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The Sursock Museum is proud to present, for the first time in Lebanon,
an exhibition of photographs by Cy Twombly. The exhibition comprises
of thirty photographs of subjects including intimate spaces, landscapes,
and natural subjects, taken between 1985 and 2008.

From his days as a student at Black Mountain College during the early
1950s until his death in 2011 at the age of 83, Twombly captured
his daily life in photographs. He recorded the verdant landscapes of
Virginia and the coasts of Italy; close-up details of ancient buildings
and sculptures; studio interiors; and still lifes of objects and flowers.

Beginning in the early 1990s, Twombly used specialized copiers to enlarge
his Polaroid images on matte paper, resulting in subtle distortions that
approximate the timeless qualities of his paintings and sculptures with
their historical and literary allusions.
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AURA DI LIMONI (AURA OF LEMONS])

Mary Jacobus

Aura, n.: 1 A gentle breeze, a zephyrm 2 A subtle emanation or exhalation from any
substance, e.g., the aroma of blood, the odour of flowers, etcm Also, a distinctive impres-
sion of character or aspect m 3 A supposed subtle emanation from and enveloping living
persons and things, viewed by mystics as consisting of the essence of the individual ...

Cy Twombly’s photographs are like ema-
nations. Veiled in light, they dissolve the
surfaces of things, or else blur their surfaces
as if just about to penetrate them, withhold-
ing their secret. The etymology of aura comes
from the Latin and Greek for breath or breeze
—Ovid tells the story of the huntsman whose
invocation of “Aura” as he wooed the breeze
after the hunt made his wife think he was in
love with a nymph. A tragic wounding stems
from this mistake over a name; he spears
his wife as she lurks in the undergrowth.!
The word aura comes laden with myths and
velleities —wishes, summons, desire without
action— much as the garments of a velificatio
identify a sculpted Roman aura, surrounding
it like a billowing sail.

Why should these apparently modest pho-
tographs come freighted with classical aura,
trailing mythical veils? Twombly’s photo-
graphs seem to probe the intimate places
of auratic objects —paintings, tapestries, a
sculptured earlobe or curling tress of hair—
much as the breathtakingly still vases of
Untitled (2002; plate 25) seem to gather
the folds of cloth around themselves, recall-
ing the skill of classical sculptors in carving
marble drapery. For Twombly, such details
are never innocent. If a hound in a painted
hunting scene springs across the background
to one of his own sculptures (Painting Detail

— Oxford English Dictionary

and “By the Ionian Sea” Sculpture, Bassano
in Teverina, 1992; plate 4), his fragile assem-
blage acquires an aesthetic shimmer from
the flash reflected on the canvas.

Twombly is a painter, and we see his brushes
and tubes of paint in the cluttered setting
of his studio, with the billowing loops of a
Bacchus painting in the background to remind
us about scale (Studio with Bacchus Painting,
Gaeta, 2005; plate 19). By contrast, most
of these photographic images are miniature
paintings in light, like the exquisitely dissolv-
ing Light Flowers (2008; plates 17 and 18)
or Strawberries, Gaeta (2008; plates 6 and
7), where the camera seems to hover over a
scattering of blossoms or berries, then draw
closer until they blur as if with the passage of
time. Capturing the lightness and fragility of
small things permeated with histories of lyric
meaning, Twombly’s photographs become
little lyrics in themselves —startling images of
transient happiness, like the happy thing that
“falls” in Rilke’s Tenth Duino Elegy; an image
precisely observed from what Rilke calls “cat-
kinology” (“... his falling of the catkins”).? If
he knew Rilke’s note —as he certainly knew
the Duino Elegies — Twombly would surely
have approved of Rilke’s botanical precision.

Aura di limoni: Twombly’s citrus fruits are rare
specimens, grown on the slopes above the sea
and ripened in the microclimate of the Bay of

1. Ovid, Metamorphoses, 7.2.796-862.

2.See Ahead of All Parting: The Selected Poetry and Prose of
Rainer Maria Rilke, ed. and trans. Stephen Mitchell (New
York: Random House, 1995), pp. 574-75.



Gaeta. Their names alone are evocative: cedri,
or limone pane, so called because peasants
ate them with bread (Lemons, Gaeta, 2005;
plate 14); scompiglio di Venere (Venus in
disarray?), or brache alemanne, striped like
the trousers of the Vatican guards (Lemon,
Gaeta, 2008; plate 13); Buddha’s Hand, or
Finger Citron (Lemon, Gaeta, 2008; plate 11).
These are not common or garden lemons.
Twombly’s still lifes glow with the essence
—the aura- of lemons, made strange by their
gnarls, segments, or delicate fingers, while
summoning up the habits of daily living.
A lemon is a custom, a kind of habitus, at
once distant and close; at once auratic and
haptic. We feel the bumps, smell the scent of
citrus, as if enveloped by tactile or olfactory
emanations from the image. They exhale
something of the aura of Twombly himself
—“A supposed subtle emanation from and
enveloping living persons and things.”

In “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Tech-
nological Reproducibility” (1936), Walter
Benjamin famously defined aura as “a strange
tissue” of distance and closeness:

A strange tissue of space and time: the
unique apparition of a distance [Einmalige
Erscheinung einer Ferne], however near it may
be. To follow with the eye —while resting on a
summer afternoon — a mountain range on the
horizon or a branch that casts its shadow on
the beholder is to breathe the aura of those
mountains, of that branch.?

Eye and breath, subject and object, merge
in the act of bodily perception; nature itself
becomes apparitional. Benjamin’s use of
the term aura includes something still more
strange —the ability of the object to look
back at us, to return our gaze. And beyond
that awakening of the gaze in the object lies

3. Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, ed. Howard Eland and
Michael W. Jennings, vol. 3, 1935-1938 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2002), pp. 104-05.

the idea of an elusive substance or halo sur-
rounding and linking a person to an object,
enfolding them and clinging to them as
manifestations of their individuality, their
expressive thingness: velificatio.

Twombly’s photographs open up to view the
yielding heart of deliquescent petals or the
unfurling of a crumpled cabbage (Cabbages,
Gaeta, 1998; plate 5). They appear to remove
the photographer from the picture altogether,
as if propagating the fiction that light and
shadow alone created the fleeting images.
Yet Twombly is everywhere present in his
medium, permeating the image. The aura
as medium is refracted via the camera’s lens
—the gaze that once rested on these lemons, in
that time and place, as if they were the stuff
of dreams, yet invested with an indelible
trace of materiality. Perception has surren-
dered to the object, surrounds it, and merges
with it, affecting us like the breath of poetry
—summoned from its hiding place, as Ovid’s
out-of-breath hunter summons the breeze
by its name. The object is veiled in distance
or time, hidden behind the world of tangible
surfaces; subject to accident or decay; mistak-
enly named; and finally impenetrable. Like
the aura, it vanishes as we glimpse the unique
apparition of its thingness, its distance or
closeness, its inevitable fading.

Benjamin sees in the optical unconscious
the possibility of meeting ourselves, dream
fashion. Twombly’s photographs could be
viewed as mediated self-portraits as well as
light-paintings. Although they provide no
obvious purchase for accessing the artist’s
inner life, manifesting no Barthesian wound,
or punctum, they summon up an essence
that we might (however mistakenly) call the
aura of Twombly —the luminous envelope
surrounding his images; the sheen or shadow,
the dissolve or blur; the radiance that makes
the object glow. Viewing his photographs, we
fall captive to their framing on the gallery wall,



while registering their aesthetic belatedness
and their unstated resistance to the photo-
graphic medium. Specifically, we are captivated
by their halo or velleity, their wishfulness in
relation to the mode of representation. We
could call this the affective trace of the pho-
tographer’s own seeing. His longing irradiates
and frames the object, as the airborne velifi-
catio frames the ancient sculpture.

Pablo Neruda’s “Oda al limon” (“Ode to the
Lemon”), from Elemental Odes, celebrates
an everyday object transformed by scent,
sight, taste, into the essence of life and love
come down to earth —fragrant yellow fruit,
barbaric merchandise, miraculous acidity;
light made fruit:

... el licor mas profundo

de la naturaleza,
intransferible, vivo,
irreductible,

nacio de la frescura

del limon,

de su casa fragrante,

de su acida, secreta simetria.

... nature’s most intense

liqueur,

unchanging, alive,

irreducible,

was born from the coolness

of the lemon,

from its fragrant house,

from its acid and secret symmetry.*

4. Full Woman, Fleshly Apple, Hot Moon: Selected Poems of
Pablo Neruda, trans. Stephen Mitchell (New York: Harper-
Collins, 1997), pp. 136-37.

Neruda’s lemon is sliced open to show its
jeweled droplets and secret symmetry —the
irreducible freshness of life itself. By contrast,
Twombly’s camera seems barely to nuzzle the
textures of things, holding back from the cut
and the mouthwatering miracle within. His
photographs leave us entranced yet regret-
ful, as if the lemon had remained forever
untasted, the flowers fading, the wrinkled
cabbage long consigned to the pot.

In Twombly’s photographs, the freshness of
things is savored as pastness —their untouched
existence at the moment of capture. The pho-
tos become unstated elegies to the distance
that inhabits things near at hand. The plea-
sure they yield is the pleasure we take in our
relation to everyday objects saturated with
meaning and feeling, yet already consigned
to reminiscence. Their authentic thingness
is paradoxically charged with the aesthetic
decay intimated by their (albeit limited-edi-
tion) reproducibility. Benjamin would have
seen the uniqueness of a Twombly photo-
graph in terms of its embedding in tradition
—a tradition as alive and changeable as the one
that once held a statue of Venus. Twombly’s
images are secular, to be sure, emancipated
from ritual and religion, reproduced via spe-
cialized techniques. Yet for all their “exhibition
value” (Benjamin again) —the last refuge of
the aesthetic in the age of technological repro-
duction? - Twombly’s photographs retain their
aura of apparitional freshness. They offer a
tantalizing glimpse of the camera’s light-touch
velleity: longings veiled in light.



CY TWOMBLY: A KIND OF AURA

Edmund de Waal

I didn't know these photographs. But look-
ing at them spanning a wall of a light-filled
gallery and paced through this book, I felt
the extraordinary presence of Cy Twombly.
He inhabits them. Spending time thinking
about why this should be, I kept returning
to the way he shapes memory. His paintings
and sculptures keep alive very particular
moments in their making, the inscribing,
scribbling, daubing, and scratching onto
paper, canvas, and plaster, the sticking and
tearing and collaging. His work is a glorious
list of transitive verbs, an iterative inhabita-
tion of the present moment. I'm here, says
this art, here and now. And all to bring into
this moment a sense of time, stretching from
here to Apollo, through his own memory of
music and poetry, architecture and painting.

And memory is at the heart of these photo-
graphs. They span fifty-five years, from the

early photographs of Robert Rauschenberg’s

Combine material in the Fulton Street
studio —cloth, wood, and detritus heaped,
piled, and stacked in anticipation - to

moments of sky, a cloud touched by pink
and gray, taken just a few months before his

death. His photographs of bouquets of flowers

left on a grave, Polaroid lilies and roses, are

particular to a moment of privacy staged in

public. The flowers, which stretch from one

plot to another, poignant in their extravagance,
become a kind of testimony. In the image of a

yard sale in Lexington — a jumbled collection

of abandoned objects, plastic mementos, a

watermelon, a jar of marbles, kitchen imple-
ments — objects become as memorialized as

Homer’s thousand ships.

At the heart of these photographs, just as in
his paintings and sculptures, is the act of put-
ting something aside, an act of apprehension

and record. This has a good Greek name:

anathemata. In Twombly’s sculptures, plaster,
wood, and wire become, through this act of
anathemata, a pyre or a stele. They become

an inscription in space. And like a palimpsest,
where one text lies upon another, the vellum

having been scraped back but still containing

the hours of writing that had been there before,
they seem to be a memorializing of time itself.
When looking at these images, you are aware

of this act. Trays of cakes in the window of a

shop in Boston, rows of small baroque con-
fections, have the same significance as the

fragment of a classical marble. They seem to

go to the heart of memory, its instability, the

contingency with which we live. We remember

a beach in summer, in Italy, a line of umbrellas

between us and the sea, an impossible blue

haze as in a painting by Boudin. This photo-
graph takes that moment and gives it a pause.
In this way they are as lyrical as the poems of
Rilke, which Twombly returned to with such

intensity and fierceness of affection. For Rilke,
poems were epiphanies, revealing moments

of transition or apprehension when the world

becomes alive — a dancer’s first movement

is the flare of a sulfur match. In his poems

there is a kind of unsteadiness on the edge of
life, like a swan before an “anxious launching

of himself/On the floods where he is gently
caught.” But for Rilke there was also a pow-
erful sense of the shape of poems: they were

objects in themselves, Dinggedichte, thing-po-
ems. The longer I spent with these wonderful

photographs, the closer I felt they were to

thing-poems. Ilook at Twombly’s lemons and

see lemons for the first time.

And spending time with these images made me
wonder about what it is like to photograph a
sculpture or a painting: to make one image out



of another. For some of the most haunting of
his photographs are of details, part of a figure,
an acanthus leaf, an unfinished picture. This
is where there is the greatest intimacy. It
reminded me of Man Ray’s description of his
encounter with Constantin Brancusi:

I went to visit Brancusi with the intention of
taking his photograph so that I could add it to
my collection. He frowned when I broached
the subject, saying that he did not like hav-
ing his photo taken. ... Then he showed me a
print [Alfred] Stieglitz had sent him during the
Brancusi exhibition in New York. It was one of
his marble sculptures, and both light and grain
were perfect. He told me that although it was
a very beautiful photograph it did not embody
his work, and that only he, Brancusi, could do
that. He then asked me whether [ would help
him procure the necessary equipment and give
him a few lessons. I replied that [ would be more
than willing to do so and the very next day we
set off to buy a camera and tripod. I suggested
he take on an assistant to develop the photos

Cy Twombly
b. 1928, Lexington, VA, US —d. 2011, Rome, Italy

Cy Twombly studied at the School of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (1947-49);
the Art Students League, New York
(1950-51); and Black Mountain College,
North Carolina (1951-52). In 1995, the
Cy Twombly Gallery opened at The Menil
Collection, Houston, exhibiting works by
Twombly since 1954. Recent institutional
exhibitions include Cy Twombly: Cycles
and Seasons, Tate Modern, London (2008);
Cy Twombly: The Natural World, Selected
Works 2000-2007, Art Institute of Chicago

in a dark room, but this too he wanted to do
himself. And so in a corner of his studio he set
up a dark room. ... I showed him how to take a
photo and in the dark room I showed him how
he should develop it. From then on he worked
alone and never consulted me again. Soon after,
he showed me his prints. They were blurred,
over — or under-exposed, scratched, and stained.
There you are, he said, that’s what my work
should look like. Maybe he was right — one of
his golden birds had been photographed with
the sunlight falling on it, so much so that it
emanated a kind of aura which made the work
look as though it were exploding.’

Twombly’s photographs share Brancusi’s inten-
sity of vision. They have an aura. Remembering

the image, the sound, a footfall, the passage

of light across a bowl of roses. I find them

incredibly moving.

1. Quoted in Victor I. Stoichita, A Short History of the Shadow
(London: Reaktion Books, 1997).

(2009); Sensations of the Moment, MUMOK,
Vienna (2009); Cy Twombly: Sculpture,
Museum of Modern Art, New York (2011); Cy
Twombly Photographs 1951-2010, Museum
Brandhorst, Munich (2011); Cy Twombly:
Sculptures, Philadelphia Museum of Art
(2013); Cy Twombly: Paradise, Museo Jumex,
Mexico City (2014); Cy Twombly: Treatise
on the Veil, The Morgan Library & Museum,
New York (2014); Cy Twombly: Paradise,
Ca’ Pesaro, Venice (2015); and Cy Twombly,
Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris (2017).



From left to right

Cabbages (Gaeta), 1998

Color dry-print, Edition 4/6, 47.1 x44 cm
Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates LTD
Dionysus (Rome), 1984

Color dry-print, AP 2/2, 48.5x52.8 cm
Photo: Robert McKeever

Tulips (Rome), 1985

Color dry-print, Edition 4/6, 52.4x37.3 cm
Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates LTD
Miramare: By the Sea (Gaeta), 2005

Color dry-print, Edition 1/6, 43.2x27.9 cm
Untitled, 2002

Color dry-print, Edition 4/6, 47.1 x44 cm
Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates LTD

© Fondazione Nicola Del Roscio. Courtesy Gagosian.
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de la naturaleza,
intransferible, vivo,
irreductible,

nacié de la frescura

del limén,

de su casa fragrante,

de su acida, secreta simetria.
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Ovid, Metamorphoses, 7.2.796-862. .\
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