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I found Eisenman’s paper very stimulating, and I  think that one of the reasons for 

which Mr. Pietro Montani, to whom I give my thanks, has invited me to open the 

discussion  rests  on  the  fact  that  in  my  recent  works  I  have  analyzed  how 

contemporary society makes use of image with reference, particularly, to some study 

cases I consider to be exemplary of some recurring dynamics. 

I have studied the way in which the international press has adhered to the “ war by 

images” that has been an integral part of the recent Iran conflict ( generally speaking 

Al Quaeda), utilizing Saddam Hussein's photos of his arrest and death, or the way in 

which  Mr.  Aldo Moro,  once  regarded  as  a  gloomy and enigmatic  symbol  of  the 

Christian  Democratic  power,  has  been  rehabilitated  and  transformed  through  the 

cinema  in  a  familiar  and  empathic  icon.  In  more  general  terms  I  have  tried  to 

investigate some themes connected with the so called “ performance of the pain” on a 

semiotic  point  of  view,  connected  to  the  text  analysis  and  to  the  dynamics  of 

enunciation, in order to highlight the spectator's forms of inscription and generally of 

stratified competences inside the texts (Immagini quotidiane, Roma, Laterza, 2008).

As far is concerned the sad theme of torture last year I took part in a collective 

study organized by some students of Mr. Alberto Abruzzese, who is a Sociologist of 

Communication, untitled Blue lit stage. Realtà e rappresentazione mediatica della tortura 

(by M. Farci e S. Pezzano, Milano-Udine, Mimesis 2009). Topic of the study was to face 

the complex interlacement between the different levels of reality and imaginary we 

have to tackle with when we refer to a phenomenon as torture, against the media that 

try to confuse these levels and create a “jelly ground” to use an expression up to date 

nowadays,  when everything is getting to be shaded and to be equivalent, not for a 

prophetic benjaminian vision but for accurate communicative strategies made by a 

recognizable and above all declared power, at least in our country.

On that study we have widely discussed about “ Abu Ghraib” facts and, of course, 

about  Stephen  Eisenman's  thesis,  presented  in  his  book.  A  very  interesting  but 

obvious conclusion has been the very necessity that a critical position goes through 
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the  complexity  of  cultural  implications  of  these  phenomena  to  go  back,  then,  to 

maintain  firmly  separated  the  different  levels,  in  order  to  come  out  from  pure 

speculation and try to act  in an efficient  way against  torture.  This way,  when the 

European Commission controlling prisons will perform inspections it must follow the 

rules contained in precise law protocols set by international agreements thus bringing 

any other consideration on the law level.

Stephen Eisenman's actual relation on the adoption by the American authorities of 

the strategy of prisons’ and prisoners’ invisibility,  can be read simultaneously as a 

denouncement and a further unmasking of the American repressive strategy.

The beholder’s position before the representation of the “white” pain evoked by 

Eisenman is not comfortable. One questions whether the intellectual reaction, besides 

being insufficient, is not also inappropriate. It recalls to indignation and action.

But  there is  another  more  radical  problem in Eisenman's  text  and it  is  a  more 

general problem concerning the very efficacy of the denounce , of the “ bringing to 

light”  and thus giving “visibility”  to these facts  that  the power wants to  maintain 

invisible. Why, in fact, unveiling and unmasking the strategies of the power violence 

should automatically bring the mass to a rejection attitude towards these systems? 

Eisenman himself, with his book on Abu Ghraib, has warned us about the complexity 

and ambiguity of the reactions when facing the performance of pain so usual in our 

media field.

I do not have any further statistical information to introduce into the discussion and 

add to Eisenman’s. I think that the scenery we live in is highly complex, and on these 

I would like to stop since they are object of my current study hoping they could offer 

some elements for reflecting about the most efficient strategies we can pursue.

Beside the drive to remove denounced by Eisenman, today we see the topic of 

memory becoming extraordinarily crucial.  Memory does not work mechanically or 

automatically. As historical revisionism exemplarily teaches us, memory is not a dead 

storage or an archive but an activity. Thus, one has to unmask what power wants to 

hide or remove, and at the same time elaborates strategies to conserve and activate the 

memory and awareness of what does not want to be forgotten.

The question is: how to discuss efficiently such problems nowadays? A suggestion 

seems to come precisely from Benjamin,  who offers extremely interesting remarks 
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about the way “the technical reproducibility of the artwork changes the relation of 

masses to art”. I am particularly interested in what he says about the simultaneous 

collective  reception,  generally  related  to  cinema  but,  according  to  him,  "always 

achieved by architecture" (tr, it. p. 39). The “mass” is not stigmatized at all in these 

pages.  Indeed,  Benjamin defines  the mass as “a matrix  from which all  customary 

behavior  toward  works  of  art  is  today  emerging  newborn.  Quantity  has  been 

transformed into quality:  the greatly increased mass of participants has produced a 

different kind of participation”.

I would like to move from these remarks and approach the ‘other side of the coin’ 

presented by Eisenman – the visibility -, from the architectural point of view. I will 

consider  the  buildings  nowadays  conferred  with  the  highest  visibility,  i.  e.  the 

museums, in particular the Museums of Memory or Memorials. I will actually refer to 

two museums in Berlin: Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum and Peter Eisenman’s 

Holocaust Memorial. 

Libeskind’s  Jewish  Museum  in  Berlin  might represents  one  of  the  most  well 

known instances of sensitive architecture. Strongly concerned with the expression of 

the  theme  commemorated,  the  building  develops  a  passionate  speech  by  its  own 

means. By the same token, it constructs for the visitors a tour aimed at producing in 

them deep transformations, which involve each level of its semiotic simulacra:  the 

pragmatic, cognitive, pathetic, thymic-perceptive.

The central goal is to turn the perceptive stimulus to which the visitor is exposed 

into the experience of the active correlation of his/her sensations and emotions with 

the  themes  and  matters  there  presented.  In  order  to  produce  such  a  reflective 

knowledge, the visit is of course prepared and aided by verbal indications as signs, 

captions, museum paper or audio guides. The sense the visitor should get from the 

visit can be regarded as semiosis in progress [semiosis in atto].  To a certain extent, 

the  reactions  of  the  subject  in  the  space  are  programmed  and  programmable; 

sometimes, as in the case of religious architecture, they are implicitly or explicitly 

codified.  From  an  historical  point  of  view,  maybe  we  consider  these  ‘effects’ 

particularly striking because nowadays we regard the values of modern architecture as 

connected more to abstraction than to perceptive density.

The visitor is already struck by the external look of Libeskind’s Museum, which is 
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outlined against the surrounding buildings, especially Philip Gerlach’s, built in 1735. 

Initially, the Museum was thought of as an extension of Gerlach’s architecture. The 

entrance  to  the  museum  is  presently  situated  inside  Gerlach’s  building,  but  the 

connection between the two buildings is underground and thus totally invisible.  A 

strong visual discontinuity emphasizes a series of oppositions – not just the opposition 

between the different ways the two buildings relate to the surrounding environment, 

but also oppositions between dimensions, times, History and Contemporaneity, styles, 

types, materials, colors.

In Lindenstrasse,  in the area of Kreuzberg,  Libeskind’s  work stands out  as the 

articulation  of  almost  monolithic  parallelepipeds,  recalling  the  look  of  military 

buildings or total institutions - a bunker, for example, or a tower, but also a prison as 

the material of the external surfaces seems to suggest. The building’s ‘skin’ is made in 

fact  with  layers  of  the  same  kind  of  zinc  used  on  the  roofs  of  the  surrounding 

buildings. Such layers show the lines of their oblique joints. The slits are small cuts, 

mainly oblique as well. The corner dominates everywhere. The dark gray walls are 

reflective  and  therefore  iridescent,  the  colors  changing  with  the  atmospheric 

conditions. This changeability rearticulates and partially negates the fixity, solidity of 

the  building,  and  also  its  violent  character  recalled  by  the  threatening  coolness 

ordinarily associated with metals. Because of its sensitivity to atmospheric conditions, 

the building bears a semiotic quality of animation,  which makes it closer, when it 

does not anthropomorphize it, to the sensitive constitution of the subject. In this way, 

the  dry  opposition  between  animated  and  inanimated  is  denied/negated  and  the 

building  can  be regarded as  a  body bearing  the signs  of  laceration,  rather  than a 

harming body.

The  courtyard  of  the  eighteenth-Century  building  provides  the  access  to  the 

museum.  The  yard  has  been  modified:  a  glass  roof  structured  on  a  pattern  of 

intertwining concrete pillars covers it. The new glass courtyard, usually closed along 

its three sides, is completely opened during the summer.

On one side of the hall is the Libenskind Portal, made of coarse concrete, whose 

edges  and shape  are  very irregular.  Guarded by museum attendants,  the  portal  is 

perceived as dark and narrow compared to the bright entrance. The portal is actually 

the entrance to a descending staircase. Once through the portal, an atmospheric space, 

completely different from the one just left, opens up. The crossing actualizes all the 

oppositions  between  the  two  spaces  -  topological  oppositions 
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(horizontality/verticality,  flat/inclined),  chromatic  oppositions  (light/dark),  material 

oppositions  (raw/refined)  and  haptic,  tactile  oppositions  (smooth/rough).  The 

staircase,  this  is  one  of  its  characteristic  qualities,  prevents  any  foresight  of  the 

environment. The visitor’s perspectival competence is denied, in effect. He/she finds 

him/her self on a forced path, deprived of the normal sense of the movement in a 

space, which, to be accomplished with ease, requires the destination to be visible and 

identifiable.  The pathetic effect  of such a dark and mysterious space is an arising 

uncertainty, to which some visitors react with jokes. 

[Plans and images]

Let  us linger only over the Axis of Emigration,  the first  axis  the visitor meets 

intersecting  the  Axis  of  Continuity.  Although  initially  perceived  as  a  corridor 

identical to the previous one, the Axis of Emigration presents a slightly slanting floor. 

The farther one goes, the more the ascending slant reduces the surrounding space. On 

the ceiling, the broken light blade plays the role of a line guiding towards the end of 

the corridor.  Two thirds  of the Axis  consists  of by a  trapezoidal  glass,  on which 

appears the sign “Garten des Exils/Garden of the Exiles”. Through the glass, one can 

look  at  the  slanted  concrete  pillars  in  the  garden.  The  last  third  of  the  Axis  of 

Emigration ends with a heavy black metallic door, which always remains open. The 

transparence allowed by the glass, as well as the open door, simultaneously underline 

both the disjunction and the conjunction of the two spaces. The visitor is asked to 

walk  through  and  beyond  the  door,  towards  the  garden,  where  other  visitors  are 

usually  visible.  A  sign  gives  voice  to  Libeskind’s  appeal  to  reflect  on  the 

disorientation brought in by the exile. A description of the garden follows: forty-nine 

columns filled with earth, on the top of which olive trees are growing. Forty-eight 

contain  Berlin’s  earth  and  represent  the  year  1948,  when the  State  of  Israel  was 

founded.  The forty-ninth  column,  the central  one,  is  filled  with Israel’s  earth  and 

represents Berlin. As showed by the plan, the columns are symmetrically arranged 

inside  the  squared  garden.  The  garden as  such  is  fenced by a  concrete  wall,  and 

almost jammed into the green area in which it is placed, higher than the Axis level 

and lower than the street  level.  The columns rise up close to each other from the 

cobblestoned ground, according to a particular inclination. A different sign warns the 

visitor that the visit to the garden might be uncomfortable; as a matter of fact, the visit 
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aims  to  induce  a  feeling  of  disorientation,  involving  the  visitor  in  the  bodily 

experience of the loss of ordinary orientation parameters (the relation between bodies 

in the space, the relation between the body and the ground). The labyrinthine way the 

columns are arranged, the very narrow intervals between them (which causes a feeling 

of constraint), the visual remoteness of the sky, the olive trees planted on the top of 

the columns: they are all factors that intensify such discomfort.  When walking the 

path, we might feel as if we are loosing balance. If we lean then on the columns, we 

will feel them particularly cold, rough. Maybe this intense sensation is also caused by 

the  particular  microclimatic  situation  created  there,  colder  than  the  surrounding 

environment. Summarily, one has the impression to be in an unnaturally deep space, 

from which to get out is as urgent,  yet  as vain,  as it  would be for someone kept 

underwater, looking up at the surface above with the awareness of being oppressed 

and imprisoned.

Of course, neither the warning sign nor the sign explaining the ‘meaning’ of the 

garden says  all  this.  Such signs,  quite  unusual,  seem rather  to aim to provide the 

visitor with a precise and reassuring frame in which to contextualize and play down 

his/her experience. 

On can have a precise idea of the path’s sense only integrating it with the visit to 

the Holocaust Tower and climbing up to the museum’s more serene upper floors.

Evidently,  this architectural  approach exploits each available element,  including 

the floors’ distribution as well as the ascending/descending device, to achieve a quasi-

symbolic codification of all the parts of the building, which is, all things considered, 

rather  accessible  to  the visitors’  understanding.  At the very end,  the visitor  might 

understand  by  him/her  self  the  macro-meanings  of  the  arrangements  of  colours, 

materials,  shapes,  paths,  even  without  referring  to  the  didactic  signs,  which 

nonetheless try to make a calculated use of knowledge to control and orient the active 

feeling set in motion in the visitors.

It might be interesting to compare the spatial device set up by Libeskind‘s museum 

with  Eisenman’s  Memorial  to  the  Murdered Jews of  Europe,  inaugurated  in  May 

2005. Also situated in Berlin, next to the Brandenburg Gate (Pariser Platz, 4 Mitte) 

and therefore nearby Hitler’s headquarters  and bunker, the Memorial  consists in a 

wide open area,  presented as an  urban blank left  by the destructions  of war.  The 

construction  of  the  monument  qualifies  the  space  as  mnemotopos (Assmann),  a 
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material place consecrated and devoted to the collective memory.

The clearing is covered with 2711 concrete gray blocks with identical rectangular 

shape and dimensions, but with a calculatedly and progressively different height. A 

museum – or better, a mausoleum - is located underground, immersed in a dark, icy, 

rarefied  atmosphere.  Biographies  of  many Shoah victims  can be reconstructed  by 

means  of  multimedia  devices,  which  seem to  put  us  in  contact  with  the  afterlife 

(world). 

Yet in this case we are more interested in staying by the surface. Differently from 

Libenskind,  Eisenman’s  work is  a  monument  that  stimulates  the gaze  first  of  all, 

thanks  to  the  effects  resulting  from  the  parallelepiped-steles  arrangement.  The 

association  immediately coming to mind is  with a  wide,  anonymous  cemetery,  in 

particular a war cemetery – one of those whose crosses and gravestones are arranged 

in a way that represents the specific soldiers’ positions at the time of their death, and 

in which what is absent is any instance of figurativism and individual representation, 

as well as any private, affective testimony such as flowers, images, statues and so on. 

From  the  outside,  the  eye  is  struck  by  the  evident  geometric  organization  of 

Eisenman’s monument. The first passion it stirs is surely admiration, in the Cartesian 

sense of the word. The geometrical  arrangement,  as well  as the calculation it  lies 

upon, have a sort of inhuman quality that recalls the Nazi systematic extermination – 

even if this connotation becomes acknowledgeable only further on. At first glance, the 

changing  play  of  light  that  produces  impressive  optical  effects  –  very  often 

photographed – have first of all an aesthetic quality.  Visitors, getting closer to the 

monument, find they will be able to walk amongst the tombs. In fact, they are induced 

to do just that, since there is no other way to reach the museum’s entrance, or even to 

cross  the  big  square.  Along  the  way  they  will  feel  under  their  feet  the  clearly 

perceivable effects of the undulating, cobblestoned ground.  As they realize they are 

being  denied  a  perspective  on  their  own path  by  the  parallelepipeds,  which  sink 

ambiguously into the ground at different levels, they find themselves in a labyrinth. 

As in the Garden of Exiles, the intended experience should be that of disorientation 

and a feeling of loss, having to walk a long path in a state of lacking and searching, 

before regaining one’s usual [spatial] coordinates.

In spite of this, the behavior of the visitors is scarcely respectful of the rules and 

obligations suggested by the architecture. Although a keeper bustles about rebuking 
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the disobedient, waving a white umbrella by the museum entrance, the visitors engage 

themselves  in  pragmatic  activities  (sitting  on  reachable  plinths),  playful  activities 

(people climbing on the parallelepipeds and taking pictures of themselves cheerfully 

waving  their  hands  as  a  greeting),  or  definitely  more  transgressive  activities 

(youngsters chasing each other among the columns and shouting with the excitement).

One seems to be watching an instance of re-semantization of the monument in a 

touristic-ludic key. Such a re-semantization might be suggested by the monument‘s 

placement in an open space, a square, with no fence or fee to pay to enter. It is a space 

the  public  feel  instinctively  their  own,  and  in  which  they  preferably  adopt  self-

determined behaviours expressing their own freedom, maybe even in reaction to the 

unbearable  weight  of  the  memory  they  are  being  proposed.  One  might  say, 

optimistically,  that the affirmation of life in a place memorializing death shows an 

utopic way out of the past. Indeed, the possibility of such an inversion would conform 

to that “semantic undecidability” characterizing precisely the places of memory, for 

their belonging to both the realms of history and memory (Nora), and their capacity to 

even  host  a  stratification  of  conflicting  memories,  sedimenting  in  the  very  same, 

contested, place (as in the emblematic case of Palestine). The city of Berlin, taken as a 

whole,  is  considered  a  place  of  disputed  memory,  as  indeed  shown  by  the 

innumerable  debates  preceding  the  reconstruction  of  places  like  Postdamer  Platz, 

which  after  the  war  became iconic  of  the  complex  relation  between memory and 

oblivion.  The construction  of  the monument,  the Memorial,  goes in the direction, 

indicated by Assman Aleida, for example, of the necessity for memory stabilizers, 

identified by Assman herself as “affect – symbol -trauma”. Yet, as Sebald stated more 

than once, the danger is that the place of memory ends up by substituting the memory, 

rather then keeping it alive, contributing in this paradoxical way to erase it.

“Therefore,  the  paradox  that  characterizes  the  places  of  memory  rests  on  an 

irreconcilable  duplicity:  their  capacity  to  remember  lived  experiences  and,  by the 

same token, their vocation to destruct the memory” (Calzoni 2007, p. 542).

I agree with Eisenman’s statement that nowadays we are “beyond visuality” (and 

television),  and  that  the  primacy  of  seeing  seems  to  yield  to  the  “immersive 

experience”. 

Is it possible, then, to say that, at the very end, both in the American prisons and in 
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Berlin’s museums, the same effective use of space is being made, and that, despite 

appearances, the disciplinary regime of the body denounced by Michel Foucault is 

still working? 

As far as I am concerned, I prefer to go back to Benjamin once again, particularly 

where,  speaking  of  the  different  ways  of  receiving  [fruition]  human  works,  he 

specifically opposes distraction to concentration. The one who concentrates before a 

work of art is absorbed by it. “By contrast, the distracted masses absorb the work of 

art into themselves. Their waves lap around it (…).  This is most obvious with regard 

to  buildings.  Architecture  has  always  offered  the  prototype  of  an  artwork  that  is 

received in a state of distraction and through the collective. The laws of architecture’s 

reception are highly instructive”. 
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