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Abstract: The article stands for a critical argument for the present themed issue of Ekphrasis, devoted 
to A Melancholic Exploration of Humanity (The Solitude of Man). Studies in Visual Representation and 
Melancholia. This short introduction briefly presents the reasons behind this exploration, the areas of research 
and the openings enacted by the following studies.

Key Concepts: melancholia, visual arts, aesthetics, affect, contradiction.

Beyond all the established and often visited 
understandings of melancholia, we have 
tried to simultaneously expand the areas of 
reflection and to circumscribe a specific field 
where hypotheses could be tested: the visual 
domain. Originally the object of discussion of 
a Summer School organized by the Palombella 
Rossa Film Club of the Babeș-Bolyai 
University, the project developed further and 
embraced a lot more authors, perspectives and 
methods of analysis. The guiding principle 
has constantly been the idea that melancholia 
may be an affect that lives especially in the 
openings enacted by cinema. From this 
starting point, a large archive was open to 
exploration and the current issue of Ekphrasis 
collects several such courageous endeavours. 
In a certain way, cinema has always had its 
melancholic sweet tooth. It has always visited 
burials, flowers, planets (Saturn, of course, 
but not only), candles, dolls, empty churches, 
but also fireworks and bears and red pigs and 
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quotations from poetry. The world has ended in films several times (and more), 
but no feeling of the end has acted as closure. There has always been a question of 
the sublime and of the strange case of melancholic persons behaving as rationally 
as possible in the midst of catastrophes. Melancholia has also often acted as a way 
of creating the identity of the solitary person: inside the story, but also in relation 
to an aesthetic object, as the spectator is in the cinema hall. What would then the 
visual forms of melancholia be? The studies gathered here are interested not only 
in melancholia as a theme in cinema and visual arts, but also – and perhaps mostly – 
in the creative ways in which melancholia is produced and even invented through 
images, montage and the plural strategies of art. 

Several articles revisit – often by returning to Freud – the close connection 
between melancholia and depression. The perspective is however a little nuanced: 
melancholia appears as a gift, a supplement or a rest that comes with depression. 
As depression is caused by an identifiable particular event, melancholia has no strict 
origin. It can as such emerge as a supplement and this opens entire theoretical areas 
of research but also the curious search for the concrete visual mechanisms that work 
towards this supplementary production. There is then the well-known nihilism of 
melancholia: it desires the destruction of all that exists. This temptation to destroy 
everything is investigated as well as one of the key features of melancholia: its desire 
for shipwreck. In a (liberal) world fearful of violence, melancholia can function as a 
subversive element that exposes the new ideology of our times.

As an affect, melancholia is felt and exists only through the body. The question 
that deserves to be posed is how does a melancholic body function? An entire 
phenomenology of melancholic perception is thus opened up for analysis; several 
studies return to Lars von Trier’s Justine character from Melancholia, but other areas 
(perhaps surprisingly Japanese animation which is enquired by several essays) 
emerge. In the same area of the affect of melancholia, what gets analysed is its sweet 
part, a paradoxical sweetness of suffering. There is a catharsis of self-destruction and 
– surprisingly again – it relates quite well to the rationality of melancholia: during a 
catastrophe, the most rational behaviour will often be that of the melancholic ones. 
For them, catastrophe never arrives as a surprise, but as a confirmation. There is logic 
in the affect and as such a theoretical approach fits well the object of study.

By its violence and attraction to extremes, melancholia proves to be an indirect 
representation of total loss/ absence. The search for and faith into an absolute that 
cannot be represented is especially interesting in the case of visual arts. Behind the 
objects, beyond them, traversing them, there often is a spark that ingenious creators 
can capture and communicate. The taste for the aesthetic feeling comes from this: 
melancholia becomes a form of aesthetic perception. Its truth belongs to aesthetics. 
Precisely because of that, melancholia proves to be not only something that happens 
to a subject, but a form of knowledge. Its cutting lucidity regarding the world is 
powerful: there is no meaning or truth. Any form of self-knowledge – which is the 
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main interest of many of the films investigated in the following pages – can only be 
attained through melancholy. Knowledge implies the question of time. Something 
always arrives too late. The melancholic person is never contemporary with her 
world. Images themselves – and for some directors even the essence of cinema – are 
not contemporary with themselves. These tensions are revealed and investigated in 
their complex nuances.

All of the above can then be contained in the relation between melancholia and 
desire. A desire that is caught between the aesthetic cult for appearance and the 
search for an ungraspable authenticity. In a way this is a dialectical mechanism or 
at least what could be called a positive contradiction. A tension galvanizes thought 
when it follows the openings enacted by this contradiction. We will not be surprised 
then that melancholia has been an old and continuous companion of visual arts, of 
philosophy and of self-understanding. One of the hypotheses proposed by the texts 
below is that there also exists a melancholy of the commons, which names the search 
for a solidarity that the world always rejects. 

The research found in these pages obviously remains open and functions as an 
invitation to further developments. It is also a proof that in the conjunction of the 
aesthetic object and the theoretical approach to it a form of melancholy is always 
present. Perhaps then the key nuance of this issue of Ekphrasis lies in the famous 
advice given by Alain Badiou: aimez ce que jamais vous ne croirez deux fois.


