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REFLECTIONS OF THE ARCANES

ANTONELLS RUSSO

IHE ARCANES ARF TAROT CARDS which the photographer Nanda Lanfranco produced
from images chosen Irom her work between 1987 to 1995. They call to mind the
gxperiment Italo Calvino rried out in his novel The Castle of Crossed Destinies). In his
preface, Calvino explains how contemplation of the tarot card imagery led hian [rom one
episode to another of his story and notices how: “T laoked at the tarot cards very hard and
carclully, as it 1 had never seen such things before, drawing idens and associations fram
them and interpreting them according 10 an imaginary iconology ™.

Calvino also describes how he used two diffevent series of wrot cards for the two stories
entitled The Castle of Crassed Destinies and Inn of Crussed Destinies which make up the
novel. He based the first story on the courtly figures and emblems of the sigterth-century
tarot cards finely illuminated by Bonifacio Bembo for the Dukes of Milan: for the the
second, he used the mare popular and well-known imagery of eighteenth-century
Marseilles tarat eards which have enjoyed great popularity with contemporary writers,
from the ime of the Surrealists on,

Nanda Lanfranco’s Arcanes recall the procedure outlined by Calvino, where the farat
cards are seen s a “narrative machine”,

This does not mean that she deliberately followed Calvino's technique but rather that her
photographic tarat cards stem from a compositional strategy just like the experimental
narrative used by Calvino. She presents us not with single photographs hut with a system
af interlinked images.

Just as with the tarot cards in Calvino’s story-telling machine, in Lanfranco’s photographic
tarots, “the meaning of each card depends upon irs place in the series of cards which

precede and [allow it” % Since 187, Nanda Lanfranco has been taking photographs

24



RETLELOTIONS OF THE ARCANES

without any pre-conceived idea of where they would lead her. She only knew that she
wanted to produce "a tamily ot images™ and create lgures and symbols closely related to
ane another. The set of rules which govern the organization ol tarot cards in gencral are
also wue for these Arcancs, Firstly, they constitule a true semiotic system and are ro he
cansidered as complex images. Their meaning, as 1 alrcady mentioned, can only be traced
by reading the whole set ol inked cards and referring not just to one but to all the others
in the pack. Furthermore, this meaning changes depending vn the order in which the
cards are Iaid down and 1their different combinations.

Tarol cards provide a structure of meaning comparable in complexit of devices and sets
of rules to a linguistic system. Tt is no chance that many semiotic and Inguistc studies
based on cartomancy have been made from the late sixties ont.

Lukomeeva and Uspenskij, lor instance, pointed out how the structure of divination cards
involves at least two conditons which can be linked o linguistics.

The first has to do with the way the cards are laid out, according to a pre-established

pattarn, while the second corr

sponds w a svstem of decoding. According to the Russian
linguists, cartomancy involves the tollowing conditions: "a. A laving of the cards on u
tble, that is o say the mechanism of sentence production; i A dictionary which provides
a key to the meaning of each card. In some instances, a new card can form a different
meaning (which cannot be derived fraom the previons meaning)™ % As with the linguistic
system. taroi cards are conceived as a set. a structure which comprizes its own deca-
dification. This can bhe “played”, or re-invented and its conventions can even be
challenged by putting the validity of its codes to the tost. Uhis structire has enabled the
Genoese photagrapher to substitute the conventional iconology of twrot cards with
complelely new imapery, removing the old symbols and  purting tlowers and foliage,
portraits or fantastic landscapes in their place. The value of cach card remains constant,

Yet the lormal structure of the tarol cards allows for and includes changes, ensuring that
new images will be deciphered and hecome intelligible. The tarot card ol the PRIESTESS

for instance, instead of picturing a hieratic, austere female fignre isolared in rhe
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MISE EN ABYME

foreground, has been replaced by the photograph ol an old peasant woman conforing a
sorrowful old man, like an earthly Madonna. Lanfranco explains that “this inage recalls
two other female figures, the Eupress and DEATH. These three images are conceprually
linked and all together represent three aspects {pr phases) of language: the lirst is a
Tanguage which has nat been mastered and which has to do with a sort of *natural” female
language, the body of knowledge thal is trasmitted arally from mother to daughter. The
second has to do with the figure of the EMPRESS, which represents a language that has
heen mastered, a cultural langnage as opposed to a natural one, a language of power; the
(hird is connected with the notion of time and its cvelic nature is also a parrative
Janguage. [ see this as a series of steps, Lo he connected with the wrot card of LiEATH,
which | represented as a goat's skull with jutting horns. As for many of the other raret
cards, this image was made by cutiing and doubling the ncgative so thar the resulting
imuge somehow suggests the ouline of a butterfly. The bones represent the idea of the
permanence and stability of being; a butrerfly can be associated with metamorphosis and
death as trasformation” 8.

The TOWER is one of Lanfranco’s most forceful F-j,—'ml)u;mls_. a compasite image consisting of
hall a swordtish's head and above it, its Hin, like the wing of a bird, The photograph has
been cut vertically and doubled so that the head seems to be whole, not halved.
Lanfrance fecls that “the evolving shape of the swordfish stands for ascension, cxpan S0
and emancipation fram bodily weizht, a tendency 0 spirituality. This tarot card also
contains a linguistic reference, Lo the reconstruction of a mythical ariginal language o b
found in Brahman tradition, which tells us that because the language of arigin was
wrongly used, it was divided by the Gods inw Cour parts, One part (apparently, the maost
sacred) was given L birds, one to humans, one e animals, the lust Lo insects,

The association fin-wing is a reference Lo this myth, suggesting the bringing tagether of
the lost parts of an original language™. Nuanda Lanfranco’s tarot cards combine these
semniotic and linguistic structures with a ceries of motes of composition specific to the

language of photography. The cards arc clearly designed and con ceived photagraphically,
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EEFLECTIONS OF TTHE ARCANES

using fleeting passages of light to set up a subtle play of visibility-invisibility. The black
background which rakes up the greater part of each card is not a mere backdrop 1o
provide the image with a sharp outline; it represents an absence or erlipse of form which
continuously threalens every image. And this may be the reason why nonc ol the figures
and sigus in the Arcanes can be immediately identified, for they emerge httle by litle
from this darkness as though taking shape, thin and intangible, hefore our eves. ‘Lhey
look as though (hey had been breathed onto the surface from which they emerge, only ta
dissolve into air again, like rings of smake,

‘Lhe Arcanes never disclose (hemselves fully (o the observer. Their images appeur and
disappenar, rantalizing, within the dim light they inhabit.

The structural link with every other card in the pack enhances this mmpression of
flickering back and [orth between images that come before and after, as happens
language.

Nonetheless, the cards alse respect the photographic criteria of seriality. Each tarot
belongs to a sequence, a series of other images all of which can be reproduced., Lanlranca
used photography as the most suitable medium for her tarot card imagery precisely
because it lends itself to the serial form, its nature lving in wultiplication and cancare-

nation, intensifying and magnitying meaning by repetition.

Actually what we have here goes beyond the concept of the series, praducing a quality of

veflection in which the work can be seen “to turn npon itself.”

The idea of a work which reflects itsell is known as mise en abyme and many studies have
heen matle on this subject.

Lucicn Dillenbach wrote an exhaustive essay on it, pointing out that André Gide, among
others, analyzed the forimal aspects ol mise o abyme in his fournals in 18g17.

Gide defines mise en abyme as a technique in which “each fragment reveals a Likeness
to the work of which ir tforms a part™, It is interesting to notice that onc of the
conditions of a mise en abyme is its cyclical structure, its periodical reiteration, and also

its capacily o reveal through doubling of the very image which, like a play of mirrors,
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MISE EN ABYME

veflects a paint of view which would otherwise remain invisible. Hence a mise en abyme
appears as a sort of representation within the representation, that condition of image-
splitting whereby a (igure or visual fragment is reproduced and reduplicated until it
becomes a mirror of itself, Dillenbach points out how the wmise en abyme of a work is
“cvery internal mirror which reflects the entire stary through duplication, which ean
be of a simple, reiterated or specious nature”™.

Nanda Lanfranco produces the mise en abyme condition in Arcanes mainly

by cutting the image into two halves, sometimes diagonally, and then
doubling it it either upside down or obliquely so that the image m ultiplies
itsell in the space of the same photograph as though reflected in a mirror,
In this way she rurns her tarot cards into fine miniatures and hroadens
thedr visual impact by multplying and redoulling their imagery.

The mise en alyue produced by the Arcanes is not a mere creative

intuition but a wav of undersianding and seeing phoragraphically. o

mode of production which belongs o the theory of vision. The mise en
abyme is also central to the theory of Surrealist photography as it was
first put forward by André Breton in his text entitled La Beantd s
comvulsive, published in the literary magazine Minotare in 1934, “La
Beauté sera convulsive” is the last sentence of Breton's novel Nadja
{1g28) which reappears in the first chapler of [ Amour Fow (1937), bul

it may even be considered as a title announcing the manifesto ot the

Trit Tnrress, FOUND TAROT CARD, sl (1T R INAGERY thngl’LI. and vision of Breton's Survealist movement. Intt:rtsl:ing‘ly, the

0. Fhidd, e 48

French poet mosidy used photographs to illustrate this new way of undersianding vision.
Sone were found; Brassai, Man Ray and other photographers were commissioned to take
others, The images were reproduced together with the text in L Amour Faul®.

One of these images is a photograph he asked Brassai to take of a hand-crafted wooden
spoan which the poet saw one day when walking with Alberro Giacomertd in the Mea-

market in Paris. This treuvaille struck Breton, who recalls how for months he would wake
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up i the worning, wening over the words f.'pn.n!rir.lu-—(_'r;-nd-rﬂir_m (ashiray/Cinderella) in his
minc, unable to tfind 2 meaning for this bizarre play on words,

Tinally he realized that coming acrass this spoon-ashtrayslipper abjecr constinuted an
example of “Objective chance™ and the retrieval of meaning, In his view, this episode
typified a moment in which reality suddenly seems to mrn into representation. The
spoon, in this case, seemed like a visual parallel ot the automatic verbal fragment, which
until that moment had remained mysterious.

This verbal Tragment, just rwa associared words, had brought back an image and a
meaning but, more importanty, it had ndicated a a way, o means of seeing, Breton asked
Man Rav lo phatagraph a close-up of the spoon and his text guides us to o perception of
the wise en adyme of this image. The spoon photographed in profile lonks like a
mysterious slipper, while another litdle shoe at the end of the handle repeats the very
image of which it forms part. Breton lived this experience intensely, as a representation af
his desire (for Nadja, for love) which drove him irresistibly to that object. revealed and
fixed ivin an image.

Nanda Lanfranco’s Arcanes also exemplify certain fundamental conditions of the
praduction of vision an element of chance, in lact no more than apparent, an almost
imperceptible dividing line bewween the visible and the invisible, rogether with o
meditation on its cyelic nature, Added 1o which, they give ns a very special expericnee of

what it means to offrir d fa vie un mireiril,
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