-

should not be exposed, had to be preserved.
the malaise of the civilising process.
When Lacan died in 1991, the painting fell into
In the notes that preceded the making of his
the hands of the French government in payment
film Wings ofDesire (1987), under the heading 'An
for inheritance taxes, and since 1995 it has been on
Attempted Description of an Indescribable Film,'
display at the Musee d'Orsay alongSide other work:
Wim Wenders explained how art is born of desire
by Courbet. Legitimated by the state, the painting
when he said that 'At first it's not possible to
lost its aura of obscenity and today is regarded as
describe anything beyond a wish or a desire . That's
another of Courbet's exercises in Realism.
how it begins, making a film, writing a book, paintThe works presented in the show What To Desire
ing a picture, composing a tune, generally creating
condense iconological meanings and references
something. You have a wish. You wish that somefrom a historical moment in which the questioning
thing might exist, and then you work on it until
of phallic power, the reflections on identities and
it does. You want to give something to the world,
something truer, more beautiful, more painstaking gender, the phenomenology and the logic of sensation and the poetics that emerge from shared writin!
more serviceable, or simply something other than
suggest new ways of gaining access to desire. Createc
what already exists.'
over the past thirty years, these works have a great
The connection between the art that is born of
historical precedent in Duchamp's La Mariie mise
desire and the masculine gaze is analysed by Laura
ii nu par ses cilibataires, meme (The Bride Stripped
Mulvey in her essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Bare by Her Bachelors, Even), reproduced life-size
Cinema (1975), where she demonstrates how the
privilege of this active gaze has been the prerogative in the entrance hall to the exhibition space. This
work contains one of the most complex ideographi
of men, both as regards production and enjoyment,
charts of the functioning of desire, that is still ope!
and not only in the field of film but also in that
to multiple interpretations.
of artistic production in general. The historical and
The construction of bridges between past and
ideological construction of the gaze has a referent
present, and between the physical experience of
in Lacan's phrase, 'the look is the erection of the
the works and their interpretation, reveals how the
eye.' The creation of ,spaces' such as the Secret
contemporary awareness of desire as an 'active
Cabinet in the Naples Archaeological Museum
affection' is created, for the works act as desiring
also clearly exemplifies how power conceives and
objects and question viewers, transforming them
regulates access to representations.
into agents of their meaning and of their formation.
When the ruins of Pompeii were excavated
In this way they become engines of transfer that
between 1755 and 1857, the appearance of a set of
breach the gaps separating us, favouring the creatiol
frescos, mosaics and sculptures depicting nudes
of new fields of play in which to shape fantasies and
and a variety of sexual practices triggered a debate
develop the rhetoric of ecstasy. Relational writing
regarding what could be shown in public and
and the shared gaze define affections, opening up
what should remain hidden, in the custody of
new doors to desire.
the government. According to the Royal Decree
proclaimed by Charles III of Spain, then ruler of
1 Walter Benjamin, One- Way Street, 192 8 . Qyoted by Susan
the territories of Pompeii and Herculano, access
Buck-Morss in 'Walter Benjamin - Revoltionary Writer (I),'
to these pieces that would end up assembled in
N ew Left R eview (London), l / I2 8,July-August 1981.
the Secret Cabinet exclusively reserved for male
2 Q!loted in Pierre Bourdieu, Ma sculine D om ination, translated
members of the aristocracy was forbidden to the
from the French by Richard Ni ce, Stanford University Press ,
women, children and the masses. As Beatriz
Stanford,20 0I.
Preciado has asserted,4 this secret museum estab3 Michel Foucault. 'Preface ' roAnli- Oedipus, Gilles Deleu ze
lished a hierarchy and a political segregation of
and Felix Guattari, 19 844 Beatriz Preciado, 'Museo, basura urbana y pornog rafia,'
the gaze in terms of gender, class and age, thereby
Zehar, 64 . 2009.
defining a strategy of surveillance of the excited
or excitable body.
Another obvious example of ways of regulating
the visible or invisible, of reserving for oneself the
pleasure of the gaze can be found in Lacan, who
in 1955 acquired Courbet's The Origin ofthe World,
considered one of the most obscene works in the
history of art. Lacan kept the picture in his country
house concealed behind another painted by
Andre Masson following the advice of his wife
Sylvia Bataille, who told him that the neighbours
and the cleaning lady wouldn't understand it-in
other words, that the order of obscenity, of what

