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Photographer Julian Kirschler's High Noon series depicts deserted places he shot

after restrictive measures to contain the Covid 19 pandemic, a happening in

various European cities. Fearing exponentially growing numbers of infections,

governments around the world had imposed sometimes rigorous curfews to

contain the further spread of the virus. Accompanied by an unprecedented media

response, reports of row after row of countless dead bodies and ghost-ridden

cities began to pour in. Eerie scenarios reminiscent of Hollywood movies such

as Twelve Monkeys or Outbreak dominated media discourse for months.

Probably the best-known study of the uncanny comes from Sigmund Freud, who

in his eponymous treatise wants the uncanny to be treated as an aesthetic

phenomenon, "the uncanny is [namely] that kind of frightfulness which source is

the wellknown, the long-familiar." Uncanny' has something to do with the

familiar home in which we imagine ourselves to be at home. For Freud, "what is

connected with death, with corpses and with the return of the dead, with ghosts

and spirits, appears to many people" as uncanny. Last but not least, this fear of

the deceased has to do with their infectious character. There is no evidence that

Freud's 1919 essay is a reflection of the devastating raging of the Spanish flu in

1918-19, but the fear of infection with the deadly illness might have been

present in the psychoanalyst's home. In 1919, his wife Martha fell ill with a

severe bout of influenza, from which she would not recover until months later;

Freud's daughter Sophie died of the Spanish flu in Hamburg in 1920.

During the shutdown, countless ghostly photographs of empty streets and

deserted squares were taken around the world. Unlike the photographs of these

"ghost towns," however, the images in the High Noon series evoke the

oppressive feeling of the uncanny. Kirschler has infected the high-resolution

"graphics" of his image sequences with a digital virus that generates fantastic

pictorial spaces of



Sigmund Freud: Das Unheimliche. In: Ders.: Studienausgabe, Bd. IV. Psychologische Schriften. Hg. v.
Alexander Mitscherlich, Angela Richards, James Strachey, Frankfurt am Main 1982, S. 241–274, hier: S. 244 u.
264.

the kind we know from the artificial worlds of computer games. Many of the

processed raw files appear as if they had been programmed with a game engine;

for example, the concrete steles of the Holocaust Memorial in

///anbindung.tafel.traum show strong similarities to the degradable blocks of the

open-world game Minecraft. Duplicating, overlaying, and shifting the recording

level, but especially the central projection and high-key lighting, create effects

like those produced in the 3D computer graphics of Ego Shootern using

modeling, texturing, shading, and reflection mapping. All the images in the

series also possess a zoom-in/out function when viewed on screen, suggesting

that we can immerse ourselves in the images.



Abb. 1: Julian Kirschler, ///anbindung.tafel.traum, 2020

By manipulating the image by digital virus, Kirschler highlights individual pictorial elements,

bringing the photographer's work close to Roland Barthes' phototheory like he developed in

“Die helle Kammer”. Roland Barthes named this contigent element, which, to his opinion, is

part of all auratic photography, punctum. The punctum interrupts the studium and attacks the

sovereignty of the viewer: "The punctum of a photograph, that is that accidental thing about it

which captivates me (but also wounds me, strikes me)." The similarities between Barthes'

description of photography as a weapon and the final scene of director Fred Zinnemann's

classic western High Noon are striking, with the small difference that in the duels of

photography the opponents operate in secret and cannot simply be brought down with a final

hit. Just as, by the way, the fight against a virus also involves an invisible opponent.

A manipulatively generated punctum like the apt details in Kirschler's viral photoinstallations

may sound paradoxical, but the terms punctum/study also increasingly elude clear attribution

in Barthes' "Bemerkung zur Photographie". The punctum not only crosses the field of cultural

codes, but it also emphatically breathes into us the fact of our future disappearance. Where

PUNCTUM was, STUDIUM shall become, one could modify Freud's famous aphorism. In

the High Noon series, Kirschler specifically plays with the possibilities of

unconscious/conscious manipulation, a procedure that suggests comparisons with the

Surrealists' Automatic Writing. The writing method of Écriture automatique, in which one



"produces a monologue that flows as quickly as possible and is in no way inferior to the

critical mind of the subject," had been adopted from psychology by André Breton and

Philippe Soupault in 1919 in order to practice the new 'surrealist' poetry of the unconscious.

Kirschler generates the titles of his paintings using the What3Words system, which allows the

geographic coordinates of locations to be encoded in three words separated by a dot, rather

than the more confusing GPS coordinates. The three-word addresses created by means of an

'unconscious' algorithm do not have the poetry we find in Magnetic Fields, but Breton's

enterprise What3Words may well be posthumously recognized as one of his many imitators.

The psychoanalytic dimension is often found in the chosen matter and the partial use of the

blur filter. The only detail in ///energien.ungeheuer.filme that is sharply drawn is the motif of a

billboard for the David Hockney exhibition in Hamburg. The picture My Parents from 1977

shows Hockney's parents in front of the staffage of their domestic environment.
2 Roland Barthes: Die helle Kammer, Frankfurt a.M. 1985, S. 36.
3 André Breton: „Erstes Manifest des Surrealismus 1924“, in: Ders.: Die Manifeste des Surrealismus, Reinbek
bei Hamburg 1968/1977, S. 24.
4 In späteren Äußerungen leugnete Breton Korrekturen der Ergebnisse, aber es gab durch Neuanordnung oder
Streichungen ganzer Stellen zum Teil erhebliche Bearbeitungen des Ausgangsmaterials. Vgl. Mark Polizzotti:
Revolution des Geistes. Das Leben des André Breton, München/Wien 1996, S. 153 f.

The visual effects of the 'virus' produced by displacement and superimposition are matched

here by a multitude of semantic layers: the image of an empty square contains the image of a

painted home showing the artist's parents, whose paintings are presented in an interior space

that in turn remains empty due to the pandemic, ... - this would be only one of the many

possibilities to approach Kirschler's game of presence and absence.



Abb. 2: Julian Kirschler, ///energien.ungeheuer.filme, 2020

Instead of a visual element, often individual words or phrases are ‘marked' in the photographs.

'[In] Hamburg SAGT MAN DIGGA' on a photo of the Große Freiheit (///feier.gruppe.raten),

the word 'Fotoautomat' in front of the blurred background of a closed cinema

(///papa.kinofilme.empfehlen) or the speech bubble on a red trash can 'Ich kann 'ne Menge

einstecken'' ( I can keep a load) at another photo location in Hamburg (///salz.feinheiten.kette).

5 Im Gespräch mit dem Autor gibt der Künstler u.a. die Bilder Rene Magrittes als eine wichtige
Inspirationsquelle an.



Abb. 3,4,5: Julian Kirschler, ///feier.gruppe.raten, ///papa.kinofilme.empfehlen, ///salz.feinheiten.kette, 2020

The fact that one can be infected with art has been a widespread view at least since the

Romantic period. It was first described as a contagion in 1898 by Leo Tolstoy in his treatise

What is Art?, which was followed by two other metaphysical treatises, What is Money? and

What is Religion? Tolstoy, after his religious turn, oriented himself in these works to the

values of primitive Christianity, so that the question of art is above all the question of its

salutary effect, for the hidden power emanating from the works of art may well carry within a

deadly disease. It is not surprising that this harmful art is identified by Tolstoy with modern

art, as he lets us know in another episode of his art observations. However, for Tolstoy,

modernity already begins with the Christianity of the church, the cult of Christ and the

worship of the Virgin Mary, angels, apostles or other saints, including their pictorial

representation.

It is not without a certain irony that one of the leading representatives of the Russian

avant-garde, Kazimir Malevich, uses the same metaphor of art as a contagious disease. Unlike

Tolstoy, however, in Malevich's work it is art and the artist himself who first fall ill. In order

to observe the transformations of art and especially of the artist, it is necessary to determine

how the consciousness ("the clear") and the subconscious ("the unclear") of the artist react to

the stimuli of his environment.
6 Leo N. Tolstoi: Was ist Kunst, München 1993, hier vor allem S. 72 f.
7 Ders.: Gegen die moderne Kunst. Neue Folgen zu desselben Verfassers Werk: Was ist Kunst?, Berlin 1898.

In this context, Malevich compares the history of painting to a large body on which one can

read the symptoms of these infections. For this reason, the majority of viewers see the new art

in particular as pathological and its creators as abnormal - Malevich could also have used Max

Nordau's term of degeneration here. The allegedly sick, however, keeps the consciousness

alive, which can only save itself temporarily from death by constant reorientation.



The human mind is thus exposed to a variety of viruses lurking both in the environment and

in art to subliminally take temporary possession of our consciousness. In some biographical

notes, Julian Kirschler tells how he was infected by the good and bad viruses of paintings, and

how this ambivalence continues to shape his artistic work to this day. At a young age, it was

Max Beckmann's painting Selbstbildnis im Smoking (fig. 6) that infected him, an experience

that was intensified when he saw the cycle of paintings In the American West (fig. 7) by

photographer Richard Avedon. Especially in front of the larger-than-life original prints of the

migrant workers portrayed, the uncanny contagion was repeated by the images. Roland

Barthes calls this forcefulness the "PHOTOGRAPHY of the MASK" and, to demonstrate this

"undisguised sense," chooses one of Avedon's photographs, William Casby, born a slave (fig.

8), which for him almost mythologically "exposes the essence of slavery [undisguised]."

Abb. 6-8

Julian Kirschler's images are significantly influenced by the working method of photographer

Gregory Crewdson, which he had seen in the exhibition Uncanny Realities. Crewdson creates

oversized film stills through the staging of details, the symbolic use of light, and the use of

mysterious elements, which triggered the serious character and adaptation of cinematic

stylistic devices in Kirschler's work. Cinematic effects might also include the soundscapes

that the photographer creates together with musician Stefan Kling. Like the film score or

soundtrack, the pieces composed especially for the individual images link the series into a

coherent strip.
8 Vgl. Kasimir Malewitsch: Die Gegenstandslose Welt, Mainz 1980, hier S. 9-16.
9 Julian Kirschler: Über den Einfluss von Digitalisierung, Social Media und fortschreitender Enttabuisierung auf
Bilder, Sehgewohnheiten – und meine eigene Fotografie, o.O. 2020. S. 10-13.
10 Barthes (a.a.O., siehe Anm. 2), S. 44.
11 Duane Hanson/Gregory Crewdson. Umheimliche Wirklichkeiten, Museum Frieder Burda, Baden-Baden
27.11.10-06.03.11.



Abb. 9: Gregory Crewdson, Untitled, 2003

The struggle between good and evil has certainly shifted from artistic to media discourse;

here, at the latest since McLuhan, one can read about the subliminal effect of the media,

which is why Kirschler's criticism is primarily directed at the concomitants of the so-called

flood of images, which he wants to counter with his ethics of attention reminiscent of John

Ruskin. The British art historian, for whom "seeing was more important than drawing," had

meticulously recorded the transformation of Venice in the 19th century by "making the small

and seemingly insignificant details speak.
12 Die Besucher*innen der jeweiligen Ausstellung bekommen einen Hi-Fi-Kopfhörer und einen Rucksack.
Durch VR-Tracking erlaubt das System, der jeweiligen Position im Raum spezifische Soundscapes zuzuordnen.
13 John Ruskin: Grundlagen des Zeichnens, Mainz 2019, S. 7.
14 Catharina Berents; Wolfgang Kemp: „Ein Buch über Steine“, in: John Ruskin: Die Steine von Venedig. Neu
komponiert von Catharina Berents und Wolfgang Kemp, Wiesbaden 2016, S. 13.

With the lesson of the Corona virus, the fact that humanity will never have been the same,

Tolstoy's anthropology is also experiencing an unexpected renaissance. None other than

Slavoj Žižek uses Tolstoy's "affective infection" to illustrate his own thesis that the human

mind is itself a virus. According to Žižek, for Tolstoy, man is a "passive empty medium

infected by affect-laden cultural elements." The virus in this case is likely to be language,



which undermines man's sovereignty. "He [man] carries on what is carried to him. He speaks

and does not know what he

says." And as in the famous conclusion of Foucault's Order of Things, man emerges and will

eventually perish again. In between, there is only the struggle between good and evil

infections, at the end of which only empty places and art will remain.

15 Slavoj Žižek: „Der Mensch wird nicht mehr derselbe gewesen sein: Das ist die Lektion, die das Coronavirus

für uns bereithält“,

https://www.nzz.ch/feuilleton/coronavirus-der-mensch-wird-nie-mehr-derselbe-gewesen-sein-ld.1546253?reduce

d=true (letzter Abruf 11.9.2020).


