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Towards symbolical representation

Rapp. : Carcla Giédion-Welcker

In his "Philosorhie der Symbolischen Formen® (I923, IS44 in English), Emst
Cassirer presents the means of symholieal expressicn as en essentially human faculty. For
Cassiver, a new dimension, unique of its kind, resides in the power to express oneself
aymbolically, in a spiritual universe, by means of the language of sounds apd images.
Animals are only oapable of using certain signals which have & direct bearing, as senso-
rial messages, on profiteble or perilous vitsl situpations, On the other hand man, through
his ability to express himself already in ordinary everyday language, forged for himself
an sbatract mean of comumication, Suzamme Langer, of the school of AN, Whitehead, in
her bock which was published in 1942, "Fhilosophy in a new key", and in a moTe recent
worlc, "Faoling and Form®, stresses the use of symbols in the artistic field, and brings
cut the Tact that it is in this very field that the things that logic cannot e¥plain can
be effectively expressed by an sbastract and imarinative method.

In the plastic arts, over and obe the formal end aesthetic aspect, it 18
clear that there is & growing interest in the inmer activity, the Rgignificance”, of ths
form, For by passing the experiences of the outer world through the trensforming filter
of the emoticnsl regions, the language of symbole produces a creative "Impgo™ which
existz cubside all imitation of reality and is bound up with desper universal m%im.s
beyoh iho astist's conscicusmess, Alongeide the differant scientific categories (mathema-
tics, physics, logic, psychology) in which symbalical expression plays an increasingly
important part, art iz in a class of its omm, Its function iz to represent man's lnner
1ife snd tle micie of the emctionsl content of its epoch, by means of this symbolical
lanpuage. 411 these contents, conditioned by their different periods, naturelly oxpress,
when they are powerful enocugh, & more generel comtent, the expression of what is etormal
in humanisy. i

In the history of the developement of modern art, this need for mymbolical
expression slways starts with a quest of growing intensity for a spiritusl comtent; for
+the ertist locks more and more beyond visible form towards the domain of the immaterial.
Az soon a3 it is a question of "raking the imvisible wisible®, the methods of f1lusicnism
are nos longor safficient. By deformation {fawvism, expressionism) and tranaformation
(cubism) of the cbject and of the human form a decper and more miltiple 1ife comes into
‘being. Mereover a new spiritusl vision is created in this world of forms which has ceased
to have any relation or association with the details of the material world. {Kandinsky) .
And even tiings which are identifisble btut irrationally *out of context™ become messen—
gers of the inner life ("pittura metafisica™ ar surrealism), the "sicologica delle cosa”
as Giorgic de Chirico calls it, ‘Tt is everywhere an interpretation of life, activated by
means which go beyond the material static reproducticn perceptible to the senses, and
manifest therselves in a dynamic way. The modern artist introduces inmto this imegery the
metaphor of hiz vieien of the world. Klee even spesko of a "consclation” which the sym-
bols offer to man,

In the work of Eles the use of sysbols expresses the psychic and genetic
forcea behind nature (latent gestienintions, interlecing spirals, hiereglyphs of thought),
while in the work of Kandinsky symbolical imagery has only made its appearance in his
last peried, and is a product of memory, closely bound up with the roots and regions of
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his youth, What Joyce achieves with the dynamism and multiplicty of his wnzd.-nu:!.u:h'lg,
Kandinsicy does with an optical langusge, thus creating a new spiritual and significant
universe.

Alongside the evocation of the inner life and the pentration of natural mys-
teries, art today also tries to express in a umiversal language man's everydsy experience
in the setting which he has built for himself, the modern cify, in its casence and func-
tion, beyond its outward eppearance. Hobert Delaunay's "Eiffel Tower® (I909) becomes a
ayrbol or urban constructivism, space and dymamic power, and in & more absiract stage his
"Simoltaneous Windows* (I912) evoke the multiplicity of the town by the jJuxtaposition of
the colours, Using other significent methods, Fernand Léger sums up in abreviated and
fragmentary signs the modemn metropolis by the similtanecus appearance of its elements ¢
technigue, publicity, metallurgical construction, letters, numbers, etc... In the series
of worica which he did for the Auvdincourt chapel tI‘EﬁU} the story of Christ'q Fassion is
told by the “mystical cbjects”, the instruments of torture, which ewvcke the avent.

- In another field of plastic arts, Picasso has shown that the modern hiatori-
cal painting "Guernica®, is not just the dremetization of an event. With the ftriple
lighting he shows us the simaltaneous nature of Past and Present : the candle (past), the
electric 1light (present), and sunlight (the "eternal"™ in nature), In the same wey the ac-
ticon is stamped with the terror of the present event, while the terrible emotion of the

fugitives and the resurrection (a bird singing) reconcile all epochs in a permanent and
universal massago.

Modern sculpture, in its two prineipal methods - building up of volumes, and
censtruction in space - shows the same tendency towards symboelical expression, "The Bird"
by Erencusi, a primordial and mythical owal, symbolically combines theflight of the bird -
with human elevation and liberation. Pevsner, in his "Colonne Déveleppable de la Victoli-
re® {inspired by the liberation of ?arisi, sets out to interpret the feeling of triumh
by widaspread wings of bronze eapturing space. In both cases spatial pesture expresses o
movement of the soul by means of a language of universal forms.

In the different aspects and methods of contemporary artistic expression, the
functional activity of the symbol 1s clearly evident in all its quallities : its unig#a—
lity, its ecapacity of uniting the multiple and centrasts, its flexibility, its gvecative
force, "sugmesting rather than stating” which Alfred Jarry claimed as indispansable to
poetry. And so it is no longer beautiful form, but sisnificant form, dynamic form which
is the centre of interest, This language, bern of vision and inner creative force, still
not understood by marmy even today, can one day become a universal convention, such 2s has
existed in ewverv preat period of the past, uniting, in fact, through the symbel that which
was accessible to everyone - the esoteric,

The definition of the syrbol given by the Swiss mythologist, J.J. Bachofen ;
*to strike every cord of the human mind simultansously, awskening pressentiment wherc ro-
tionsl language can only explain” also throws new light on the force and guality of thia
instrument of the emotions, sbout which Mallarmé said : "it gave realify its only mean-
ing, by calling up the deep inner volce of things." Tt is this ancient and modern imagery
of the imagination which enables us to cnter the secret places of life, and also to under-
stand the specific character of an epoch,



