
Bodies of Stone in the Media, 
Visual Culture and the Arts

Edited by 
Alessandra Violi, 
Barbara Grespi, 
Andrea Pinotti 

and Pietro Conte

Amsterdam University Press



The publication of this book is made possible by a grant from the Department of Philosophy 
‘Piero Martinetti’ of the State University of Milan.

Cover illustration: Giambattista Piranesi, detail of Rovine delle antiche fortifĳicazioni del monte 
e della città di cora, Antichità di Cora 1764.

Cover design: Coördesign, Leiden
Lay-out: Crius Group, Hulshout

isbn 978 90 8964 852 5
e-isbn 978 90 4852 706 9
doi 10.5117/9789089648525
nur 600

© The authors / Amsterdam University Press B.V., Amsterdam 2020

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of 
this book may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, 
in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) 
without the written permission of both the copyright owner and the author of the book.

Every efffort has been made to obtain permission to use all copyrighted illustrations 
reproduced in this book. Nonetheless, whosoever believes to have rights to this material is 
advised to contact the publisher.



 Table of Contents

Introduction 9
Learning from Stone

Alessandra Violi, Barbara Grespi, Andrea Pinotti 
and Pietro Conte

I. Statue: The Imaginary of Uncertain Petrifi cation

1. Theatre and Memory: The Body-as-Statue in Early Modern Culture 25
Greta Perletti

2. Translated Bodies: A ‘Cartographic’ Approach 45
Silvia Romani

3. Pantomime in Stone: Performance of the Pose and Animal 
Camouflage 63

Barbara Grespi

4. Animated Statues and Petrifĳ ied Bodies : A Journey Inside 
Fantasy Cinema 89

Michele Bertolini

5. The Ephemeral Cathedral : Bodies of Stone and Confĳigurations 
of Film 105

Vinzenz Hediger

II. Matter: Size, Hardness, Duration

1. Bodies That Matter: Miniaturisation and the Origin(s) of ‘Art’ 133
Michele Cometa

2. Brancusi’s ‘Sculpture for the Blind’ 159
Elio Grazioli

3. Cinema, Phenomenology and Hyperrealism 169
Pietro Conte



4. Ephemeral Bodies: The ‘Candles’ 
of Urs Fischer 179

Cristina Baldacci

5. The Celluloid and the Death Mask : Bazin’s and Eisenstein’s 
Image Anthropology 189

Antonio Somaini

III. Corpse: Fossils, Auto-Icons, Revenants

1. Funeral Eulogy : Post-Mortem Figures and Redeemed Bodies, 
in Images 211

Luisella Farinotti

2. On Jack Torrance As a Fossil Form 231
Barbara Le Maître

3. Technical Images  and the Transformation of Matter in 
Eighteenth-Century Tuscany 243

Anna Luppi

4. Glass, Mixed Media, Stone : The Bodily Stufffs of Suspended 
Animation 261

Alessandra Violi

5. Bodies’ Strange Stories : Les Revenants and The Leftovers 277
Luca Malavasi

IV. Monument: Embodying And Grafting

1. The Impassibly Fleshly, the Statue of the Impossible 295
Filippo Fimiani

2. Frozen into Allegory: Cleopatra’s Cultural Survival 305
Elisabeth Bronfen

3. The Orphan Image 317
Federica Villa



4. The Well-Tempered Memorial : Abstraction, 
Anthropomorphism, Embodiment 325

Andrea Pinotti

5. Monuments of the Heart : Living Tombs and Organic Memories 
in Contemporary Culture 343

Sara Damiani

Index 361



3. Cinema, Phenomenology and 
Hyperrealism
Pietro Conte

Abstract
Traditionally, hyperrealistic mannequins have embodied the dream 
(or rather the nightmare) of animating the inanimate: by imitating the 
living model to such an extent that any distinction becomes (almost) 
impossible, they blur the threshold between life and inert matter. It thus 
comes as no surprise that wax fĳ igures have often been taken as a symbol 
of cinematic creation and its attempt to recreate motion (a quality im-
mediately associated with life) by means of a sequence of static frames. 
By focusing on three classic movies—Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. 
Caligari (1920), Paul Leni’s Waxworks (1923) and Michael Curtiz’s Mystery 
of the Wax Museum (1933)—the essay explores the tension between reality 
and unreality as the crux of cinema tout court.

Keywords: Aesthetics; fĳ ilm studies; mummy complex; animation; hyper-
realism; wax fĳ igures

In his renowned essay fĳ irst published in 1937 and then revised in 1947, Style 
and Medium in the Motion Pictures, Erwin Panofsky reminds readers that 
the earliest narrative movies were not at all just trivial imitations of the 
genus proximum of theatre plays; rather, they preferred to add movement 
to originally stationary works of art, such as the wax fĳ igures ‘à la Madame 
Tussaud’.1 Without providing any further explanation, the art historian 
touched upon a crucial topic for cinema studies, that of the animation of 
the inanimate and the paradoxical attempt to recreate motion (a quality 
immediately associated with life) by means of a sequence of static frames, 

1 Panofsky, Style and Medium, p. 17.
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pushing mimetic strategies to the limit by trying at the same time to escape 
the fate of photographic images, unavoidably condemned to immerse reality 
in a ‘stop bath (bain de fĳixation)’ and to ‘cut into the living so as to perpetuate 
the dead’.2 Providing mummies with the ability to move: this is the logical 
conclusion of the ‘obsession with realism’3 that André Bazin was mulling 
in the very same years Panofsky’s essay was published.

It should therefore come as no surprise that between cinema and wax 
statues there was love at fĳ irst sight, possible only when both sides have 
something to benefĳit from the encounter: by animating (even though only 
in an image) the inanimate, cinema celebrates its own triumph, whereas 
mannequins, conversely, obtain what they need to fĳ inally end the eternal 
chase after their models, namely, motion. After all, what diffference is there 
between a wax fĳ igure and its alter ego in the f lesh? What diffferentiates 
them? Perceptually, absolutely nothing if not the lack of motion or—in 
case the statue is equipped with devices enabling it to perform more or less 
complex gestures—its mechanicalness and jerkiness. When all is said and 
done, the wax modeler’s dream is the same as Pygmalion’s: to breathe life 
into something that has none. It is no coincidence that Ovid’s famous tale 
directly refers to the metamorphic power of wax, just at the moment when 
the ivory that Galatea was made from starts turning into the flesh of a real 
woman: ‘Again he kissed her; and he felt her breast; the ivory seemed to 
soften at the touch, and its fĳ irm texture yielded to his hand, as honey-wax 
of Mount Hymettus turns to many shapes when handled in the sun, and 
surely softens from each gentle touch. He is amazed; but stands rejoicing 
in his doubt; while fearful there is some mistake, again and yet again, gives 
trial to his hopes by touching with his hand. It must be flesh!’4

Wax is poised between the organic and the inorganic: it is the ambigu-
ous material par excellence, characterised by ‘a viscosity, a sort of activity 
and intrinsic force, which is a force of metamorphism, polymorphism’.5 
Edmund Husserl long meditated on the topic of hyperrealistic images, 
making the most of wax mannequins to unpick the thorny problem of the 
distinction between perception [Wahrnehmung] and image consciousness 
[Bildbewusstsein]. The following is an account given by Hans-Georg Gadamer 
recounting the stages of his own education and recalling the time when he 
visited Freiburg to meet Martin Heidegger and to attend some lectures by 

2 Dubois, L’acte photographique, pp. 161, 163.
3 Bazin, The Ontology of the Photographic Image, p. 12.
4 Ovid, Metamorphoses, X, 282-289.
5 Didi-Huberman, ‘Viscosities and Survivals’, p. 155.
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Husserl too: ‘To demonstrate deceptive perception, he [Husserl] described 
his visit to the Berlin Panopticum on Friedrich Street. Much to his embar-
rassment, a young lady at the entrance winked at him. Then it dawned on 
him: “This was a doll”.’6 With its real clothes, hair and so on, indeed, even 
with movements artifĳ icially mimicked by means of mechanical devices, 
the wax fĳ igure so closely resembles the real human being that we always 
fĳ ind ourselves in a quandary: ‘We indeed “know” that it is a semblance but 
we cannot help ourselves—we see a human being.’7

From a purely phenomenological perspective, this tension between know-
ing and seeing is crucial, as it implies the impossibility of coping with the 
problem of hyperrealism by means of purely ontological considerations: 
images and reality are only distinguishable by virtue of a diffferent intentional 
act of consciousness. Consciousness itself, however, is in trouble before a wax 
fĳ igure, being indefĳinitely on the tightrope between perception and image 
consciousness: the excessive similarity to the original obscures the ‘unreal’ 
nature of the image, thus removing the tension between similarity and 
diffference that is necessarily inherent in the concept of ‘representation’ itself.

It was in 1923 that Gadamer heard Husserl speak about his curious en-
counter with the lady-mannequin. That very same year, Paul Leni fĳ ilmed 
Waxworks, a milestone in the history of expressionist cinema that investi-
gates the topic of hyperrealistic fĳ igures in the light of a poetics that has as 
one of its theoretical cornerstones the ambiguous relationship between the 
real and the unreal. The plot is well known: intrigued by a newspaper ad, a 
young poet comes to a fairground booth, where the owner and his daughter 
offfer him a lavish recompense for writing three stories, each with three wax 
statues as main characters, which would make the Panoptikum show even 
more fascinating, engaging and convincing.8 The task consists in giving a 
story—and therefore a life—back to those fĳ igures: a classic example of the 
relationship between words and images, were it not that the tales invented 
by the writer are in this case not actually read but are instead immediately 
shifted onto the visual plane thanks to fĳ ilm editing. Words conceived to 
animate static objects are, in turn, animated by the moving images in 
Leni’s fĳ ilm, so that the viewer may penetrate deep into the heart of both 
the writer’s and the fĳ ilmmaker’s creative processes.

6 Gadamer, Philosophical Apprenticeships, p. 35.
7 Husserl, ‘Phantasy and Image Consciousness’, pp. 43-44.
8 Originally, there were supposed to be four episodes, but fĳ inancial issues forced him to give 
up the one dedicated to Rinaldo Rinaldini, inspired by the adventure novel of the same name 
written by Christian August Vulpius.
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The transition from the level of reality on which the young poet lives 
to the unreality of his invented stories is immediately highlighted in the 
fĳ irst episode by a purely expressionist setting with phantasmagorical 
streets and buildings. On closer inspection, however, the distinction 
between the two levels gradually grows more complicated and uncertain: 
from the fairy-tale-like landscapes of Baghdad, which are well-suited to 
the style of the stories from the Thousand and One Nights like the one 
about Sheik Harun al-Rashid, we are fĳ irst led to the much more realistic 
dungeons that act as a backdrop to Ivan the Terrible’s wrongdoings. 
Then we are caught in the dream of the young poet who, overcome with 
exhaustion before being able to start on the fĳ inal story, fĳ inds himself 
chased by Jack the Ripper inside that very pavilion that should represent 
the impregnable bastion of reality, the borderline where the imaginary 
world created by the writer’s imagination ends and the reality where he 
himself lives begins.9 However, it is noteworthy that the shift between 
reality and imagery takes place even before the poet falls asleep, just as 
he scrutinises the wax fĳ igure to fĳ ind inspiration: suddenly, the statue 
seems to blur, double and move, forcing the unfortunate fellow to rub 
his eyes so as to realise it is only an illusion brought on by the fatigue of 
overwork. However, thanks to one of the very few special efffects in the 
movie, the doubled image calls the spectator into play as well, suggesting 
that the ambiguous relationship between reality and unreality does not 
apply just to the storyline of the fĳ ilm but also and more generally to 
cinema as a medium of animation. Hidden under the false appearance 
of a casual fairytale lies nothing less than the style of cinema tout court, 
based precisely on the tension between reality and unreality: before the 
(image of the) statue of Jack the Ripper, the inner and the outer spectator 
relate and overlap.

By virtue of their hyperrealistic features, waxworks become a symbol 
of that ‘indecisive nature of the boundaries between the artistic and the 
living’10 which represents one of the fundamental cruces of Expression-
ism. Where does ‘reality’ end, and where does the ‘unreality’ of the image 
begin? Can we establish the exact moment when one stands out from the 
other? Or is the image (and in particular the cinematic image) perhaps 
not itself structurally ambiguous, and does it not inevitably raise Ernst 
Jentsch’s famous doubt—later re-proposed by Freud precisely in reference 

9 On the gradual transformation of landscapes that act as backdrops to the three episodes, 
see Pitassio, ‘Wachsfĳ iguren?’, pp. 76-77.
10 Ortega y Gasset, Meditations on the Frame, p. 189.
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to wax fĳ igures11—‘as to whether an apparently living being is animate and, 
conversely, as to whether a lifeless object may not in fact be animate’?12

Some details in the screenplay of Leni’s movie, written by Henrik Galeen, 
point specifĳ ically in this direction, beginning with the words used by the 
owner of the Panoptikum to describe his beloved statues: ‘Magnifĳ icent 
works of art, equipped with mechanisms which make them move, almost 
life-like.’13 Moreover, in imagining the character of Harun al-Rashid, Galeen 
specifĳ ies that his face in close-up must seem ‘waxy’,14 just like the cor-
responding mannequin: once again, the plane of reality where the writer 
and his patrons live is blurred with the fantastical stories invented for the 
occasion. The process of animating the inanimate quickly evolves in a 
crescendo over the following episodes: if the statue representing al-Rashid 
is completely immobile, that of Ivan the Terrible starts moving thanks to a 
crank mechanism even before the story of which he is the protagonist has 
begun, while the fĳ inal fĳ igure—that of Jack the Ripper—pursues the writer 
and the owner’s daughter among the fairground tents.

The overlapping of reality and unreality turns into a dizzying game 
of mirrors when Leni, following Galeen’s suggestions, introduces in the 
fĳ irst episode a statue (in wax, obviously)15 that replaces the Caliph while 
he wanders nightly through Baghdad streets in search of new flirtations. 
The reference, which in fact sounds like an actual quotation, is to Robert 
Wiene and to that symbol of expressionist cinema—The Cabinet of Dr. 
Caligari—which had been released in movie theatres just three years 
before, in 1920.16 In this case, too, the diabolical protagonist resorts to a 
mannequin that faithfully reproduces the features of the sleepwalking 
Cesar (played by Conrad Veidt, who in Leni’s fĳ ilm stars in the role of Ivan the 
Terrible), providing him with an alibi while he, in a state of hypnotic trance, 
perpetrates horrifĳ ic crimes. Kracauer expressly states (even if it remains 
unclear on what basis) that this is ‘a wax fĳ igure’,17 thus underlining once 
more the extraordinary power of a material that proves perfectly suited 
to bridge the gap between image and reality: the representation becomes 

11 Freud, ‘The Uncanny’.
12 Jentsch, ‘On the Psychology of the Uncanny’, p. 11.
13 Das Wachsfĳigurenkabinett. Drehbuch, p. 23.
14 Ibid., p. 25.
15 Ibid., p. 51.
16 In a review in the Berliner Börsen-Courier for 14 November 1924, Herbert Ihering whole-
heartedly states that: ‘The cabinet of wax fĳigures is the Caligari of Paul Leni’ (quoted in Das 
Wachsfĳigurenkabinett, p. 141).
17 Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler, p. 64.
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re-presentation, and the copy, platonically meant as a defective and degraded 
imitation, becomes a double, a surrogate, and ends up identifying with the 
original, literally taking its place.

It may also be that the image does not limit itself to reproducing but actu-
ally is the model. This is what happens in a 1933 movie directed by Michael 
Curtiz, Mystery of the Wax Museum, whose main character is a young wax 
modeler, Ivan Igor, who at once has a defĳinite artistic talent but very little 
business sense. His partner, disappointed by the low profĳit margins of the 
museum because he had invested a great deal of money in it, decides to set 
fĳ ire to the entire building and cash in on the insurance money. When faced 
with this criminal plan, the sculptor furiously bursts into cries: ‘You are 
asking to burn these people?’18 The screenplay leaves no doubt about the fact 
that Ivan Igor regards his creations (or maybe it would be better to say his 
‘creatures’) as real human beings: as he displays them to two expert art critics, 
he claims that he engaged in heated debate with Voltaire and was reassured 
by Marie Antoinette, his favourite, concerning the imminent success of the 
whole exhibition.19 And as soon as these two visitors—enthusiastic about 
the quality of the works—leave, the artist approaches his beloved creatures: 
‘And you, my friends—Robespierre, Danton, Marat, Maximilian, Savonarola, 
all of you—how will you feel to be famous again?’20

The confusion between images and reality is accentuated by the fact 
that Fay Wray, who plays the role of Marie Antoinette, does not at all look 
like an inanimate statue: ‘Why Curtiz didn’t shoot a few feet and then 
freeze-frame it, is somewhat of a mystery; the shot goes on for so long that 
Miss Wray can be seen all too clearly to be breathing, moving her eyes, 
and even twitching!’21 This criticism by William Keith Everson, however, 
does not hit the mark: Curtiz intentionally avoids the freeze-frame in order 
to convey the impression that the wax fĳ igure is about to come alive, thus 
insinuating the doubt that the image is not ‘just an image’ and that all the 
Pygmalionesque effforts on the part of the sculptor—and of the fĳilm director, 
too—are indeed successful.

The fĳ ire has destroyed everything, and poor, disfĳ igured, mad, cripple 
Ivan Igor comes up with the idea of recreating the museum exactly as it 

18 So runs the screenplay compiled by Mullay and Erikson and published in Mullay and Erikson, 
Mystery of the Wax Museum. Screenplay, p. 59.
19 See Mullay and Erikson, Mystery of the Wax Museum. Screenplay, p. 54. For an in-depth 
analysis of the motives behind the choice of Marie Antoinette as the reference historical fĳ igure, 
see Bloom, Waxworks, pp. 124-127.
20 Mullay and Erikson, Mystery of the Wax Museum. Screenplay, p. 57.
21 Everson, Mystery of the Wax Museum, p. 108.



CINEMA, PHENOMENOLOGY AND HYPERREALISM 175

had been but with a slight diffference: the statues are no longer statues but 
rather real human beings that have been murdered and transformed into 
wax fĳ igures. Mummifĳ ication as the apotheosis of realism, leading to an 
incomparable (and for any artist unattainable) degree of similarity. The fĳ inal 
result is so perfect that it completely overturns the relationship between 
images and reality so that, as Ivan Igor comes across the girlfriend of one 
of his employees who reminds him of the beloved Marie Antoinette, he 
exclaims: ‘You would be amused if I were to tell you that I knew you before 
you were born.’22 In the old sculptor’s hazy mind, what was actually only 
a well-made copy has now become ‘the original’, whereas the real girl that 
should be the new model to imitate lends herself to becoming a copy of 
the old wax fĳ igure.

Visually, Curtiz accentuates the confusion between images and reality 
by using a fade-out special efffect, thanks to which the young woman’s face 
overlaps with that of Marie Antoinette’s statue. If earlier the dream was to 
animate the inanimate, now the exact opposite is true, that is, making the 
animate inanimate. There is a macabre hint of irony when Ivan Igor, caught 
up in the excitement of having fĳinally found the perfect ‘copy’ of his ‘original’, 
suggests that she be the model for a new Marie Antoinette: ‘My child, you 
are that fĳ igure come to life. I wonder, some time, would you pose for one of 
my sculptors who does very excellent work?’23 The intended victim cannot 
imagine the allusion to the crime and the dramatic change in roles: the wax 
fĳ igure, which is the copy of the historical real-life Marie Antoinette, now 
becomes the original, whereas the woman in the flesh invited to act as the 
model—that is, the original—is in danger of becoming a copy of herself.

From 1920s Berlin to 1930s Hollywood, hyperrealist mannequins ma-
terialised the dream (or nightmare, depending on one’s point of view) of 
animating the inanimate: by imitating the model to such an extent that 
any distinction becomes impossible, wax fĳ igures questioned all consensual 
distinctions between reality and imagery, thereby becoming symbols of 
cinematic creation itself. If at the origins of painting and sculpture we 
fĳ ind the ‘mummy complex’, at the root of cinema there is the mannequin 
complex, which provides further confĳirmation of André Malraux’s famous 
statement (not surprisingly quoted by Bazin): ‘Cinema is the furthermost 
evolution to date of plastic realism.’24

22 Mullay and Erikson, Mystery of the Wax Museum. Screenplay, p. 103.
23 Ibid., p. 103.
24 Malraux, Esquisse d’une psychologie du cinéma, quoted in Bazin, The Ontology of the Photo-
graphic Image, p. 10.
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