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What is it to yo u ?” Borrow ing a line from  the narra
tor o f Jacques the Fatalist, the scholar o f the caprice 

could respond, “W hat is it to yo u ?” Such a riposte would 
be born not o f the anti-essentialist stance o f the scholar, 
but m ore o f the frustration elicited by the subject itself. 
Caprice capable of speech would likely say the same thing 
as one o f M arivauxs allegorical characters:

I am the Je ne sais quoi that pleases in architecture, in 
furnishings, in gardens, in everything that can be the 
object of taste. Do not search for me under a certain 
form; I have a thousand, and not one which is fixed; 
that's why one sees me without knowing me, without 
being able to seize me or define me. I am felt; one 
cannot lay one's hands on me.1

Observing the undefined and intangible in other areas 
than furnishings and gardens is the forte o f both “liquid” 
postm odern ity  and “so lid ” m odernity. A t the daw n o f 
m odern art history, as w ell as the beginning o f cultural

i Pierre de M arivaux, Le Ca binet du philosophe, q uo ted  in Francis X.J. 

C olem an , The Aesthetic Thought o f  the French Enlightenm ent  (Pitts- 

burgh: U niversity  o f  P ittsburgh  Press, 19 71), 86.
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studies, lies the oeuvre of Aby Warburg, and within its boundaries, his fascina- 
tion with the figure of the “unbeen,” or the Nym ph .2 Georges Didi-Huberman's 
book Ninfa moderna3 opens w ith the ascertainm ent o f the intriguing analogy 
betw een these interests o f W arburg's and the passion w ith  w hich Sigm und 
Freud wrote about Gradiva.4 More than just a collection of essays paying hom- 
age to the m aster, the book is also an application o f m ethodology inspired by 
cultural anthropology. The Florentine Renaissance, w ith  its grand finale in 
the C lassicist-them ed paintings o f Botticelli, gave W arburg a field in  which 
to explore the “animated life” (bewegtes Leben), and the “animated accessories” 
(bewegtesBeiwerk) o f the figures o f antiquity w hom  he recognized in the art of 
the Quattrocento. The w indsw ept hair and flowing robes along w ith the fluid 
and lively movements of the body formed an instrumentarium of “forms evok- 
ing pathos” (Pathosformeln). Huberm an continues this story: a beautiful, free 
goddess, suspended betw een fluidity and solidity, betw een rock and air, light 
as the wind, a Nymph, Gradiva, is subject to degradation in the m odern era, 
like Benjam in's aura; she falls figuratively and literally. H uberm an attempts 
to show the im ages o f the female body and dress as it changes “like the fTames 
o f a film ” throughout art and literature up to the Parisian tram ps and the tat- 
tered clothes dumped on the street, im m ortalized in photographs of the 20th 
urban landscape; these iconographic m otifs intertwine w ith m ental im ages.5 
Memory, desire and time assemble into a configuration of concepts into which 
this im aginarium  is inscribed.6

The studies conducted by Warburg, and later Panofsky w ith his concept of 
pseudom orphosis, which dealt w ith interpenetration o f the C lassical m otifs 
o f antiquity w ith new  m eanings derived from  the Christian cultural sphere, 
and finally Didi-Huberm an's writings on the image o f the Nym ph all assum e 
a particular non-linear continuity betw een cultural phenom ena. This conti- 
nuity is possible across chronological and geographical boundaries, despite 
radical or even paradoxical changes in  the “visual param eters” and aesthetic 
quality (for example, the stripping o f pathos or the rem oval o f form). H uber
m an em phasizes that w e m ust open our eyes in  order to see all that passes,

2 A m o n g oth ers, A by W arburg, „La N ascita  di Venere"e„ La Prim avera"di Sandro Botticelli (1893), 

N im fa fiorentina (1900), W arburg Institute A rchive, London III, 118 , 1.

3 Freud's s tu d y  o f  Wilhelm Jen sen 's  novel Gradiva  w a s  published in 1907.

4 G e o rg e s  D idi-H uberm an, N infa Moderna. E ssa isu r  le drape tom be  (Paris: G allim ard, 2002).

5 M ost o f  th e  im ages an alyzed by D idi-H uberm an are p ho tograph s o f  s tr e e ts  strew n  w ith  

scra p s  o f  food and c lo th es; their auth ors include Nadar, Thibault, M arville, A tg et, L. M oholy- 

N agy 's  Paris and Berlin series , G. Krull, A. Fleischer, D. C olom b and S. M cQ ueen.

6 D idi-H uberm an, N in fa Moderna, 12 -13 .



2 0 2  V I S U A L  L I T E R A C Y

and w e m ust close our eyes to see all the relationships, correspondences 
and shifts. In th is sense, the anthropology o f  art/im ages becom es poetic 
knowledge.

A t som e point this rendition o f the story o f the N ym ph encounters the 
story o f caprice; the w atershed m om ent is the birth o f modernity.

The N ym ph in  the C la ssica l trad ition  could take the fo rm  o f a C h aris 
(G race). In the aesthetic  o f  the R enaissance, for exam ple in  the treatise 
Libro della belta egrazia (1590) b y  Benedetto Varchi, it is grace th at b egins 
to function as a category characterized by the fam ed non so che, different from 
the kind o f beau ty that is the dom ain o f reason  and norm s.7 16 th  century 
courtliness and its carefree dem eanor com bined w ith  sprezzatura, or “ stud- 
ied carelessness” introduce the caprice into the m odern aestheticization of 
everyday life.

A Few Reminders
“C ap rice :” th is w ord has retained the sonority o f its Rom ance origin. A c- 
cording to Italian dictionaries o f art, one might regard caprice as an aesthetic 
concept that is distinguished by its strong anthropological connotations.8 Its 
large sem antic capacity combined w ith the diversity o f visualizations associ- 
ated w ith  the word make caprice an attractive neighbor for m elancholy and 
grandeur, am ong others.

The exceptional breadth o f m eaning found in  the w ord “caprice” can be 
illustrated by three exam ples o f its diam etrically different sem antic values:

-  in the slightly archaic discourse o f love, caprice can appear in the passive 
or active aspect: to be capricious or to be the victim  o f som eone else's 
capriciousness;9

-  caprice can be light or dark: som etim es it is cheerful, sophisticated and 
light, but it can also be paired w ith  negative context, tinged w ith  dark- 
ness, suffering and death; it is the space that divides A lfred de M usset's 
Un Caprice and de Laclos' LesLiaisons dangereuses;

-  there is also the caprice in  its w eak and strong form s, that is the ca 
price o f a child, a w om an or an ill person, or the caprice o f Fate or God. 
“A  capricious God,” however, is an anthropom orphically m arked term.

7 W ład ysław  Tatarkiew icz, History ofA esthetics, vol. 3 , tran s. C h ester A . Kisiel (The H ague: M ou- 

ton, 1974).

8 A m on g oth ers, Dizionario enciclopedico dell'arte, ed . Flavio Caroli (Milan: M ondadori 2008); 

Dizionario di estetica, ed . Gianni Carchia, e t al (Rom e, Bari: GLF Editori, 2005); Enciclopedia  

delfArte Z an ich elli (Bologna: Zanichelli, 2004).

9 S e e  "Tresor d e Langue Fran caise In form atise,” h ttp ://atilf.atilf.fr.

http://atilf.atilf.fr
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Is the caprice o f God thus an anthropom orphization o f the concept of 
Fate in  teleological philosophy, or contrarily, is the caprice o f a person 
the consequence o f  the hum an experience o f the caprices o f Fate, the 
fickleness and random ness o f the outside w orld that becom es interior- 
ized by the human?

In the artistic term inology used in  the Polish tradition, caprice m ost com- 
m only refers to a m usical genre: a capriccio is a fantasia build on an imitative 
structure, a kind o f scherzo, a m asterly etude (the international m aster being 
Paganini, and Grażyna Bacewicz in Poland). In Italian and French culture, 
capriccio takes the foreground as a genre o f painting as w ell as an extrava- 
gant or frivolous architectural form  (such as the villa in  Com illas designed by 
Antonio Gaudi).

Figurative Depictions o f  Caprice
Caprice, like grace, w as part o f the visual dom ain. W ładysław  Tatarkiewicz 
referred to Lord Kam es, or H enry Hom e, w ho argued that “grace is acces- 
sible only to the eye.”1° A n  allegorical visualization o f Caprice can be found 
in  Cesare R ip as Iconologia, w hich is both a sum m ary o f the earlier allegori- 
cal tradition and a m odel for the next tw o centuries. C aprice is presented 
alongside m any other representations o f feelings: Fear, Anger, Wonder. The 
em blem atic representation o f caprice clearly em phasizes such qualities as 
w eirdness, variab ility  and fantasy. The allegorical figure o f caprice is a boy 
in  colorful garb, w earing a hat adorned w ith feathers. Ripa thus explains the 
m eaning of this garment: “His youth shows his inconstancy; his habit his fick
leness. His cap shows that such variety o f unaccountable actions are princi- 
pally in the Fancy.””  The transfer o f these qualities onto our knowledge of m an 
leads to the following characterization: “A  capricious person is he who follows 
ideas that differ from  those com m only found am ong people, who indulge in 
different actions, only to jum p from  one to the other, even i f  they are o f the 
sam e type.”i2 A long w ith the concepts o f caprice in  the allegorical tradition, 
there are also im ages o f caprice created in the l6 th  century that emphasize 
the im agination and craftsm anship o f the artist.13

10  W ład ysław  Tatarkiew icz, A History o f Six Ideas: An E ssay in Aesthetics, trans. C hristopher Kas- 

parek (The H ague: Njihoff, 1980), 170.

11  C esare  Ripa, Iconologia, tran s. P ierce T em p est (London: Benjam in M otte, 1709), 11.

12  C esare  Ripa, Iconologia  (Rom e: A p p resso  Lepido Facij, 1593), 48.

13  One o f  th e  so u rces  o f  A rcim boldo's art w a s  his in terest in th e  w eird creatio n s o f  nature and 

hum ans. Their extraord in arin ess o ften  s te m s  from  the fa c t  o f  th eir bein g liminal fo rm s, hy-
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Caprice becom es an inalienable com ponent o f the Renaissance m anner- 
ism , one o f the m ost intriguing fruits o f w hich w as the w ork o f Arcim boldo 
and later A rcim bold ian  art. A llegorical portraits such as The Librarian, The 
Lawyer and Rudolf IIa s Vertumnus rely on a sim ple gam e o f analogies based 
on the shapes and sym bolism  of objects, as w ell as the m asterful craftsm an- 
ship o f the artist. Reversible paintings such as LOrtolano (The Vegetable Gar- 
dener) belong to an em erging art trend o f em ploying optical illusions.14 The 
p erm eation o f m aterial objects, p lants, anim als and hum an form s creates 
a capricious w orld o f variable im ages and m eanings. This phenom enon is 
also apparent in  the anthropom orphic landscape th at em erges in  the lat- 
ter h a lf o f the l6 th  century, leading to the developm ent o f the trompe-lteil. 
Bizarre anthropom orphic form s found in nature then becom e the subject of 
visual creativity. It is no wonder that this form  o f fantasy caught the interest 
o f 20th century surrealists (Andre Breton and Salvador Dali); it em phasizes 
w eirdness and peculiarity, w onderfu lness tinged w ith  w onder, m enacing 
grotesque and m agic -  m agic th at com es from  esoteric know ledge, as in 
the art o f A rcim boldo, or the m agic o f the m ystery o f the subconscious dis- 
covered by Freud.

The connection b etw een  M annerism  and Su rrealism  w as pointed out 
not only by the French founders o f the avant-garde m ovem ent, but also by 
art h istorians and literary scholars. Jan M ukarovsky observed that a sim ilar 
m ontage technique w as used by A rcim boldo and by N ezval in  The Absolute 
Gravedigger.15 In the treatise  U ber Greco und den Manierismus, M ax  D vorak 
reveals prem ises analogous to the dow nfall o f  culture in  M an n erism  and 
in  the 20th  centu ry in terw ar period. R ecallin g th is in terpretative corre- 
spondences, Jo se f Vojvodik links these b ody-in cru stations or body/head- 
landscapes to the eradication o f the boundary betw een the m icrocosm  and 
the m acrocosm , and nature and m an in  the paintings o f Salvador Dali, M ax 
Ernst and Rene M agritte.™

brids or m o n sters  o f  th e  so rt  th at can  be found in th e  stu d ies  o f  g ro te sq u e  figu res by Bosch 

and G iam b attista  Della Porta 's H u m an a Physiognom ia  (1586); th ey  are, in a num ber o f  w ay s , an 

illustration o f  th e  i6 th  cen tu ry  hum an im agination 's ten d en cy  to p ro ject m etam orp h oses.

14  S e e  Roland B arth es, Arcim boldo ou rhetotiqueur et m agicien, in Oeuvres com pletes, vol. 3 , ed. 

Eric M arty  (Paris: Seuil, 1995), 4 9 3 -5 11.

15  Jan M ukarovsky, "Sem an tick y  rozbor basn ickeh o dfla: N ezvaluv A bso lutni hrobar" in Kapitoly 

z  cesk e  poetiky, vol. 2 (Prague: Svo bod a, 1948). The auth or om its, h ow ever, th e  key link in this 

tradition , n am ely  the 1 8th cen tu ry  im ages o f  various p ro fessio n s th at d ep icted  th e  com posi- 

tion o f  too ls correspon din g  to  particular trades.

16  Jo s e f  Vojvodik, "Św iat strach u  i s trach  przed św iatem  w  czeskim  surrealizm ie lat trzydziestych  

i cz terd ziestych ,” Teksty Drugie  6 (2007).
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Caprices and Vedute. Toward th e Em ancipation o f  Art
The term  “caprice” first appeared in  the w riting o f Vasari and, as is often the 
case w ith  words that go down in  the history o f culture, its original m eaning 
w as negative, sim ilar to “grotesque” (from  raccpriccio: shock, terror). Vasari 
uses the w ord to describe ancient and m odern artists w ho violate the rules 
o f m im icking nature. The C ounter-Reform ation, during w hich artists who 
m ade capricious works o f art were accused o f ignorance and lies, entrenched 
the negative m eaning o f the word.

C ap ric iou sn ess in  pain ting , or, put briefly, a fan tastic  land scape, w as 
born out o f the veduta.17 The veduta, or a picture o f place painted in  nature, 
w as enorm ously popular in  the visual arts in  the unique circum stances that 
arose during Europe's cultural opening and w ere tied  to the increased m o- 
b ility  o f its inhabitants. C reating a new  custom  know n as the Grand Tour, 
the English , Scand inavians, G erm an s and the French set o ff  on voyages 
to the South. It w as for these educated travelers th at the first gu ides and 
collections o f vedute were w ritten  and painted. This genre o f painting w as 
thus born out o f a specific social need, and its inform ative function -  which 
stem m ed from  the requirem ent that the artist rem ain faithfu l to nature -  
appears dom inant.

The peculiar aesthetic tension betw een vedute and caprices, or betw een 
the realism  o f depiction and attem pts to disrupt it, perfectly illustrates cer- 
ta in  paths fo llow ed by art. W hen looking at a painting, it is often difficult 
to discern w hether it is a veduta or a fantastic landscape, particularly i f  it 
lacks any easily  recognizable architectural form s. Som etim es it is only the 
title containing the term  “caprice” that conveys to the view er the fact that 
the artist h as d isp ensed  w ith  the ru les o f s im p ly  m im icking nature. It is 
a sign  o f  the stance o f  the artist, w ho w ish es to exercise h is right to free 
im agination  on th at specific canvas. A n  in teresting 176 6  painting b y  Be- 
lotto titled  Architectural Capriccio with a Self-Portrait show s th at the genre of 
the caprice w as a type of m anifesto of artistic freedom . The piece is a rather 
extraordinary com bination o f a se lf-portrait w ith  a capriccio. In the back- 
ground, on one o f the w alls o f an odd building, the painter has placed part 
o f a poem  by Horace that praises the freedom  o f the artist/18

17  Early fo rm s o f  capriccio  are visib le  in th e  w ork  o f  B aroque a rtists  such  as S a lvatore  Rosa, 

Giovanni Paolo Pannini and M arco Ricci, as w ell as S te fan o  della Bella, w h o  is m entioned in 

Ja c q u e s  C allot's M icrocosm o d ellap ittura  (1657).

18  N ote th at th e  fa n ta stic  sp a ce  is com p leted  by th e  usurping g e stu re  o f  th e  artist, w h o  dep icts  

h im self d ressed  in th e  fine g a rm e n ts  o f  a V en etian n ob lem an. It is not only th e  sp a ce  th at has 

been  shap ed  by th e  painter, but a lso  th e  m ain ch aracter o f  th e  p iece.
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In the l8 th  century, artists becam e “depositaries and som etim es proph- 
ets o f the freedom  disgraced on the battlefields.’”19 The im portance o f art 
th at strives to escape the rig id  confines o f c lassica l d iscip line in creases 
sign ificantly. No longer understood  in term s o f the language o f pow er, it 
achieves a status equated w ith  the in creasingly  in dependent language o f 
the artist.

The departure from  the faithful im age o f space occurred in  various w ays 
in the l8 th  century. Urban landscapes w ere o f particular interest. The p ic
ture could depict a fan tastic  syn th esis o f actual u rban  architectural ele- 
m ents, or representations o f real buildings com bined w ith  invented frag- 
m ents. The form er type o f capriccio w as a kind o f m useum  collection that 
encom passed w ithin  the painting a set o f characteristic architectural forms 
found m ain ly in  Rome, Padua and Venice.2° The space o f capricious works 
is a chessboard in  w hich the m ovem ent o f realistically treated form s is the 
basic gesture of a player creating a new  reality. The paintings conjured up by 
the artist rem ain w ithin  the boundaries o f probability in  the contem porary 
urban landscape.21

Capricious paintings use the framework o f the landscape convention as an 
em pty form  that can often be filled w ith various elem ents using a technique 
sim ilar to that o f the collage. In the l8th  century, the m ain current o f this style 
o f painting w as headed in tw o directions. One em phasized the decorative 
value o f art, u sing it as an ornam ental m o tif in  interiors and on furniture. 
A n  entire school o f furniture-m aking em erges that specializes in  im agined 
landscape-them ed intarsia.22 Other artists aimed to fill the space o f the land

scape w ith new  sem antics associated w ith the key m otif o f the ruin. Between 
the sentim ental painterliness o f the m ainly Italian ruins and the freneticism  
discovered in them by Germ an Romanticism, there is room for the aesthetic of

19  Jean  Starob inski, W ynalezienie w olności 1700-1789, trans. M aryna O chab (G dańsk: słow o/obraz 

teryto ria , 2006), 15 .

20 M ore com m on  are capricci th at com bin e realistic and fa n ta stic  e lem en ts ; in a painting by 

C an aletto , for exam ple , th e  background o f  th e  p anoram a o f  a fictitiou s c ity  includes th e  V icen- 

za cath edral and th e  to w ers  o f  Padua, w hile  Fran cesco  Guardi introduced Rom an architecture 

into th e  background o f  a n on descrip t c ity. The artist 's  im agination  w ould  ch an ge th e  location 

o f  certa in  spatial e lem en ts , as in C an aletto 's  Capriccio  (1743), in w hich  th e  fam o u s quadriga o f 

S t. M arks Basilica is tran sfered  to  individual p ed esta ls  stan d in g  in fro n t o f  th e  D oge's Palace.

21 S e e  Roland Kanz, D ie  Kunst des Capriccio. Kreativer E igensinn in R e naissance und Barok  (Mu- 

nich: D eu tsch er K un stverlag , 2002); Colin Eisler "La T em p esta  di G iorgione. Il prim o „capricc io ” 

della pittura ven ezian a,” Arte Veneta 59 (2002): 85-97.

22 S e e , am o n g o th ers, "Scen a e capriccio  nelle ta rsie  del laboratorio  di Ignazio e Ligi Ravelli eban- 

isti,” Studi Piem ontesi 26 (1997): 383-390 .
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caprice in the work of such painters as Alessandro M agnasco, Luca Carlevaris, 
Canaletto, Antonio and Francesco Guardi.

Ruins w ith  elem ents typ ical o f ancient and renaissance buildings, such 
as colonnades, terraces, galleries, porticoes and arcades are downright em - 
b lem atic departures from  the harm ony and sym m etry o f classical beauty. 
The hegem ony o f order w as to be replaced by an indistinct dynam ic o f lines 
form ing the outline o f an irregular shape. The rocks o f a ruin gradually give 
w ay  to vegetation, thus in ten sify in g  the sen satio n  o f  ragged form . In The 
Analysis o f Beauty, W illiam  H ogarth p raises the line, capable o f  “lead[ing] 
the eye [into] a k ind o f chase.” A t tim es the peculiar landscape resem bles 
the effect o f an arabesque. The accum ulation o f architectural elem ents and 
p lants w ith in  the space o f the p ain ting does not elim inate the sem antic 
level; on the contrary, it often falls into grandiloquence. The m ost im portant 
sentence uttered in this capricious narrative pertains to the special marriage 
o f culture and nature, perm eating each other in  constant m etam orphosis. 
In its fu lly  conscious artificiality, caprice is close to the theater; connec- 
tio n s b etw een  th is style o f pain ting  and set design  w ere rem arked upon 
by contem porary aesthetes. The capriccio is a form  that affects the view er 
w ith  the oddity o f its juxtapositions, som etim es its disproportions, and the 
am biguity o f its shapes and m eanings.

The genre, w hich owes much to the extravagance o f M annerism , finds its 
extension in  the w orks o f G iovanni Battista Piranesi. In Carceri d'Invenzione, 
the architectural caprice achieves the level o f  a m asterpiece and m ystery. 
G eorges Poulet devoted an extensive study to the in fluence o f P iranesi's 
caprices on the im agination o f French Rom antic poets.23 From  De Quincey 
w ith  his Confessions o f an English Opium-Eater, through Baudelaire, A lfred  de 
M usset, V ictor Hugo and Theophile  Gautier, to M allarm e as w e ll as Ku- 
b in  and K afka after him , literature is fu ll o f v is io n s o f  endless sta ircases 
and scaffoldings, a spiderw eb o f ruins and m achines. Piranesi is likely the 
first painter to apply the form  o f capriccio to the exploration o f the hum an 
psyche so evocatively and powerfully. The extension o f this artistic current 
sees the appearance o f  one m ore w ork o f  art: G oya's Caprichos. The date 
o f their publication, 1799 , can be considered sym bolic. The concept o f the 
caprice is separated from  the traditions associated w ith  vedute, putting at 
the center o f the m eaning the artist's clear right to unbridled im agination; 
a fully individualized system  of em otions com bines w ith  a m oral sensibility 
and a sense o f responsibility for the fate o f the community. Caprice rem ains 
a gesture o f em ancipation for the artist, ye t it is tinged w ith  fear, suffering,

23 G eo rg es Poulet, "P iranese e t  les p o e tes  rom an tiq ues fran ęais,” L a N ouv elleR ev ueFranęaise  160 

(1966), 6 60-671.
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evil and death, not unlike the entire l8 th  century, w hich ends w ith  cries of 
freedom  and the clank o f the guillotine.24

The Caprice o f  the Eye
The h istory o f  caprice as it developed in the genre o f  painting depicts the 
entire diversity and fickleness o f m eanings ascribed to the term . A  w eirdly 
m eandering aesthetic aw areness com pelled artists over several centuries 
to use the w ord to bind together paintings that reached into different parts 
o f the imagination. Not only w as the choice of figurative and landscape forms 
captured in  the process o f m etam orphosis, fluid transition from  one reality 
to another, interpreted by the notion o f caprice, but so w as the very process 
by which paintings w ere perceived and created.

In his concept of the image, Hans Belting assum es a special prim ariness 
o f pictures in the lives o f people: “We live w ith pictures and w e understand 
the w orld through pictures .” 25 Pictures that are indivisibly dual: the external 
and internal image rem ains both a product of our perception and the fruit of 
personal or collection symbolization.

This w ay o f thinking about people through w hat Huberm an calls an “epi- 
dem ic o f im ages” can be found in the work o f Gaston Bachelard. His absolu- 
tization o f the im age applied to m ore than just the poetic im agination that 
evokes the four elem ents. Earlier, in  19 33 , Bachelard published a study titled

24 In th e  late  1 8th cen tury, in 17 9 3 , Friedrich Schiller published th e  e s s a y  "On G race  and Dignity,” 

w hich  exam in ed th e  relationship  b e tw e e n  th e se  tw o  c a te g o r ies  in a m an n er ch aracteristic  

o f  th e  anthropological a esth etic  o f  R om anticism . Schiller w rites  th at "G race, th ere fo re , can 

only ch aracterize  willful m o vem en ts , but also, am o n g th ese , only th o se  w hich  ex p re ss  moral 

sen tim en ts . (...) The beautifu l soul has no o th er m erit, than  th at it is. With such  e a se , as if m ere 

in stin ct w ere  actin g  ou t o f  it, it carries ou t th e  m o st painful d u ties o f  hum anity, and the m ost 

heroic sacrifice  w hich  it e x ac ts  from  natural im pulse c o m e s  to  v iew  like a vo lu n tary  e ffe c t  o f 

ju s t  th is im pulse. H ence, th e  beautifu l soul know s noth ing o f  th e  b ea u ty  o f  its d e e d s” ("On 

G race  and Dignity,” tran s. G eorge  G regory, in Friedrich Schiller: Poet o f  Freedom  (W ashington 

DC: Sch iller Institute, 1992), 340, 368). Sch iller an alyzes th e  m ean in g o f  th e  belt o f  g race  -  an 

a ttribu te  o f  V enus w hich  sh e , in her b en evo len ce, can  gran t to o th er g o d d e sse s  or m ortals 

(recall th e  m ultiple m ean in gs o f  th e  w ord "grace”). A ccord in g to  his in terpretation , g race  has 

five q ualities: 1. it is a ch an geab le  beau ty ; 2. it is a fo rtu ito u s beau ty ; 3. it is th e  b e a u ty  o f  m ove- 

m en t; 4. it o p e ra te s  m agically; 5. it is com p ared  to  o b je cts  th at are less beautifu l or even  th ose  

th at are n ot b eautifu l. O ne can n ot help but o b se rv e  th at Sch iller's g race  h as m uch in com m on 

w ith  B audelaire 's m odern  beauty. It a p p ears  in both  in stan ces as an op p osin g  m em b er to  per

m an en t, ab so lu te  beauty , w hich  Schiller re fers to as "arch itecton ic  beauty .” In an in teresting  

coin cid en ce , in both c a se s  th e  im age o f  w o m en 's  c loth ing serv es  as a point o f  dep artu re  for 

th e  im agination.

25 H ans Belting, An A n thro pologyof Im ages, (Princeton: Princeton U niversity  Press, 2011).
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The World as Caprice and Miniaturek6 This “philosopher of the m om ent and the 
unending,” as B łoński described him ,27 could only find h is way, in  the end, 
to the realm  of caprice. “The psyche is hungry for im ages, and the w orld is the 
appetite o f m an,” said  the author o f The Poetics o f Reverie. Reverie cannot be 
described without reference to the m echanism  o f desire; the image is a “m e- 
diation betw een ourselves and our w anting.”28 The instrum ent that is the 
m iniaturization o f the w orld takes part in  the creation o f this image.

The fact that our sight is the interpretation of reality through the fTame of 
a w indow  has been known since the discovery o f linear perspective in the Re- 
naissance. This type o f perspective, which Panofsky describes as a symbolic 
form ,29 constructs a space that is ordered and homogeneous. The reality that is 
subject to the rational rules of geometrization is a product of the “immobile eye.” 

Bachelard, in  describing his w orld as a caprice, refers back to a diam etri- 
cally opposite tradition. The capricious gaze that shapes a flickering, moving, 
changing image stems from two sources: the direct rooting o f visualization in 
the m atter o f the body and the sphere of desire. Caprice is a prim ary form  of 
the subject's intuition in  its traum atic, m iraculous and m agical dim ensions; 
it is the w ill to visualize objects in  a w ay  that m iraculously suspends their 
inertia: “it is the com m anding pow er that entertains itse lf b y  rotating the 
kaleidoscope of distant m iniatures [...] Long before humans incarnated Homo 
faber, it w as Puer lusor who possessed the w orld w ith  his toy.”3°

The notion o f caprice in Bachelard's concept has a varie ty  o f  anthropo- 
logical im plications. The author contrasts caprice w ith  the force o f  action, 
a voluntary activity that evaluates it in  an am biguous, am bivalent way. He 
em phasizes that it is the youthful energy o f caprice, and not the power o f ac
tivity, that shapes the self-aw areness in  its plurality and freedom. The fantasy 
o f caprice allows us a chance to abandon the distant and indifferent world. 
The distance that form s in  the im m obile structure o f the “v iew  through the 
w indow ” is eliminated, and w e can once again experience individual objects 
and find ourselves inside the cosmos.

26 G asto n  B achelard "Le M onde co m m e caprice  e t  m iniature,” R e cherchesPhilo sop hiq ues3 (1933

1934), q uoted  in Bachelard , "Il m ondo co m e capriccio  e m iniature,” ed . Flavia C onte (Milano: 

Claudio G allone, 1997).

27 Jan B łoński Introduction to  G asto n  B achelard, W yobraźnia poetycka. Wybór pism , ed. Henryk 

Chudak, tran s. Henryk Chudak and Anna Tatarkiew icz (W arszaw a: PIW, 1975), 15 .

28 Bachelard , W yobraźnia poetycka.

29 Erwin Panofsky, "Die P ersp ektive  a ls 'sym bolische  Form',” Vortrage der Bibliotek Warburg, vol. 4, 

(1924-1925), 258-330.

30 Bachelard , Il mondo com e capriccio  e m iniature, 8.
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The World a s  Caprice -  G eorg Sim m el's A esthetic  o f  Lightness
Traditional depictions o f caprice are strongly linked to the im age o f a place 
that is som etim es regarded at once as the caprice o f nature and civilization: 
Venice. In his description of Venice and the surrounding islands in Iconologia, 
Cesare Ripa used the term  capricci lagunari. The ragged, irregular line that me- 
anderingly and uncertainly m arks the boundary betw een sea and land made 
the association w ith  the caprice o f nature unavoidable. This bizarre quirk of 
nature posed a challenge to the im agination, which, at the tim e, w as preoc- 
cupied w ith  so lid ifying im ages o f  the radical separation betw een land and 
w ater in  the landscape o f our planet.

In later narratives about Venice, caprice becom es a C assirerian  w ay  o f 
sym bolically perceiving the city, an aspect o f descriptions striving to uncov- 
er its mystery. Georg Sim m el also searches for his own truth about Venice.3i 
To him  the c ity has the am biguous beau ty o f  adventure and rootlessness; 
a one-dim ensional superficiality, a fickle and at once seem ingly illusory vari- 
ability at the defining features of capricious Venice. The unnoticeable overlap- 
ping o f the seasons, “the green of its few  gardens rooted som ewhere in stone 
or in  the air, or perhaps rootless, is not subject to change,” “the city belongs 
neither to the land or the w ater;” its num erous bridges neither divide nor 
connect anything, and the “narrow Venetian streets slither over the countless 
bridges as i f  they were flat roads.” A ll o f this makes Venice an

“artificial city” where everyone m oves as i f  on stage; preoccupied with 
vain dreams or endeavors that lead to nothing, they incessantly emerge 
from behind corners, only to immediately disappear around the next one, 
and they always have in them something of an actor who is nothing off 
stage, as it is only on stage that the game is played, with no cause in the 
reality o f the previous mom ent and no effect in  the reality o f the next 
mom ent.32

S im m els  capriccio, describing an alm ost fantastic Venetian landscape, 
contains a crucial conclusion. Venice

has becom e a sym bol o f exceptional order about the forms o f our un- 
derstanding of the world: here is a surface that has abandoned the soil,

31 G eorg  Sim m el, "W enecja,” in S im m el, M ost i drzwi. Wybór esejów, tran s. M ałgorzata  Łukasie- 

w icz  (W arszawa: O ficyna N aukow a, 2006).

32 Ibid., 180 .
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a pretense in which there is no being, and yet it presents itself as some- 
thing complete and substantial, as the contents o f a life actually being 
lived.33

Sim m el does not like Venice, but he is captivated by Florence, because “art 
is perfect, far from  any artificiality  only w hen it becom es som ething m ore 
than art” -  such is Florence. A nd yet it is Venice that becom es the discovery 
o f a new  w ay o f understanding the world. A  surface that does not refer to any 
depth, but creates instead the autonomous and real content o f life. Capricious 
Venice, Sim m el's capriccio veneziano becom es a prefiguration of the aesthetic 
o f lightness and o f the fluid postm odern world.

According to Georges Didi-Huberm an, we m ust open our eyes to feel ca
price. It is then that w e w ill see how  caprice builds the fantastic landscape of 
nature and architecture, how  it assum es hum an form s, how  it draws the map 
o f the world. But we m ust then close our eyes so that it m ay give rise to what 
M ilan Kundera called “a capricious cluster,” at once light and unbearable.

Translation: Arthur Barys

33 Ibid., 182 .


