. Her research focuses on the spatial dynamics 
of local music-making in Wellington and Copenhagen. 
Katie holds a Master of Social Sciences in Media and 
Communication Studies from Uppsala University, 
Sweden.

Jonathan Rouleau est candidat au doctorat dans 
le Département d’histoire de l’art et d’études en 
communication à l’Université McGill. Sa thèse porte 
sur les façons dont les quatre universités et la population 
étudiante à Montréal structurent, façonnent et 
représentent les scènes culturelles en ville. Il s’intéresse 
notamment à la culture urbaine, la musique populaire 
et au tourisme urbain. Jonathan est le boursier IPLAI 
du laboratoire de culture urbaine situé au Salon 1861 à 
Montréal. 

Jonathan Rouleau is a PhD candidate in the 
Department of Art History & Communication Studies 
at McGill University. His thesis examines the ways 
in which the four universities in Montreal and their 
student population structure, shape, and represent 
the cultural scenes in the city. His research interests 
include urban culture, popular music, and urban 
tourism. Jonathan is the Laboratory of Urban Culture 
Fellow at Salon 1861 in Montreal (IPLAI).

Steven W. Schoen est professeur adjoint en études 
critiques des médias et en études culturelles au Rollins 
College à Orlando, en Floride. Il étudie le documentaire 
et les représentations médiatiques du genre et de 
la sexualité. Ses publications incluent : « Making 
Sense Under a Midnight Sun: Transdisciplinary Art, 
Documentary Film, and Cultural Exchange » dans  
la revue Cultural Studies - Critical Methodologies et 
« Blackfish-ing for Buzz: The Rhetoric of the Real in 
Theme Parks and Documentary » dans le Journal of 
Florida Studies. Son dernier film, Groaning from the 
Soul (2016), documente la visite de la professeure 
Carolyn Ellis et du survivant de l’Holocauste Jerry 
Rawicki au camp de la mort nazi de Treblinka, où la 
mère et la sœur de Rawicki sont décédées.

Steven W. Schoen is Assistant Professor of Critical 
Media and Cultural Studies at Rollins College in 
Orlando, Florida. He studies documentary and 
media representations of gender and sexuality. 
His publications include “Making Sense Under a 
Midnight Sun: Transdisciplinary Art, Documentary 
Film, and Cultural Exchange” in Cultural Studies—
Critical Methodologies and “Blackfish-ing for 
Buzz: The Rhetoric of the Real in Theme Parks and 
Documentary” in the Journal of Florida Studies. His 
most recent documentary, Groaning from the Soul 
(2016), documents the visit of Professor Carolyn Ellis 
and Holocaust survivor Jerry Rawicki to the Nazi 
death camp Treblinka where Rawicki’s mother and 
sister died. 
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Armando Silva est docteur en philosophie et 
littérature comparée de l’Université de Californie où il 
a écrit sa thèse sous la direction de J. Derrida (Family 
Photo Album: The Image of Ourselves, prix de la 
meilleure thèse étrangère à l’université de Californie, 
1996). Auteur de vingt livres, notamment Imaginarios 
urbanos (10 éditions, traduit en plusieurs langues), il est 
directeur du projet international « Imaginaires urbains 
», rédacteur en chef de la série “Imagined Cities” et 
du programme audiovisuel « ciudades imaginadas 
para TV ». Il a été invité à intervenir lors de grands 
événements mondiaux de l’art et de la culture comme la 
Documenta 11 à Kassel, Allemagne (2002), la Biennale 
de Sao Paulo (2004) et la Biennale de Venise (2006). Une 
rétrospective de ses œuvres complètes a été présentée à 
la Fondation Antoni Tapies à Barcelone en 2007. Il est 
actuellement directeur du doctorat en études sociales 
de l’Université Externado de Colombie. | Armando 
Silva PhD  en Filosofía y Literatura Comparada de  la 
Universidad de California donde escribió su tesis bajo 
la asesoría de J Derrida, Family Photo Album: The 
Image of Ourselves,  ganadora del premio a mejor tesis 
extranjera  en las universidades de California (1996). 
Autor de 20 de libros, como Imaginarios urbanos  (10 
ediciones, traducido en varias lenguas); director del 
proyecto internacional  “Imaginarios urbanos”, editor 
de la serie” Ciudades imaginadas” y del programa 
audiovisual “ciudades imaginadas para TV”.  Invitado 
a  grandes eventos mundiales de arte y cultura como 
Documenta 11 en Kassel, Alemania (2002); Bienal de 
Sao Paulo (2004); Bienal de Venecia (2006). Su obra 

completa en retrospectiva se exhibió en la Fundación 
Antoni Tàpies de Barcelona, 2007. Actualmente es 
director del Doctorado en Estudios Sociales de la 
Universidad Externado de Colombia

Armando Silva received his PhD in Philosophy and 
Comparative Literature at the University of California. 
His dissertation, Family Photo Album: The Image of 
Ourselves, under the guidance of Jaqcues Derrida, won 
best foreign doctoral dissertation at the Universities 
of California (1996). He is the author of 20 books, 
including Urban Imaginaries (10 editions, translated to 
several languages), director of the international project 
“Urban Imaginaries,” and editor of the series: Imagined 
Cities and audiovisual program TV Imagined Cities. 
He has been invited to major world events of art and 
culture such as Documenta 11 in Kassel, Germany 
(2002), Sao Paulo Biennale (2004), and Venice Biennale 
(2006). His complete work in retrospect was exhibited 
at the Antoni Tapies Foundation in Barcelona 2007, 
and he is currently the Director of the PhD program in 
Social Studies at Universidad Externado de Colombia | 

Maria Teresa Soldani détient un doctorat en Histoire 
de l’art et des arts de la scène (Programme Pegaso – 
Universités de Florence, Pise et Sienne, Italie). Elle a 
reçu la mention summa cum laude de l’Université 
de Pise avec une spécialisation en Musique (B.A.) et 
en Cinéma et arts multimédias (M.A.). En 2015, elle 
fut chercheuse invitée à l’Université McGill située 
à Montréal, Québec. Elle est l’auteure de l’ouvrage 
Naked City : Identité, indépendance et recherche dans 
la filmographie newyorkaise (2013) et de nombreux 
articles rédigés pour des livres et revues (Cinéma&Cie, 
SegnoCinema, Duellanti, Invideo). Elle est réalisatrice, 
compositrice et musicienne. 

Maria Teresa Soldani has a PhD in History of Art 
and Performing Arts (Pegaso Program—Universities 
of Florence, Pisa, and Siena). She graduated summa 
cum laude from the University of Pisa, holding two 
degrees with concentrations in Music (B.A.) and in 
Cinema and Multimedia Arts (M.A.). In 2015 she 
was visiting research fellow at McGill University in 
Montréal, Québec. She published the monograph 
Naked City. Features of Identity, Independence, and 
Research in the Filmography on New York City (2013), 
as well as articles in books and journals (Cinéma&Cie, 
SegnoCinema, Duellanti, Invideo’s catalogue). She is a 
filmmaker, composer, and musician.
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Geoff Stahl est maitre de conférence en Science 
des Medias a l’Université Victoria de Wellington en 
Nouvelle Zélande. Ses recherches se concentrent 
sur les scènes et sous-cultures. Il est l’auteur de 
“Understanding Media Studies” (OUP, 2009) “Poor, 
But Sexy: Reflections on Berlin Scenes” (Peter Lang, 
2014), and “Made in Australia and New Zealand: 
Studies in Popular Music (en cours de publication, 
Routledge, 2017).

Geoff Stahl is a Senior Lecturer in Media Studies 
at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. 
His research focuses on scenes and subcultures. His 
publications include Understanding Media Studies 
(OUP, 2009), Poor, But Sexy: Reflections on Berlin 
Scenes (Peter Lang, 2014), and Made in Australia and 
New Zealand: Studies in Popular Music (forthcoming, 
Routledge, 2017).

Will Straw est James McGill Professor of Urban 
Media Studies au Département d’histoire de l’art et 
des études en communication de l’Université McGill 
à Montréal. Il est notamment l’auteur du livre Cyanide 
and Sin: Visualizing Crime in Fifties America (PPP 
Editions, 2006) et de plus de 150 articles sur les 
musiques populaires, le cinéma, la presse écrite et la 
culture urbaine. Il travaille actuellement sur la culture 
de la nuit. 

Will Straw is James McGill Professor of Urban 
Media Studies in the Department of Art History and 
Communication Studies at the McGill University 
in Montréal. He is the author of Cyanide and Sin: 
Visualizing Crime in Fifties America (PPP Editions, 
2006) and more than 150 academic articles on popular 
music, cinema, newspapers, and urban culture. He is 
currently working on the culture of night.

Kathryn Yuen se dit elle-même une noctambule 
qui préfère écrire durant la nuit. Elle a grandi en 
fréquentant la Nuit Blanche de Toronto avec ses amis 
et sa famille, et elle continue d’y participer quand 
elle est de retour dans sa ville natale. Kathryn a 
vécu à Montréal et à l’étranger au Royaume-Uni, où 
elle a obtenu deux diplômes en histoire de l’art : un 
baccalauréat de l’Université McGill et une maîtrise de 
l’University College London de Londres. 

Kathryn Yuen is a self-proclaimed night owl, who 
prefers writing under the cover of night. She has grown 
up attending Toronto’s Nuit Blanche with friends and 
family and continues to do so when she is back in her 
home city. Kathryn has lived in Montreal and overseas 
in the UK, earning a BA from McGill University and 
an MA from University College London, both degrees 
in the history of art.


