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THE THIRD DIMENSION OF THE GAZE
Rewriting the world, reliving life

From the end of the 19th century, many female photographers, in portraying themselves and other women had and have as their starting point an as yet unresolved question: how does a woman perceive herself beyond the representations belonging to the masculine imaginary? In the self-portraits by Florence Henry and Diane Arbus, for example, the mirror becomes the path toward the unknown: what can one discover looking at one's own reflection?

Every image is the sum of at least two images — one direct, one reflected — to which are added the images of dreams, memory, desire. The third dimension of the gaze is that which connects more than one viewpoint so that the as-yet-unknown qualities of the female subject emerge. And if identity can give itself only as synthesis, construction, story, a new language is needed, capable of expressing at a glance a multiplicity of viewpoints.

Photomontage is a technique like that of collage adopted by the Cubists to intertwine pieces of life, words, passages from public and private histories. Fragments of images are mixed together to give life to new compositions, whose sense follows from the heterogeneous combination of their pieces, from their rhythm, from the juxtaposition of forms, colors, images, words. Among the pioneers of photomontage was the Berlin artist Hanna Hoch (1889–1978) who adopted it to generate new and transgressive identikits of the female subject, at a cultural moment — that of the Weimar Republic — still too impregnated by misogyny to recognize, in full, the rights of women and to ascribe women any value.

On the one hand, photomontages encourage a critical look at reality, on the other they reveal the awkwardness with which the world becomes clear, taking form in fragments of stories, flashes, places, faces. Through this rearticulation of the language, Hannah Hoch redefines identity and establishes a way of thinking which is able to give voice to the alternative and the different. Thanks to its simplicity, this cut-in technique allows a swift passage between spaces, times and cultures, and embodies a gaze suspended between dream and reality, present and future, possible and impossible.

It is the gaze of Walter Benjamin on the streets of Paris that is anticipated in these photomontages, where the conjunction of fragments and visions transforms the world into a sum of pieces to be reassembled by a mobile and decentralized “I”.

But in what proportions do the pieces of the old world mix together with those of the world to come, and how should we look at both?

For another perspective, it is necessary to rejoin the woman inside the man, the archaic inside the primitive, the child inside the old man, the healthy inside the sick, the shadow inside the light. And, as Frida Kahlo, another pioneer of difference, shows us: healing is possible in rejoining to the roots, drawing sap from the ground, finding the lost links with the cosmos, nature and other species. Furthermore, in the projection of another self, inseparable from that of another reality, an essential stage is the reform of time.

Nineteen Hoch photomontages, beginning from 1919 and known as the “ethnolographic museum” supply many examples of a hybrid reality, in which past and present, myth and history blend, generating a new body, which assembles legs, heads, masks and accessories in a heterogeneous and inharmonious way. Through these new bodies, Hannah Hoch allows us to metaphorically pass to a new idea of the world, denying norms, opening cages and breaking taboos.

In her Intimate Diary (c. 1944), Frida Kahlo uses blots, scrawls, crossings out. The scrawl opens and closes and contains the silence in the word, the fullness in the emptiness, the pause in the flow of time.

The mixed language of Hannah Hoch assembles heterogeneous worlds: lace, paper models, flowers, machines, African sculptures, masks. The operation of the collection is determinative, a kind of dream-work gesture which sediments in the album, a new room of wonders in which a different systematization of reality takes place. Images of female nudes are preponderant, beside those of flowers and animals, followed by those linked to social issues, as if the artist aspired to a different facial and mental geography and her album acted as the basis for a new palimpsest of the world. And, after the reform of time, that of space, in which the protagonist is the threshold which Hannah Hoch occupies in the space between epochs, cultures, species and genders.

Being on the threshold is also knowing how to leave the scene at the right moment, withdrawing  — during Nazism — to the Berlin countryside in total anonymity and saving, along with herself, the entire Dada archive. However, Hoch's attitude toward the Berlin Dadaists was critical and she often portrayed them as grotesque dandies and narcissists.

Again the narration is in the gap, the threshold between public and private, between person and personality, between the spoken and the unspoken, between the seen and the unseen; form gives way to shapelessness, as material of the possible, to reach that which does not yet exist, shapelessness as the location of the culture of difference.

The shapelessness is the man-woman as critique of the contraposition of the genders, is the white woman with the negro legs as critique of the pure race, is the bird-man-woman-monkey to depict the hybrid between the organic, human, animal and vegetable worlds.

Hanna Hoch's legacy is manifold, and her influence on contemporary art can be connected to:

1) research by artists occupied in the redefinition of models of identity;

2) destructuration of the masks which build gender identities;

3) construction-deconstruction of “dolls” used as symbols of passivity and submission of women;

4) criticism of the male sexual gaze and identification of the need to elaborate new symbolic representations of feminine subjectivity;

5) representations of mixed identity, in the attempt to give form and visibility to bodies that cross different species, genders, races and cultures;

6) representations of a new androgynous identity and of lesbian sexuality.

