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Definition “Potential images” is a term coined by
art historian Dario Gamboni to designate a spe-
cific category of ambiguous, indeterminate
images. Their ambiguity creates new potentialities
for stimulating the spectator’s imaginative, per-
ceptual response, as opposed to purporting to
convey furthering determined perceptions and
interpretations (Gamboni, 2002, p. 8).

Introduction This entry will present some theo-
retical frames and empirical cases and modes
associated with the operation of potentiality of
image from a historical perspective, especially to
demonstrate the fruitfulness of using “accidental”
images and imaginative perception for the inven-
tion of pictorial subjects. This specific dimension
of the artistic process reveals the playful side of
creativity. Other theoretical positions in art history
and the philosophy of culture reveal newmodes of
instantiation of the potentiality of image. Apart
from the ambiguity of image, the indeterminacy of

image as discussed by Gottfried Boehm (Boehm,
2002) – as opposed to determination (sharpness)
of image – reveals itself as a quality of image; the
“productivity of the lack” (due to the indetermi-
nacy of image) creates an iconic difference, that is,
the fundamental possibility of differentiation
between images and non-images. Similarly, the
disruption of the determinism in the image,
defined by Oliver Grau as immersion (Grau,
2003), based on the impossibility of distinction
between images and non-images, draws the
observer into virtual reality. Immersive images
create a new potential dimension of reality that
has become undistinctive in relation to its original
reality.

An important part of this entry is devoted to the
potentiality of image rooted in the very concep-
tion of a work of art itself, the act of creation. This
theoretical position is advocated by a handful of
art historians, such as Henri Focillon, Aby War-
burg, and Hans Belting, as well as philosophers
like Henri Bergson and Giorgio Agamben. On
different voices and various theoretical registers,
they sustain the same idea: an unforeseeable nov-
elty and potentiality do exist in the world, and the
most poignant examples are to be found in the
realm of the arts. This anti-determinist position
rejects art-historical explanations that try to
account for the evolution of artistic form exclu-
sively through contextual factors and that deny
any possibility of free will; instead, human free-
dom is reflected in human creativity as a source of
potentiality of image beyond determination. This
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entry will place these ideas into a dialogue with
Focillon’s theory of art, nourished by the philos-
ophy of Henri Bergson, and finally move onto the
theory of potentiality developed by Giorgio
Agamben.

Ambiguity and Indeterminacy – The
Potential and the Possible

It has been argued that accidental likenesses,
either in their natural configurations or as aniconic
human marks, play a decisive role when figurative
or geometric forms first were used as proxies for
human images. Concepts such as “ambiguity” and
“accidental resemblance” have been used to sus-
tain the thesis around the origin of art
(Lorblanchet, 1999, pp. 9–40). Finbarr Barry
Flood has shown that since Antiquity through
the Middle Ages and beyond, in Modernity, the
use of marble as a medium was capable of pro-
ducing a mimetic effect of the fluid appearance of
the walls (Flood, 2016, p. 181). According to him,
the “aniconic” images created by marble are “nat-
ural images,” that is, images not made by human
hands, but “produced by the (direct or indirect)
operation of providence itself.” Thus, they are
“God’s wonder” (Flood, 2016, p. 210). This
aniconic or non-representational image is in fact
not an image (or a re-presentation) but pure
medium in its immanence, marble as frozen
water, nature’s manifestation – a form of God’s
creation (Fig. 1a, b).

The potentiality of expression of image
remains as late as in the Renaissance, when, for
example, Alberti in his treatise De statua (Alberti,
1972) suggests that the first sculptors had been
inspired by noticing in “a tree-trunk, a clump of
earth and other similar objects . . . features which,
slightly transformed, could be made to resemble
completely natural shapes” (Janitschek, 1970,
p. 254). The awareness about the creative power
generated by accident and imagination is attested
in the writings of Leonardo, who perceived artifi-
cial production like, for example, the “rough
sketch” (componimento inculto) as inspirational
because “in confused things the mind is aroused to
new discoveries” (Leonardo da Vinci, 1956,

pp. 35–36). Italian art historian Giambattista
Armenini (1587) attempts to elucidate the mean-
ing and presence of the antique grotesques as
suggested by “the holes or stains seen in walls
that were once completely white” (Morel, 1997,
p. 38). Such hypotheses about the origin of art are
validated by empirical observations of prehistoric
artifacts and cave paintings, notably those by the
archaeologist Abbé Breuil at the beginning of the
twentieth century and by psychologist G.-H.
Luquet in 1926 (Gamboni, 2002, p. 11). The
potentiality of image yielded from such accidental
imagery latent in nature is the expression of
human creativity and human disposition for play.

Imaginative or projective perception has also
associated the practice of divination with the early
stages of writing in, for example, Mesopotamia
and China. This interesting thesis suggests that
divination rationalized images and thus made the
invention of writing possible. Such a perspective
confers images a greater freedom because unlike
language, the image needs only an observer to
communicate. Ambiguous forms embedded in
natural objects stimulate human invention, but
new is the idea of the invention of reading as a
means of understanding visual messages, as an
outcome of rationalizing their messages derived
from divination performed by soothsayers
(Christin, 1995, p. 103).

The theory and the practice of modern art have
been involved in the observation of this phenom-
enon and made ambiguity a central element of
their relationship with the viewer. In his The Cre-
ative Act (1957) Marcel Duchamp coined the term
“art coefficient” as the “arithmetical relation
between the unexpressed but intended and the
unintentionally expressed,” followed by his
famous dictum: “Ce sont les REGARDEURS qui
font les tableaux” (“It is the ONLOOKER who
makes the pictures”) (Duchamp, 1975, p. 247).
From this moment, the notion of “intention” of
the artist became problematic in modernity.
Duchamp ascribed to the artist solely a “medium-
istic role” (Duchamp, 1957, pp. 138–140). The
artist is a “mediumistic being”who does not really
know what he is doing or why he is doing it. It is
the spectator who, through a kind of “inner osmo-
sis,” deciphers and interprets the work’s inner
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qualifications, relates them to the external world,
and thus completes the creative cycle. The field of
play, the operation of chance as the expression of
such opposition between chance as distraction and
lack of sense creates unexpected potentialities that
one must take (“take” the chance), a chance that
goes beyond the plausible. Duchamp’s nonsense
converts the given and the banal into apparitional
potency (Sewell, 1952, pp. 55–80, 115–29).

In defining his concept of indeterminacy,
Gottfried Boehm is inspired by Wittgenstein’s
syntagm “the image has Spiel.” He invites us to
inquire into the play of image to see how “spaces
for free play create unpredicted possibilities,” “the
intensification of iconic potentiality” (Boehm,
p. 220). He argues that amorphous visual data,
as in the painting of Cezanne and other impres-
sionists (Fig. 2), “renew the perception of nature
by way of the ambiguity of seeing” (Boehm,
p. 221) and allow for “the creation of new plausi-
bilities.” Cezanne calls this process “sensation” or
“sensation colorante” (Boehm, p. 222). Sensation,
according to Boehm, “opens the door to that
potentiality of the image through which the lack
of determinacy becomes a surplus of meaning. Its
logic is connected to the difference of energies, to
the organization of visual forces” (Boehm,
p. 222). He claims, “We have identified this
energy in the potential that inhabits indetermi-
nacy” (Boehm, p. 228). Boehm defines the Spiel
of image operating within this play of
unpredictable iconic potentialities that create
unpredictable possibilities, linking thus the

possible and the potential. The logic of image is
defined as “the iconic difference in which an
‘impossible’ synthesis occurs” (Boehm, p. 228).
Taking Husserl’s thought on “shading” one step
further, Boehm envisages how “in every percep-
tion of ‘something’, an exciting, an ‘impossible’

a b

Potential Images, Fig. 1 (a and b) Interior of the Imperial Church of Hagia Sophia Constantinople (sixth c.) with
marble revetments as water simile (private images)

Potential Images, Fig. 2 Claude Monet, Rouen Cathe-
dral: Facade (Morning effect), 1894, Folkwang Museum
Essen, Germany. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Claude_Monet_-_Rouen_Cathedral,_Facade_(Morn
ing_effect).JPG
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synthesis of the visible and invisible, of the the-
matically identifiable and the non-thematic hori-
zon takes place” (Boehm, p. 227). The source of
the indeterminate that inhabits the differences of
energies is “the locus of imagination” (Boehm,
p. 226).

The Life of Forms – Forms of Life. Vital
Forces and Potential Images

In his The Life of Forms in Art published in1935,
Henri Focillon presents his theory of art, arguing
against any art-historical explanation that tries to
account for the evolution of artistic form exclu-
sively from a deterministic point of view. He sums
up his view in a referential epigrammatic form:
“The most attentive study of the most homoge-
nous milieu, of the most closely woven concate-
nation of circumstances, will not serve to give us
the design of the towers of Laon” (Focillon, The
Life of Forms, p. 149; Focillon, Vie des forms,
p. 63) (Fig. 2).

Focillon argues that the study of the work of art
will always be insufficient and will not completely
serve to account for its entire dimension. The
potentiality of the work of art (image) resides in
its own form and exceeds the expectation of the
viewer, which emerges in the process of its per-
ception. The work of art is for Focillon a singular
event, bringing absolute newness into the world.
This quality of the work derives from the nature of
its artistic form. The metamorphic nature is char-
acteristic of form itself, as opposed to the static
notions of image or of sign: “For form is
surrounded by a certain aura: although it is our
most strict definition of space, it also suggests to
us the existence of other forms. It prolongs and
diffuses itself throughout our dreams and fancies:
we regard it, as it were, as a kind of fissure through
which crowds of images aspiring to birth may be
introduced into some indefinite realm – a realm
which is neither that of physical extent nor that of
pure thought” (Focillon, The Life of Forms,
pp. 34–35; Focillon, Vie des forms, 1934, p. 7).
The work of art is, as Focillon put it, “the record of
an activity that has been in a way set down or
incarnated, and which is constantly awaiting

reactivation” (Focillon, Introduction by
J. Molino, The Life of the Forms, p. 20). Indeed,
Focillon argues that “form is not only, as it were,
incarnated, but that it is invariably incarnation
itself” (“[N]on seulement comment la forme est,
en quelque sorte, incarnée, mais qu’elle est
toujours incarnation”) (Focillon, The Life of
Forms, 101; Focillon, Vie des formes, p. 39).
Therefore, form is not a static reality, but
“inhabited by a tension, a dynamism that lines it
and animates it from within” (Focillon, Introduc-
tion, The Life of Forms, p. 20). “It [the work of art]
lies under our eyes and under our hands as a kind
of extrusion upon a world (‘une sorte d’irruption
dans un monde’) that has nothing whatsoever in
common with it save the pretext of the image in
the so-called ‘arts’ of imitation” (Focillon, The
Life of Forms, p. 34; Focillon, Vie des forms, p. 7).

Here some connections between Focillon and
Bergson become apparent, especially as concerns
the vitalism the two thinkers share. As suggested
in the very title of his book, The Life of Forms in
Art, Focillon saw artistic forms as living entities,
evolving and metamorphosing over time.
Focillon’s conception of art forms invested with
life owes much to Henri Bergson’s philosophy
and his vitalism, as well as to his view of the
continuous, living transformation over time, as
outlined in Bergson’s first and most important
book, Time and Free Will (1889). Bergsonian
ideas are already reflected in Focillon’s concep-
tion of artistic form as an open potentiality rather
than as a finished process in his analysis of
Hokusai’s art (1914), a breakthrough in art his-
tory. By 1935, Focillon published The Life of
Forms in Art, his philosophy of history of art. In
his most popular book, Creative Evolution of
1907, Bergson argues that the greatest proof of
the possibility of novelty – and, as such, the best
counterproof to determinism – came from the
artistic realm, an idea that was no doubt appealing
to Focillon who felt a special affinity with
Bergson’s mode of thinking. Bergson sensed the
unforeseeable dimension inherent in the work of
art: “The finished portrait is explained by the
features of the model, by the nature of the artist,
by the colors spread out on the palette, but even
with the knowledge of what explains it, no one,
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not even the artist, could have foreseen exactly
what the portrait would be” (Bergson, 1944, p. 9).
For “the portrait will surely resemble the model
and will surely resemble the artist; but the con-
crete solution brings with it that unforeseeable
nothing which is everything in a work of art”
(Bergson, 1944, p. 370). Like Bergson, Focillon
grounds his thinking in the living body’s –
whether it is the viewer’s or the artist’s – confron-
tation with the artwork in all its physicality. For
the secret of the singular mode of existence that
characterizes the work of art, argues the art histo-
rian, is that “the art object is distinct from others
because of the double relation of production and
reception that links it to humanity, artist and
viewer.” “In other words, a work of art is not the
outline or the graph of art as an activity; it is art
itself. It does not design art; it creates it” (Focillon,
Introduction, The Life of Forms, p. 20). This cre-
ative dimension embedded in the work as a poten-
tial force is a continuous expression that
differentiates it from other things. And it only
exists as such only insofar as all links attaching
it to its creator have been severed and made avail-
able for a potentiality that emerges within the
dialogue of the work with its viewer, beyond any
kind of determinism.

Inspired by Bergson, Focillon criticizes both
the notion of a homogenized, spatialized notion of
time and the notion that context and belief com-
prise a one-sided causality of the process of artis-
tic creation. He turns to architecture to praise its
capacity to create ever new, potentially
unforeseeable environments. “It invents a world
all its own” (Focillon, The Life of Forms, p. 149;
Focillon, Vie des Formes, p. 63). Like all other
artistic creations, architecture is an example of
invention and novelty for it acts directly upon
society, breaking the determinist logic of devel-
opment. Discussing the potential infinite number
of conditions that could influence the creation of
art, Focillon writes: “In those imaginary worlds
[of art] in which the artist plays the role of geom-
eter and mechanic, of physicist and chemist, of
psychologist and historian at once, form, through
the play of its metamorphoses, perpetually goes
forward, by its own necessity, toward its freedom”
(Focillon, The Life of Forms, p. 156; Focillon, Vie

des Formes, p. 67). He further substantiates this
affirmation of freedom over determinism, a direct
influence from Bergson, in the realm of art and
society.

In Focillon’s theory of art, the notion of style is
equally applicable to everything including the art
of living. What qualifies style is the material and
technique, where technique is not the automatism
of the craft, but “a whole poetry of action” (“une
poésie toute d’action”), “the means for the
achievement of metamorphoses” (“le moyen des
metamorphoses”) (Focillon, The Life of Forms,
pp. 102–103; Focillon, Vie des formes, 39–40).
Two intimately related aspects of activity are
engaged in the technique of the work of art: first,
the trade secrets of a craft, and second, the manner
in which these trade secrets bring forms in the
realm of matter to life. But as Focillon argues, in
examining a work of art we must go beyond mere
craft techniques and trace to its source an entire
genealogy. This would amount to the reconcilia-
tion of passivity with freedom, of “inertia and
action” mediated by touch. There is a sense of
motion in the “rapidly changing” metamorphosis
of forms evolving in this process before the work
attains its ultimate form. Focillon employs more
than once a musical analogy to describe the
“impatient metamorphoses” of form released
“under our very eyes, exactly as the pianist’s
execution develops a sonata” (Focillon, The Life
of Forms, p. 105; Focillon, Vies des forms, p. 41).
The term “impatience” with regard to the tech-
nique used by Focillon sounds unclear, but as he
argues, nothing could better exhibit this process
[than] “the impatience of technique” in respect to
its craft: “that technique must extract from matter
forces that are still vital and not vitrified beneath a
flawless varnish” (Focillon, The Life of Forms,
p. 106; Focillon, Vie des forms, p. 41). To clarify
this, Focillon makes again a musical comparison.
He argues that the painter sees just as the musician
hears, not in musical or pictorial abstractions, but
in a sensuous manner. Specifically, the painter
sees as the musician hears, not in numeric inter-
vals but in timbers: the painter sees not the
abstractions, but the tones, the modeling, and the
touch. The touch is the true contact between iner-
tia and action. The touch is an important concept
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for Focillon, a fluid, phenomenological concept.
With the language of touch, the artist composes
the language of sight – a “warm” tone, a “cool”
tone, a “heavy” tone, a “hollow” tone, a “hard”
line, and a “soft” line. “For touch is at the very
beginning of Creation.” “Adam was molded of
clay, like a statue” (Focillon, The Life of Forms,
p. 167; Focillon, Éloge de la main, p. 9). Rodin’s
work “The Creation” (or “The Hand of God”)
(Fig. 3), by which the sculptor represents the six
days of creation (modeled ca. 1896–1902, carved
ca. 1907), which starts up from the block in which
the forces of chaos lie dormant, is a formidable
metaphor for Focillon (Focillon, The Life of
Forms, p. 167, Focillon, Eloge, p. 9).

The hand is the princeps organon for the artist:
“The hand that is in his mind is at work. It creates
the concrete within the abstract, and weight within
the imponderable” (Focillon, The Life of Forms,
p. 123; Focillon, Vie des forms, p. 49). Here, in
this alchemical transformation, in the

imponderable we find perhaps the essence of
Focillon’s theory of form, the outermost edge of
form expression, its akmê. This salient moment in
the history of forms, argues Focillon, finds its high
point of bloom in Classicism in contrast with
academic art. Focillon presents his akmê of the
form art and LIFE as the pure expression of a
potential image:

Classicism: a brief, perfectly balance distant of
complete possession of forms; not a slow and
monotonous application of ‘rules,’ but a pure,
quick delight, like the akmê of the Greeks, so deli-
cate that the pointer of the scale scarcely trembles.
I look at this scale not to see whether the pointer will
presently dip down again, or even come to a
moment of absolute rest. I look at it instead to see,
within the miracle of that hesitant immobility, the
slight, inappreciable tremor that indicates life. (Life
of Forms, p. 55, Vie des forms, 16)

This is a turning point in the history of artistic
forms for Focillon – the peak of life forms, the
instant touch of life. This reveals itself as a pure
and quick delight experienced in the pointer of the
scale. In its delicate tremor, the form performs a
sort of “rite of passage” forever hesitant between
immobility and trembling. This “critical instant”
in space and time is for Focillon a figure of poten-
tiality. Focillon’s akmê metaphorically expressed
in the imponderable is evocative of the Bergson-
ian “falling body,” viewed too as an akmê and
telos by the philosopher of Creative Evolution
(Bergson, 1944, pp. 359–360; Bergson, 1907,
p. 193). The falling body with its cinematic dis-
position of movement seems well captured by the
instantaneous photography or by the galloping
movement: “a form that appears to radiate over a
whole period and so fill up a time of gallop.” “It is
this attitude that sculpture has fixed on the frieze
of the Parthenon” (Bergson, 1944, p. 361; Berg-
son, 1907, 194). For both authors, these patterns
of form and imagination – Focillon’s tremor of
the pointer of the scale and Bergson’s figure of the
gallop – are exemplary modes to express the
potentiality of image, the suspension of law of
physics, and of all determinism. The point of
touch between inertia and action, between inspi-
ration and resistance, is the potential. The impact
of these specific patterns of thought to carry the
potential in Bergson and Focillon’s works is

Potential Images, Fig. 3 Auguste Rodin, The Hand of
God or The Creation, modeled ca. 1896–1902, carved
1908, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RISD_Rodin_
Hand_of_God_02.JPG
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remarkable, especially after the insights of French
philosophers of potentiality, most notably Giorgio
Agamben, are brought into the discussion.

Agamben’s Form of Life

Giorgio Agamben’s theory of potentiality of art-
work thought in relation with his view on work
(opera) is presented in his book, Creazione e
anarchia. L’opera nell’età della religione
capitalista (Creation and Anarchy: The Work in
the Age of Capitalist Religion). Asking the ques-
tion “what is the work (opera)?” Agamben goes
back to the opposition between potentiality and
actuality presented in Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
Unlike Aristotle, Agamben provocatively puts
forth the idea that potentiality is not just what is
actualized, embodied in the work, but also what
could not be actualized. Adynamia is not a mere
lack of potency, but the potency-of-not-being
turned into actuality of the work. For Agamben,
every human potential is constitutively
impotential: “[T]he human is the living being
that exists eminently in the dimension of potential,
of being-able-to and being-able-not-to”
(Agamben, 2019, p. 20). Therefore, the act of
creation – poiesis as production – resists the full
accomplishment of converting potency (dynamis)
into act (energeia). Giving a new meaning to the
potency-of-not in a work of art, Agamben projects
a new view on potency, which is something not
fully exhausted in the accomplished act of crea-
tion. Thus, the work is the outcome of a dialectic
between the potency-of, conceived as the
impersonal element or “inspiration,” and the
potency-of-not, the personal element that resists
actualization. Potential is an ambiguous being that
not only is capable both of something and of its
opposite, but also contains in itself an intimate and
irreducible resistance. The act of creation is “a
field of forces stretched between potential and
impotential, being-able-to and being-able-not-to,
acting and resisting” (Agamben, 2019, p. 20). To
untangle this field of apparently contradictory
forces engaged in the act of creation, Agamben
turns to Focillon’s akmê associated with the clas-
sical form and presented already above. Walter

Benjamin quotes this very same passage in his
notes on the character of the dialectical image –
the vision of the delicate tremor of the pointer of
the scale, hesitant between immobility and
trembling:

What is at stake is, rather, that ‘light, imperceptible
trembling’ in the very immobility of the form,
which, according to Focillon, is the insignia of
classical style. (Agamben, 2019, p. 21)

Focillon’s pattern of the trembling pointer of
the scale finds a remarkable echo in Agamben’s
further elaboration on the potential: he offers an
alternative vision coming from Dante’s poetics,
namely, the trembling hand of the artist. This
Dantesque line is the nexus of Agamben’s theory
of inoperativity: l’artista / ch’a l’abito de l’arte ha
man che trema (the artist who has the habit of art
has a hand that trembles; Paradiso 13.77–78) or,
according to another reading, ch’ ha l’abito de
l’arte e man che trema (who has the habit of art
and a hand that trembles; Agamben, 2019, p. 21).
The trembling gesture is not a failure of the artist’s
hand, but a virtue, just as the trembling pointer is
for Focillon the akmê of form. As Agamben clar-
ifies, there is no contradiction between habit and
hand in the act of creation, but this is the perfect
expression of the twofold structure of every
authentic creative process, suspended between
two contradictory urges: thrust and resistance,
inspiration and critique. This principle pervades
the entire poetic act, for habit already contradicts
inspiration, which comes from elsewhere and can-
not be mastered by habit. In this sense, the resis-
tance of the potential-not-to, by deactivating the
habit, remains faithful to inspiration and almost
prevents it from reifying itself in the work: the
inspired artist is without work (Agamben, 2019,
p. 22).

Agamben goes on making Dante’s poetic line a
principle in his interpretation of the act of creation
and provides a new fresh reading of Titian’s
Annunciation (Fig. 4), elaborating on the trem-
bling hand of the artist, a trembling that is not a
deficiency, “but this trembling is supreme mas-
tery” (Agamben, 2019, p. 23).

Titian’s magnificent canvas, housed in
Venice’s San Salvador church, arrests the viewer’s
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eyes especially with its “crackling magma” where
“flesh trembles” even [in] the wings of the angels,
where “lights fight the shadows” (Agamben,
2019, p. 22). The painter’s unusual signature
seems to betray something of the wrestling hand
with the painterly lava: Titianus fecit fecit (“made
it and remade it”), that is, almost unmade it
(Agamben, 2019, p. 23). Another line on the
bottom of the painting below the flower pot
reads: ignis ardens non comburens, which icono-
graphically refers to the Biblical bush from Exo-
dus (Ex. 3:2–4), which burns without ever being
consumed, a metaphor for the Virgin’s purity.
Agamben’s point is that this Latinized quote of
the Biblical saying might have been inserted by
Titian precisely to stress “the specific character of
the act of creation, which burned on the surface of
the canvas without, however, being consumed – a
perfect metaphor for a potential that is in flames
without exhausting itself” (Agamben, 2019,
p. 23). It is why the artist’s hand trembles, argues
Agamben, “his trembling is his suprememastery.”
“What trembles and almost dances in the form is
potential: ignis ardens non comburens”
(Agamben, 2019, p. 23). For, as Agamben put it,

mastery is not formal perfection but quite the oppo-
site: it is the preservation of potential in the act, the
salvation of the imperfection in the perfect form. In
the painting of a master or on a page from a great
writer, the resistance of the potential-not-to is
marked in the work as the intimate mannerism

present in every masterpiece. (Agamben, 2019,
p. 21)

It is this indefinable holding-back amidst the
plenitude of the work, the kind of restraint, and
tact, that Agamben calls “inoperativity. “In a
word – and this is, at least in art, the decisive
element – its grace” (Agamben, 2019, p. 28).

More than 30 years later, El Greco depicted the
same event of the Annunciation (Fig. 5) with
enflamed bush. The vibrant quality of the painting
surface and the energetic use of colore create a
vision similar to the unconsumed mystery of
Titian that Agamben saw as the unexhausted fig-
ure of potentiality. The singular, inscrutable char-
acter of El Greco that unites “the transcendental”
with “the immediate” derives from the fusion
between two impossible moments, the Byzantine

Potential Images, Fig. 4 Tizian (Tiziano Vecellio), The
Annunciation, 1559–1564, Church of San Salvador,
Venice. https://gallerix.org/pic/T/889526648/5247.jpeg

Potential Images, Fig. 5 El Greco (Doménikos
Theotokópoulos) – The Annunciation, ca. 1596–1600,
Bilbao Fine Arts Museum, Bilbao, Spain. https://upload.
wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/71/El_Greco_%
28Dom%C3%A9nikos_Theotok%C3%B3poulos%29_-_
The_Annunciation_-_Google_Art_Project_%28807333%
29.jpg
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transcendentalism and the Renaissance illusion-
ism, an intriguing parallelism that could not
reduce El Greco’s work to a simple reflection of
Spanish mysticism (Yasunari Kitaura, 2003,
p. 64). This might explain El Greco’s note in the
margins of his personal copy of Vitruvius’s Ten
Books on Architecture: “Painting deals with the
impossible” (La pintura trata de lo imposible por
lo mismo imperfecta). El Greco’s impossible work
appears to be a symptom of preservation of poten-
tiality in the act, “the salvation of the imperfection
in the perfect form.”

Conclusion

“Potential images,” and the related concept
“potentiality,” have been theorized within the
field of art history and the theory of image, as
well as in philosophy. Specific patterns of vision,
such as ambiguity, indeterminacy, immersion,
hidden images, and the barely perceptible trem-
bling of the artist’s hand, create new potentialities
for image, stimulating the spectator’s imaginative
response through the participation of the
onlooker. Such an aesthetic experience depends
upon an active collaboration between artist, art-
work, and onlooker, adding ever new potentiali-
ties to image perception. This entry has presented
some important aspects of potentiality from a
historical perspective and discussed some modes
of the operation of potentiality of image, espe-
cially to demonstrate the fruitfulness of accidental
images and imaginative perception for the inven-
tion of the pictorial subject and to point out to a
specific dimension of artistic creativity that
reveals the playful side of the phenomenon. The
anti-determinist positions outlined by various the-
oretical stands reject art-historical explanations
that try to account for the evolution of artistic
form through exclusively contextual factors and
that deny any possibility of free will and human
freedom reflected in human creativity as a source
of potentiality of image beyond determination.
Agamben’s view of the potential with reference
to the work of art inscribes itself in a long position
inWestern philosophy and stands out as well as an
act of resistance, where to resist always means to

free a potential of life. It is a potentiality that “does
not precede the work, but accompanies it and
makes it live . . . The life that contemplates its
own potentiality to act and not to act becomes
inoperative in all its operations, lives only its
livableness.” The trembling hand is supreme mas-
tery for “mastery is not formal perfection but quite
the opposite.” It is an enduring poetic metaphor of
mannerist potentiality. For Agamben, life is pre-
served in and as form: what he calls form-of-life.
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