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Laurent Mattiussi (member of the Scientific Committee) proposed the theme of the 2020 symposium 

with the following arguments. He will give the opening lecture by identifying some general issues 

(historical, aesthetic, philosophical), based on old, modern and, as far as possible, non-European 

references, in order to give an overview of the issues involved, which will certainly be illustrated by all 

the communications. 

ARGUMENTS 

Why "author" rather than "artist"? The word "author" applies unreservedly to all creators of 

aesthetic works and even, very broadly, to all those who do something. It contains implicit indications 

on the creator's relationship, whatever his field of activity, to his work. In the strictest and most general 

sense, the author is the person who is at the origin of something. One can therefore assume from the 

outset that there are more or less close links between the person who produces a work and the result of 

this operation, which is his own operation and in which it is difficult to see that he does not put an 

essential part of himself, unless, on the contrary - which has been seen above all in the past - he makes 

it a point of honour to completely disappear from what he has done: this is undoubtedly an option that 

must be taken into account. 

The artist draws his work from his own substance like the spider his web (Mallarmé, Lettre à 

Aubanel du 28 juillet 1866, La Musique et les Lettres) or the mollusc his pearly cockpit (Paul Valéry, 

L'Homme et la coquille). He is surely there, in the center, in one way or another, even in the partial 

dissimulation or the complete incognito. Hence the "between (presence and erasure)" which makes it 

possible, more than an "alternative" or "alternative", to include all degrees and nuances, from the author's 

visible, massive presence in the autobiography or self-portrait for example, to the complete erasure of 

individuality, assuming it is possible in a work of art. 

From there, three perspectives are opened up: 

First, a historical perspective. Culture is increasingly globalised, Europeanised and therefore 

marked by individualism and subjectivism, which, in general, appeared massively in Europe in the 16th 

century (the Renaissance) and which were confirmed by romanticism. The modern artist is increasingly 

inclined to let his subjectivity, his moods, the singularity of his feelings and his intimacy speak for 

themselves. He begins to fear above all that he will only be a classic. The highest hope is to do what no 

one has ever done before. It is outrageously simple, of course, it is probably even caricatured. Pure 

originality may be impossible and there are periodic attempts to return to a certain classical spirit, but 

let us say to go fast that this clash, roughly sketched, of classicism and romanticism reflects, among 

other things, a tension between an art form with an impersonal tendency and a more strongly 

individualized art form. 



This historical perspective is coupled with a second, intercultural perspective. Until quite 

recently, non-European cultures were less individualistic, less subjective, than European culture. It can 

be assumed that this general characteristic - to be qualified naturally as much as necessary - necessarily 

affects works of art, which are probably less marked by the personality of their creator outside Europe 

than they have been - and seemingly more and more clearly - in Europe for several centuries. 

Finally, in addition to these two perspectives, historical and intercultural, there is a third, more 

strictly aesthetic pespective. In an at least approximate and superficial way, we can think that some arts 

leave more room than others for the possibility and possibility of individual expression on the part of 

their creator: on the one hand, literature and painting, in particular, where the author can inscribe his 

mark in a more or less obvious way; on the other hand, music and dance, in particular, where the possible 

signs of his presence are more difficult to grasp and to characterize. Again, it may not be necessary to 

force the opposition. On the contrary, the conference could be an opportunity to highlight unseen or 

poorly analysed convergences between art forms that are more likely to be individualised and art forms 

that are a priori more impersonal. 

This could therefore be the focus of the general problem: the singularity of the work vs. the 

impersonality of the work, to be modulated and specified according to the three axes defined 

above. 

Consequently, several levels could be distinguished, with an increasing degree of generality, the 

first of which is mainly retained for the colloquium, the second deploying perspectives, a third having 

been thought of without being presented at this stage: 

(1) The author shall include in his work elements, in particular biographical elements. For 

example, in Beckett's novels, the narrator manages to suggest that his mother tongue is not French, to 

which are added specific references to an Irish origin. In The Trial and The Castle, the hero is referred 

to by the author's initial: K(afka). In Le Loup des steppes, the initials of the hero (Harry Haller) are the 

same as those of the author (Hermann Hesse). In both Kafka and Hesse, certain elements of the story 

can be compared with the author's real life, especially in Kafka, the hero's relationship with female 

characters. These clues indicate a certain willingness on the part of the author to represent himself, to 

stage himself in his work, for reasons that must be elucidated in all cases. These more or less explicit 

marks of the author's direct involvement in his work may also be accompanied by a denial on his part, 

as the author wishes to state loud and clear that, despite appearances, despite perhaps even the evidence, 

it is not him who is at stake in his work. Even in the best characterized cases of autobiography, self-

fiction or self-portraiture, even when the work undoubtedly contains biographical elements that most 

clearly refer to the person of the author, the singular can and must be articulated with the universal, the 

potential community of the public, so that the work of art is not only the ephemeral and insignificant 

manifestation of an individuality without force of communication or influence. According to this logic, 

at one of the poles of the spectrum, one can observe a more or less complete desire or claim of 

anonymity, which has become very rare, admittedly in modern times. In the same vein, we must in any 

case recall Proust's position in the Contre Sainte-Beuve: the being who writes (the creative self) is 

fundamentally different from the person who lives in the real world (the social self), a thesis that is 

debatable and which, in fact, has been discussed (notably by Dominique Maingueneau, Contre Saint 

Proust or the end of literature, Belin, 2006). Even if we reject this opposition, which is considered too 

rigid, it forces us to ask ourselves what, from the author's point of view, appears in the work, or what 

contributes to making the work what it is, to constituting its meaning. 

In the pictorial field, the attempt to elucidate the author's presence in his work was carried out 

with some brilliance by Yannick Haenel, La Solitude Caravage, Fayard, 2019. The book approach has 

something exemplary, from which it must be possible to benefit. In Chapter 15, "Who is the vocation 

for? "(pp. 66-69), the author notes that the painter represents himself as one of the characters in the 

painting in The Martyrdom of St. Matthew (pp. 67; see pp. 164-165, p. 182). While he represents a 



mythological or religious subject, the painter also represents himself, in a somehow narcissistic posture. 

"Leon Battista Alberti, who theorized the art of painting in 1435 with his De pictura, writes that painting 

consists in "embracing with art the surface of a fountain". By the word "fountain", he meant above all a 

mirror and referred to the myth of Narcissus" (p. 100), which means that when he paints, in one way or 

another, the painter represents a reflection of himself. Thus, "The Sick Little Bacchus - or Self-Portrait 

in Bacchus -, one of his first paintings" (p. 124) "was recognized as a self-portrait of the painter" (p. 139). 

The painter inscribes his individuality (physical) in a (mythical) framework that extends far beyond it. 

Ordinary reality transcends itself into a form of transcendence that should be clarified and characterized. 

What lessons can be learned from this? Yannick Haenel comes to this conclusion: "There are artists who 

are content to illustrate religious figures, Caravaggio, like Zurbaran or Delacroix, needs to establish 

between his subject and the need for an experience - a call that takes on a transfer value" (p. 212). The 

method of the book could be generalized: "It is fascinating to observe how, from painting to painting, 

Caravaggio chooses to weave his existence into the mystical matter of a saint's life: since idealisation is 

not his gender, one can be sure that this transfer is part of a burning relationship" (p. 215). Between the 

content of the work and the life, the personality of the author, there can be a "transfer", a "burning 

relationship". These notions would undoubtedly deserve to be developed and broadened. Thus, if the 

self-portrait is frequent in the West (Rembrandt, Egon Schiele, Van Gogh), sometimes with a staging 

(hidden by a painting he holds in front of his face for Magritte, looking at the viewer for Velasquez in 

Les Ménines, described in Les mots et les choses de Foucault, Paris, Gallimard, 1966) it is a very 

marginal genre in China, even in Asia: what do the rare self-portraits (Shitao, Ren Xiong) mean, insofar 

as the author's presence is generally expressed differently? Anonymity or pseudonymity are more 

common. 

In the other arts, one can wonder about the more or less direct relationships of the work with this 

or that circumstance in the author's life, who finds in it in one way or another his expression. There may 

be some interesting indications from this point of view from Norbert Elias, Mozart. Sociology of a 

genius, Seuil, 1991. Bach is the first of his lineage to conceal in his work the motif from his name, 

B.A.C.H. or: so flat-la-do-si bécarre, which can be found in particular in L'Art de la fugue, an unfinished 

work that ends precisely with the appearance of this "signature"; several composers subsequently use 

this process to inscribe themselves in the work (Shostakovitch with D. Es. C. H or D. Es. C. H or D. E 

flat-do-si) or inscribe a message in the work (Schumann for Clara). A listener who is not familiar with 

this process cannot spontaneously recognize their presence in these works. There was a split at the 

beginning of the 19th century with the passage of the Tonsetzer (humility, notion of musical offering) 

such as Bach towards Frederic of Prussia, to the Tondichter (idea of creator) such as Beethoven. There 

is a Schubert atmosphere, a Chopin atmosphere. Can we compare a musicological analysis of their works 

with certain circumstances of their lives or personality traits? The exercise is certainly delicate and 

dangerous, but it may not be completely impossible. Another example, for cinema: Hitchcock always 

makes an appearance in his films. Can we risk the same kind of analysis in the field of Chinese poetry, 

for example, which is very suggestive and in which, traditionally, the "I" is not said?  

We can also think of Duchamp's "ready-made" concept where the emphasis is on reception as is 

already the case for haiku-s. Roland Barthes ("La préparation du roman", Cours au Collège de France 

(1978-1979)/(1979-1980), Seuil, 2015, p. 189, 194) analyses haiku-s as "the very examples of what I 

have called individuation that is not the individual: the I pass through the body, the body in sensation 

and sensation in this moment through the process of individuation. That is, the body is there without the 

statement having to say I, because it can only be my body. ...] However, the structural rule of haiku is 

to divide confidentiality to the point that it is uninvolved. It is the opposition between individuation and 

individual". 

(2) To extend the reflection, Proust's aesthetic theory opens up fertile perspectives. The composer 

Vinteuil and the painter Elstir, in particular, are important characters in À la recherche du temps perdu. 

The story evokes their life and personality in such a way as to articulate the biographical dimension they 



embody and the commentary on their works, which are certainly fictional, but representative of the 

dominant artistic trends of the time (the music of Vinteuil could be that of Debussy or Fauré, the painting 

of Elstir that of Van Gogh or Monet, for example). According to Proust, the work of art reflects an 

artist's unique "vision". The outside world is represented by the artist from his own point of view. His 

work offers an internalized, original transposition of the world insofar as it proceeds from the 

"qualitative difference" specific to its author (Le Temps retrouvé, "Pléiade", t. IV, p. 474). The 

comparison is essential here with Chinese aesthetics: see Shitao, Les Propos sur la peinture du Moine 

Citrouille-Amère, translation and commentary by Pierre Ryckmans (Paris, Plon, 2007, p. 76); L'Art 

poétique de Sikong Tu, "二十四詩品" 司空圖, 24 poems translated and commented by Véronique 

Alexandre Journeau (Paris, You-Feng, 2006), notably p. 9: "une vraie substance en intérieur renforce", 

and p. 21: "retourner en soi". The flower of the painting is seen through an irreplaceable prism, the 

artist's sensitivity, "Elstir can only look at a flower by transplanting it first into this inner garden where 

we are forced to remain forever" (Sodom and Gomorrah, In Search of Lost Time, "Pléiade", vol. III, p. 

334). Proust thus reveals a close relationship between the artist's personality and the characteristics of 

the work: the way in which the writer associates words, how the musician retains "such and such a 

timbre" (La Prisonnière, "Pléiade", t. III, p. 758) and arranges "harmony", how the painter plays "colour" 

(ibid., p. 665). The work of art can thus give the "sensation of individuality" (ibid., p. 664); it arouses "a 

unique accent" (ibid., p. 761), a "singular song" (ibid., p. 762) because it reflects the personality of its 

author in what it has most irreducible. According to Proust, the artist is almost literally present in his 

work. Listening to a work by Vinteuil, the narrator comes to "think only of the musician. As well as 

that, it seemed to be there" (ibid., p. 758). The work of art does not simply evoke in one way or another 

the presence of its author. Ultimately, the work is confused with the author's own person. She is the 

author himself, embodied in another kind of corporeality. The work of art offers the author and his 

presence in the world the highest modality. 

* 

The Langarts Committees that will evaluate the proposals wish to give priority to those that can 

generate echoes between arts and cultures, as well as those of doctoral candidates from the partner 

centres.  

Each speaker will have 30 minutes (including question time) 

Form of communication proposals (in French or English) 
- - An abstract of about 300 to 350 words  

- - A brief biography-bibliography (10 to 12 lines of the author's background, titles and connections, most 

important and recent publications). 

Correspondence address for the conference: langarts@orange.fr  
(Specify "your conference_name Langarts 2020" in the subject line for each correspondence). 

Dates to remember 
- - Deadline for submission of paper proposals: 15 November 2019 

- - Response date after evaluation of the proposals: 15 January 2020 

- - Deadline to confirm your attendance (for accepted papers): March 1  

- - Deadline for sending titles and final abstracts (bilingual): May 1 

- - Deadline for submission of papers from papers: 1 September 2020 

- - Publication in the "L'univers esthétique" series at L'Harmattan: 2021 
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