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Preface 
 
 

Perhaps all powerful critical positions have to be 
built with partial truths. 

- Edward Snow 
 

This paper is all about concepts and how we infer new understanding by comparing 

concepts with one another (metaphor). The concepts highlighted in this paper are not meant as 

the “best” and definitely not as the only ones worth using. We use concepts to navigate the 

world but they are not reality itself. They are circles our species draws around ideas (other 

concepts) and things. They are tools of thought and many work well despite their partial 

disconnect with the things and the phenomena they attempt to describe. 

Newton’s concept of gravity worked well enough to stay useful through its refinements 

and iterations. Instead of replacing it, Einstein altered it with his contribution. Other concepts 

seem, from different vantage points, far less connected to reality than that of gravity. Many 

people would say that based on the evidence available, flat earth theories characterize reality so 

poorly that it would be better if they did not exist. Trying to infer new understanding through the 

lens of flat earth theories would arguably, only make getting closer to reality a sad and hopeless 

project. Others believe that some religious concepts, despite a lack of scientific evidence, 

characterize phenomena in a way that matches human experience so well that it points to a 

deeper reality. One thing is clear; we do not think rationally outside of our concepts. We think 

from within and between our concepts. 

There’s no doubt that we make real gains in understanding by approaching culture with 

a concept, or a specific set of concepts, in the forefront of our minds. But, it is impossible to do 
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this without missing something else in the process. Something that the concepts you approach 

with obscure. This issue of how concepts obscure understanding of one kind, while providing 

valuable new understanding of another type, is about as fundamental and profound as it gets in 

my view. It is at the heart of the study of conceptual metaphors by George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson. 

Because of this phenomenon, one could say that the best practice would be to first 

approach the subject with a theory of theories, or a concept of concepts. Once I have focused 

on this issue, all I can see is how much gets obscured by applying any one concept. The results 

of applying the concept seems less valuable than what is hidden. This is why I wrote the paper 

I’ve written and not one of the many others I could have written. 

It is important to read this paper understanding that my focus on broad concepts like 

memes and metaphors does not imply that I don't believe there is value in an in-depth 

discussion of the formal elements (2d and 3d design) employed in my practice. It also does not 

mean that I couldn't go on at length about the personal metaphors (symbols) employed in my 

work from an essentially romantic point of view. I didn’t write about these aspects and how they 

come together because of this phenomenon of how introducing concepts obscures 

understanding. 

Specific, narrow, and personal ideas inevitably obscure more than the broader concepts. 

Specific and personal concepts also confuse the line between the artist’s internal life and what 

the artwork actually does in the world. Elevating the artist’s internal life in a search for intention 

and meaning is a concept itself that obscures many aspects of why I find art a worthwhile 

endeavor. Self-awareness is key to these issues. It is tempting - without watching the concepts 

you use intensively, evaluating, and choosing concepts that might do the least damage - to fall 

into believing in the narrow path provided by the concepts used. 
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I’ve pursued memes and metaphors in my thinking for precisely this reason. I believe 

that of all the concepts I’ve encountered that shed light on the role of art, memes and metaphors 

do the least amount of damage to the understanding of art and culture in general. That is, they 

obscure the least amount of reality while providing significant insight. Still, they are just concepts 

as described, ideas developed by our species to use as tools for inferring new information. They 

will have holes where other, also limited, concepts could offer understanding. 

Behind all the concepts is something that they are trying to describe. All of human 

understanding is circling around this thing, attempting to describe it and gain small pieces of 

new understanding. This thing is what I’m calling reality. Whether it is a purely material reality, a 

metaphysical world of Jung’s archetypes, a Lovecraftian unknowable entity, or something even 

more difficult to imagine, this thing takes absolute prominence in my view. Because of this, I am 

as concerned with what the concepts I use obscure as I am with what insight they offer. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 
 

There is a particular kind of open-ended element of culture that has always been my 

favorite. This is especially true of painting and sculpture which are limited in their ability to tell a 

narrative. It has been my goal, in the years that I’ve been in art school, to learn how to make the 

kind of work I admire the most. This type of work is often popular in art contexts. Artists that 

come to mind are René Magritte, Robert Gober, Vija Celmins, Tony Matelli, Lisa Yuskavage and 

the makers of many moving and enigmatic creations of the past. These works of the past are 

either open-ended in their simplicity, like the Mona Lisa, or they have such an obvious political 

or religious agenda that this layer quickly falls away, leaving the metaphorically rich and 

mysterious substructure to be the primary element that is engaged with. An example of the latter 

might be any number of classics like the Sistine Chapel or more pointedly, Donatello’s David. 

The popularity of these artists is a valuable proof-test pointing to their memetic success and in 

turn pointing to their value in terms of how they engage metaphor. 

As a student the question quickly rises of how to make this kind of open-ended work. 

The challenge is to maintain an essential quality of integrity or as I’ve heard it described, 

“internal logic”. This integrity seems to justify the work and keep it from, on the one hand, 

becoming unintentionally nonsensical and on the other, displaying an unstimulating lack of 

depth. The answer to this problem is the training and tuning of intuition, given prominence in all 

the art mentioned above. Intuition, at its best, is really nothing other than allowing your mind to 

work at its highest capacity for decision making. The highest capacity is beyond what can be 

justified and articulated in conscious thoughts and words. As will become a recurring theme of 
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this paper, the mind and the body have access to more information and understanding than can 

necessarily be processed consciously.  

In my own experience, working intuitively has been widely supported and valued within 

artist circles. Only after the intuitive process comes the demand to justify it with articulated 

interpretation. That is, some explanation of what the work does, what its meaning is, and why it 

is valuable. The problem is that this is mismatched with the value of well developed intuitive 

content. This kind of intuitive content has been valued throughout the centuries for its qualities. 

Its depth, mystery, its therapeutic value, its sense of connection to the subconscious and the 

spiritual, and its ability to encapsulate experiences and ideas in terms broader and more 

satisfying than a conscious and articulated argument. This is because of our mind’s limitations 

and its reliance on metaphor in order to think abstractly.  

I’ve prioritized, above any other goals, the making of the kind of work that has been most 

meaningful to me. In order to do this, you have to trust in the intuitive process. But it helps to 

understand that when engaged in this process you are actually navigating a deep and wide 

world of memes and metaphors. In this context you are able to make meaningful decisions that 

result in genuine, trackable, memetic and metaphorical value. After prioritizing this type of work 

the last thing the artist wants to do is water down the explanation of their work by fitting it into a 

limited box of a one, two or even three dimensional interpretation. You can see this exemplified 

by the many, many instances of critically acclaimed artist, from Bob Dylan and David Lynch to 

Lisa Yuskavage and Robert Gober, who all resist settling on words that define the content, 

meaning, or intention of their work. These artists, many of whom are major influences of mine, 

reference what I hope to shed a small amount of articulated light on in the course of this paper. 
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2. Memes and Metaphors 
 
 

 Metaphor 

 
Ordinary words convey only what we know already; 
it is from metaphor that we can best get a hold of 
something fresh 

- Aristotle 
 

 
“The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms 

of another” (Lakoff, and Johnson 5). Metaphor provides an alternative to conventional 

approaches of defining meaning and the artist’s intention in the visual arts. The research of 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson provides the groundwork for understanding what many artists 

have expressed over the years. It is not the artist’s job to develop a detailed analysis of what is 

happening in the work they create. It is also not possible to do so.  

Conceptual Metaphor Theory was developed by cognitive psychologists Lakoff and 

Johnson in their 1980 book Metaphors We Live By. Essentially, Lakoff and Johnson claim that 

linguistic metaphors are actually expressions of the “basic cognitive structures by which 

individuals organize their perceptions of reality.” They dubbed these cognitive structures 

“conceptual metaphors”. Based on Lakoff and Johnson's theory, conceptual metaphors are not 

literary or rhetorical devices but the very substructure that underpins human thought.  

Metaphorical thought is part of our limitations as creatures with conscious minds that 

evolved in conjunction with our bodies. We understand the world through the limitations of our 

body. We actually extrapolate abstract thoughts from our physical realities. In order to think and 
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discuss our feelings we rely on fundamental orientations. This can be seen in Lakoff and 

Johnson’s example of the metaphors RATIONAL IS UP and EMOTIONAL IS DOWN: “The 

discussion fell to the emotional level, but I raised it back up to the rational plane. We put our 

feelings aside and had a high-level intellectual discussion of the matter. He couldn’t rise above 

his emotions” (17). Not all metaphors are this rudimentary. Typically both components of the 

metaphor are abstract concepts, as in ARGUMENT IS WAR and LOVE IS A COLLABORATIVE 

WORK OF ART. In these conceptual metaphors both aspects are concepts developed out of a 

complex scaffolding of conceptual metaphors that came before them. ARGUMENT IS WAR is 

likely the far older metaphor whereas Lakoff and Johnson state that LOVE IS A 

COLLABORATIVE WORK OF ART is a new metaphor (139).  

A collaborative work of art is a far more abstract concept than the concept of up. We can 

imagine how early forms of thought would begin to develop an understanding about the world 

from fundamental orientations such as up and down. It is not hard to picture the first time the 

direction of down was associated with some aspect of life. From that point on new metaphors 

can be formed on top of that assumption without having to explain the original association each 

time.  

There is a reason we develop certain metaphors. It is largely due to what Lakoff and 

Johnson call coherence. The coherence of a conceptual metaphor depends on its entailments. 

Lakoff and Johnson show how you can move from the metaphor ARGUMENT IS A JOURNEY, 

-- “We have set out to prove that bats are birds.” -- to the concept that a journey defines a path 

and so an argument defines a path, -- “He strayed from the line of argument.” -- Because an 

argument defines a path, and the path of a journey is a surface, we develop metaphors such as 

THE PATH OF AN ARGUMENT IS A SURFACE (91) which entails and allows for the following; 

We have already covered those points. 
We have covered a lot of ground in our argument. 
Let’s go back over the argument again. 
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You’re getting off the subject. 
You’re really onto something there. 
We’re well on our way to solving this problem. (91) 

 
The ability for the metaphor’s entailments to sustain a coherent structure allows for the 

metaphor to function. If you arbitrarily assigned a concept to argument in order to make a new 

metaphor it would not thrive memetically unless it could develop an expansive set of coherent 

entailments. For example, the conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS RAINCOAT, while having a 

certain Dadaist quality, cannot establish a set of coherent entailments. Whereas ARGUMENT IS 

DANCE likely can. Unfortunately, there is most likely a reason that ARGUMENT IS WAR is 

prevalent and easy to find entailments for as Lakoff and Johnson lay out; 

Your claims are indefensible. 
He attacked every weak point in my argument. 
His criticisms were right on target. 
I demolished his argument. 
I’ve never won an argument with him. 
You disagree? Okay, shoot! 
If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out. 
He shot down all of my arguments. (4) 
 

The ability for a conceptual metaphor to memetically out-compete other potential metaphors 

depends on its ability to establish a largely coherent structure of entailments. The mind is 

extremely adept at intuitively processing and putting these conceptual metaphors to work. 

 When new metaphors are developed, tested and found to have largely coherent 

structures, these new metaphors provide new understanding. This is valuable on a personal and 

cultural level. “...metaphor is a matter of imaginative rationality. It permits an understanding of 

one kind of experience in terms of another, creating coherence by virtue of imposing gestalts 

that are structured by natural dimensions of experience. New metaphors are capable of creating 

new understandings and, therefore, new realities.” (235) As we see in concepts like 

ARGUMENT IS WAR or LOVE IS A COLLABORATIVE WORK OF ART these new structures of 
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coherent metaphors have the ability to shape culture, the lives and thoughts of millions, and the 

course of history. 

Here we meet the significance of this kind of understanding. The one-to-one relationship 

of meaning often looked for in art, and indicated by any question along the lines of, “What does 

this mean?”, is a dead end. Susan Sontag addressed this in her 1966 essay Against 

Interpretation but it is still a prevalent issue. No answer to that question can be accurate. The 

idea that we make our own meaning out of a work of art is also misleading. In a sense, we do, 

as we generate metaphors from encountering works of art. But any study of conceptual 

metaphors makes it clear that we do not have control over the kinds of metaphors we generate. 

It is the coherency of the metaphors in the work, and the natural inclination of the mind to 

develop coherent metaphors, that makes the work meaningful. When a meaning or intent is 

prescribed, it cuts short the mind’s natural inclination to form valuable metaphors. Coherency is 

the proof test that defines the value of the metaphor. As need for deeper or more refined 

understanding presents itself, the metaphor is replaced or supplemented with new metaphors. 

The closest thing we can get to any kind of working truth of the world is the level of coherency of 

our metaphors. 

Art is a category meant to define objects that are highly tuned to a certain degree of 

“openness” which creates an ideal opportunity for the mind to generate new metaphors. These 

new metaphors, touch or move us. The stage is set for metaphors to be created in the 

relationship between the viewer and the work of art. The “reverberating” (140) feeling described 

by Lakoff and Johnson is the essential “spark” that identifies art when individuals use the term in 

its common usage. As something that indicates a certain valuable but ambiguous quality: 

“Works of art provide new experiential gestalts and therefore, new coherences. From the 
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experientialist point of view, art is, in general, a matter of imaginative rationality and a means of 

creating new realities” (236).  
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Memes 
 

 
When I refer to memes I am working with a broad definition of memetics as introduced 

by Richard Dawkins in The Selfish Gene. The best summary of memetics I’ve found comes from 

Limor Shiffman’s book Memes in Digital Culture where she writes: 

Dawkins defines memes as small cultural units of transmission, 
analogous to genes, that spread from person to person by copying 
or imitation. Examples include cultural artifacts such as melodies, 
catchphrases, and clothing fashions, as well as abstract beliefs 
(for instance the concept of God). Like genes, memes are defined 
as replicators that undergo variation, competition, selection, and 
retention.” (9) 

 
Memetics provides a view of the cultural landscape where every identifiable element can 

be seen as being in competition with those around it. One song competes with another. Not only 

on the top 20 list but also through its retention in the minds of those who hear it. The use of the 

color red is in competition with other colors. Sometimes finding a competitive edge due to the 

memetic success of some other cultural element that promotes it out of coincidence. Shifmann 

continues, “At any given moment, many memes are competing for the attention of hosts; 

however, only memes suited to their socio cultural environment spread successfully, while 

others become extinct” (9). 

The meme of the full figure in painting might struggle to survive in the moment while 

being outcompeted by expressionistic and abstracted portraits. A genre like trompe l'oeil, 

considered low on the totem pole of painting for centuries, might have a resurgence in numbers 

and in credibility as one of the most rich-in-metaphor elements of painting for our time. As ideas 

or concepts, metaphors are themselves memes. And the ability of one meme to be more or less 

successful than another partially depends on the metaphors embedded in the meme.  
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Memes are essential packages: “Certain groups of coadaptive memes tend to be 

replicated together--strengthening each other in the process. Dawkins called such groups 

‘coadapted meme complexes,’ a tag later shortened to ‘memeplexes’” (10). Technically almost 

everything I refer to as a meme is a memeplex. For the purposes of this paper I am not trying to 

distinguish what the actual smallest units of culture are. Instead, I’m trusting the reader to 

understand the scaling nature of the way I use the term meme as a catch-all for the memetic 

idea. Scaling from massive memeplexes such as a religion, to smaller ones like still life painting, 

and even narrower units like one individual color. Memetics allows for a conceptual switch 

through which you can view the landscape of cultural elements and consider why one cultural 

concept, element, idea, or object might succeed in replicating itself, above another. Why two 

might compete well next to each other and both survive. It’s simply a way of perceiving the 

culture around you in a manner that enables you to conceptualize a new angle concerning why 

you do the things that you do, as well as why the culture around you might replicate and 

produce the kinds of things that it does.  

Memetics is a new field and there are many criticisms of it. It is not clear how far the 

analogy between cultural elements and genetic evolution can go. It’s worth noting that the 

question of how far an analogy can go is the same issue as how coherent a metaphor is and 

how far its entailments extend. Analogies are synonymous with the idea of conceptual 

metaphors. When Dawkins coined the concept of memetics he coined a metaphor. It is likely the 

metaphor was in use already. ”The use of the fast cut in music videos evolved through the early 

2000’s and became a dominant stylistic element.” A sentence like this does not only exist 

because of the influence of Dawkin’s book. Instead, metaphors occur spontaneously based on 

the inferences of individuals. The metaphors themselves function memetically, the more 

coherent metaphors generally out-competing less coherent ones. What Dawkins did is name 
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and gather together the entailments of a largely coherent metaphor. What the critics of 

memetics do is point out all the moments where the coherency of the metaphor CULTURAL 

ELEMENT IS GENE falls short. 

In their chapter “New Meaning”, Lakoff and Johnson use the metaphor LOVE IS A 

COLLABORATIVE WORK OF ART to talk about the effect of a new metaphor: 

The result is a large and coherent network of entailments, which 
may, on the whole, either fit or not fit our experiences of love. 
When the network does fit, the experiences form a coherent whole 
as instances of the metaphor. What we experience with such a 
metaphor is a kind of reverberation down through the network of 
entailments that awakens and connects our memories of our past 
love experiences and serves as a possible guide for futures one. 
(140) 
 

As a painter I find the concept of memetics valuable. I can attest to the primary metaphor of 

memetics reverberating down its network of entailments, creating connections in my view of the 

world, and of art, that were disconnected beforehand. Memetics is a high resolution concept. 

That is, it has the ability to zoom in, in a way that you cannot with other concepts. When I look at 

paintings critically, after having been introduced to memetics, my first impulse is not to 

categorize them in any traditional way. Instead, I find myself naturally reading the memes of the 

painting. How an element of still life pops up in a portrait. Or how trompe l'oeil appears in many 

paintings, where it would be a stretch to label the painting a trompe l'oeil painting. The impact of 

this view becomes even more intensified when it crosses broader categories completely, 

enabling one to see the same meme of trompe l'oeil in all kinds of different media and contexts, 

sculpture, digital screens and more. Even as far afield as in the writing of Jorge Luis Borges as 

argued in Lois Parkinson Zamora’s article Trompe l'oeil Tricks :Borges' Baroque Illusionism, 

where Zamora lays out an explanation of how trompe l'oeil played a major role in the fiction of 

Borge. ("Trompe L'oeil Tricks") With memetics, all of this can be easily and coherently gathered 

under the umbrella of the meme. 
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3. Appropriate Incongruities and The Gazing Screen 

 
 

The Gazing Screen 

 
As a child my strongest visual memories and sensations were connected to screens. 

This was in spite of spending plenty of time outdoors. I traveled with my family and was exposed 

to beautiful landscapes, sunsets, historical locations, impressive hurricanes etc… Still, video 

games, movies and television affected me the most. From approximately five years old there 

were two main screens in the house, one computer and one TV. 

At this early age the internet had not become something accessible through the screens. 

For me, the screens each had one purpose. On the computer we played sci-fi and fantasy 

themed video games created in the early to mid ‘90s. On the TV we watched shows and VHS 

movies. For many children the profundity of these types of visual experiences can hardly be 

exaggerated. I was definitely one of these affected children. When you see a child “glued” to a 

screen, it’s more than a kind of cultural candy or fast-food that is drawing their attention. They 

give it their attention because they know they are receiving a concentrated dose of information. 

Whether they are watching a kids cartoon, a film, or someone playing a video game, there is 

always a binding logic and integrity to the complicated and fast paced information being 

presented. There is an inherent and compressed value for the child, regardless of the artistic 

value an adult might see in what the child is engaging with.  

When this kind of material is combined with well developed and evocative content 

something very strong roots itself in the child’s mind. The child is being exposed to a kind of fast 
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paced machine logic. That is, the why and the how of a series of images and sounds making 

sense, and providing a view somewhat analogous to the phenomenological world the child is 

experiencing. On top of their mechanical interest, these vehicles of information on screens also 

provide an initial interaction with some of the most enduring, profound, and memetically 

successful metaphors of our species. These metaphors are the stuff of mythology, religion, 

archetypes and in so being are also full of compressed and memetically successful information 

for navigating the world. Jung himself stated that, “An archetypal content expresses itself, first 

and foremost in metaphors.” The screens of my childhood were comparable in novelty, wonder, 

and value, to the fantasy trope, or meme, of a magic gazing ball. 
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New Horizons and Objects that Present Windows 

 
The early technology of painting developed into an object designed to present a window. 

This lineage was defined and carried on by the introduction of printing processes, photography, 

film, television and digital screens. The personal computer, whether a phone, desktop or other 

device, is the most profound of these objects, providing limitless windows into endless content. 

The computer has made a new logic for objects that present windows, and in many ways, 

controls the perception of art objects, often leading to the object having more of a life on the 

screen then in its physical form. 

Screens have quickly become the primary location of accessing reproductions of art. 

Like a favorite novel turned into a film that doesn’t match the richness of your imagination, the 

imagined aura of the art object, seen through viewing a reproduction, can unexpectedly surpass 

the aura of the original. The reproduction on the screen can tap the imagination in a way that 

the original might deplete. Many reproductions are a stamp of approval that inflates the bubble 

of the original’s aura to an unsustainable point.  

I’ve had this experience with the ultra-famous Starry Night. The reproductions I saw 

throughout my life, and the cultural perception of its greatness, left me quietly unfulfilled once I 

had the chance to see it in person. I realized that the Starry Night I had imagined on the basis of 

the reproductions was more valuable to me than the real thing. Before widespread 

reproductions, paintings did not have this complicated relationship. Instead, they were the 

screens. As an object, paintings directly offered the window and utilized the viewer’s 

imagination, creating the same direct experience screens offered me of Starry Night. Screens 

make every image suspect. Painters like Gerhard Richter and Vija Celmins, who pioneered an 
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earnest way of painting from photographs, paved the way for painting from the screen. Screens 

make every image seem like a potential trompe l'oeil. 

The internet developed alongside the personal computer. While the computer has the 

ability to access endless content, the internet, actually provided endless content. This has 

created a kind of artificial landscape of constantly shifting horizons. In this metaphor the 

computer is a pair of eyes or body with which to search, travel, set up shop, enjoy, and-or be 

horrified, by the vistas of the internet. This artificial body is far more capable in its native 

landscape than our bodies are in the natural world. To illustrate further, the personal computer 

has demi-god like abilities to traverse its landscape. It allows for being in multiple places at 

once, shaping the horizon based on what is in the user’s mind and being able to access any 

location at any time. The internet can be seen as a collective, conceptual, landscape of our 

species. Subservient to, and dependent on our existence, and full of information and logic only 

suitable to us. 

Imagine an individual in the form of a painter from centuries ago traveling around their 

local countryside and cityscapes. They set up an easel wherever they see something that is 

moving, beautiful, has a cultural or political resonance, or maybe simply serves the needs of the 

image they have in mind. This practical and direct process is no different at its core for the 

painter today, fluidly immersed in exploring and using the internet. The painter from the past 

was always navigating two horizons, the surrounding tangible world, and the horizon of their 

imagination and thought. The internet, revolutionarily, serves as a third horizon that the 

individual could previously only glimpse at through printed media: the collective and immersive 

horizon of information. 

When printed media first came on the scene and began to evolve it acted as a window 

into this third horizon that could not be accessed in a comprehensive way. Books, prints, 
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carvings on stone, and more were all small windows into what would become the landscape of 

information. The windows got larger and larger and the views became more expansive. The 

number of windows increased exponentially through advances in technology and cumulative 

information. This began to reveal the reality of the third horizon. The advent of the internet, the 

personal computer, and the rapid evolution of both of these things served as the wrecking ball 

that demolished the barrier into this third horizon. The result being an immersive horizon that 

can be navigated by the varied personal computing devices.  

The painter in this new paradigm tests its parameters and logic. Like the printed book, 

painting has a valuable role as a retreat and escape from the overwhelming environment of the 

internet. Paintings remain for the most part objects of the first landscape or horizon. The clarity 

and understanding that can easily be lost in the expanse and constant change of the internet, 

can possibly be regained slightly, in the quieter, more reserved, objects like a painting. 
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Appropriate Incongruities 

 
Years before I was thinking about my work in terms of memes and metaphors I was 

introduced to a simple concept in humor theory called appropriate incongruity. This concept has 

become persistent in the back of my mind. It was essentially, very memetically successful within 

my own thinking, although I had never heard it referenced outside the paper I discovered it in. 

Appropriate incongruity is an idea coined by Elliot Oring and used to map out the inner 

workings of a joke. A joke is a metaphor, or an appropriate incongruity where the 

appropriateness, when discovered, is also discovered to have an additional layer of 

inappropriateness. For a rather lame example... Why should you have a watch in the desert? 

Ans: Because a watch has springs in it. (Oring 3) We realize that there is an appropriate 

connection between the word springs and the need for water in the desert, but at the same time 

we realize that the connection is not actually appropriate, (the incongruent element) because 

two unrelated kinds of springs are being referenced. 

Appropriate Incongruity is essentially the skeleton of a metaphor and has application 

well beyond humor. In the metaphor ACHILLES IS LION we recognize that Achilles is not really 

a lion (incongruity) but we also recognize what the author is expressing. Our mind searches for 

characteristics that Achilles shares with a lion and when we discover them we gain new 

understanding and are satisfied with the appropriate relationship between the two.  

First it should be noted that painting itself is always a baseline appropriate incongruity. 

The novelty of a very straightforward landscape or portrait painting, is first and foremost, that it 

depicts something but is not actually that thing. This is always an appropriate incongruity 

because there is an appropriate element in the recognition of a scene visualized on the canvas 

and incongruity in that the picture - whether a painting, photograph, or other - is not actually 
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what it depicts. I would argue this has always been the fundamental metaphor that has made 

image making such a memetically successful area, and made pictures of all kinds, objects of 

desire throughout history. 

If appropriate incongruities are metaphors and vice versa, what is the value of the 

phrase appropriate incongruity? The phrase itself is a diagram for breaking apart a metaphor 

that is embodied in a physical form or hidden in a linguistic structure that is not an actual 

linguistic metaphor. For the artist it is key for discovering conceptual metaphors embodied in 

their work. As well as enabling the individual to, at times, consciously embed these kinds of 

metaphors.  

One example of this would be the appropriate incongruity in the design of the panels I 

constructed for The Last Day in the Apartment. In these structures there is an elaborate effort 

put into constructing an enlarged panel that can stand upright on a pedestal and has a false 

back. The back is designed to be reminiscent of the design of traditional painting stretchers. It is 

not intended to be actually illusionistic but the design does create an appropriate incongruity. 

The appropriate element is that these objects are paintings, per-se, and so there is an 

appropriate relationship between the design on the back, reminiscent of a canvas-stretcher, 

and the fact that there is a painting on the front. The incongruent element is that these paintings 

are painted on panel, rendering the back unnecessary. The back itself serves no clear purpose; 

the complete opposite of the actual design of canvas-stretchers. This appropriate incongruity is 

an unarticulated metaphor embodied in materials. Something like OBJECT X IS PAINTING ON 

STRETCHED CANVAS, although, as is the case in all metaphors, object x is clearly not a 

stretched canvas. Metaphors like this built into the actual material of my installation run 

throughout. If I was tasked with finding the metaphors without the use of the conceptual tool of 

appropriate incongruities I would not be able to. 
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I think of appropropriate incongruities as the equivalent of fat, salt, sugar, and spice in 

cooking. They have the quality of being focal points of particularly stimulating aspects of a work. 

The stimulating quality of metaphor can be encoded into the actual materiality of a painting, 

sculpture or even the broad strokes of a narrative. These metaphors or, appropriate 

incongruities, are a kind of compressed information. Here is another level of entailment for the 

memetic metaphor, an analogy to genetic diversity and how throughout nature genetic diversity 

is valued and sought on an instinctual, subconscious level. Similarly, a kind of thought-based or 

metaphorical diversity identifiable as conceptual metaphors or appropriate incongruities is 

pursued and desired on a subconscious level in the cultural realm. 
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4. Some Guiding Problems in Conversations About Art 

 

Categories and Concepts 

 
The application of memes and metaphors to art comes into conflict with existing ideas in 

the art world. Lakoff and Johnson’s view of the category/concept relationship alongside the 

container schema are the tools needed to recognize some of these conflicts involving the 

concepts of fine arts, contemporary art, critical art and so on. Lakoff and Johnson state, “Our 

categories and our forms of reason must ‘work’ very well together” (21). In the ambiguous area 

of different concepts of art our categories and concepts do not work well together. This 

produces confusion and arguments that are based on false premises. 

 In Philosophy in the Flesh: the Embodied Mind & its Challenge to Western Thought, 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson describe how problems arise when concepts do not 

characterize the structure of their categories sufficiently well (21). They differentiate categories 

and concepts. Stating that, “concepts are neural structures that allow us to mentally 

characterize our categories and reason about them” (19) and that, “Our categories of things in 

the world determine what we take to be real: trees, rocks, animals, people, buildings, and so 

on.” They lay out the inevitability of categories in the human mind, 

Every living being categorizes. Even the amoeba categorizes the 
things it encounters into food or nonfood… How animals 
categorize depends on their sensing apparatus and their ability to 
move themselves and to manipulate objects. Categorization is 
therefore a consequence of how we are embodied. We have 
evolved to categorize; if we hadn’t we would not have survived. 
(17-18) 
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 And finally, they go on to describe how you can see categorization happening in the 

brain in the limitations of neurons and synaptic connections. Providing an analogous example of 

these limitations by explaining how our eyes have 100 million light sensing cells but only 1 

million fibers leading to the brain. Making each incoming image to the brain reduced in 

complexity by a factor of 100. (18) We are constantly engaged in simplifying complexity on a 

biological level. And in turn, our bodies and minds have some awareness and level of access to 

complexity that we cannot represent in conscious thought. Generally speaking this issue of 

categorization and complexity has application to the problems of meaning and interpretation in 

art, but also, application to the value of intuition. 

The container schema, mentioned previously, is an example of an embodied concept, 

specifically what Lakoff and Johnson call a spatial relations concept. All spatial relations 

concepts have built in logic that comes with the application of the concept to whatever 

categories they are being imposed on. An example of this would be that a given exhibit at The 

Walker might exist within the concept of installation art, which is within the concept of fine art, 

which is within the less defined concept of, just art. These logics are described as “Given two 

containers, A and B, and an object, X, if A is in B and X is in A, then X is in B.” (31) 

The fine arts and its subfields as they can be identified by university art departments, 

museums, and galleries, are a container schema that has developed out of cultural pressures 

and traditions of thought. It has become mismatched with deeper, spontaneously formed, 

categories of our minds to the point that the concepts often produce contradictions from within. 

They do not “work” well. We can see this problem wrestled with in chapters two and three of 

Johanna Drucker’s Sweet Dreams. In these chapters Drucker raises many strong points, 

criticizing prevailing logics and approaches in what she refers to as the “fine arts”, “critical art” 

and simply, “art”. Throughout the chapters the issue of what these terms stick to is never 
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questioned on a fundamental basis. But it is the concept itself that is misleading and creates 

confusion that Drucker dissects in detail. 

In chapter 2 of Sweet Dreams, titled “Current Conditions” Drucker raises the concept of 

the emperor's new clothes, right away asking if the current climate of art could be considered an 

extreme version of this children’s fable. (12)  Later she notes, 

[a] Striking feature of contemporary art: the discrepancy between 
its continued viability as an industry (economic and cultural) and 
its house of cards improbability. Much of what is traded or given 
credibility within this arena of activity seems not to merit a second 
glance, let alone be suited to command intellectual respect or a 
high price tag -- or is distinguishable from the artifacts of 
advertising and consumer culture. (13)  

 

These are commonly held feelings, expressed all the way up the chain of discourse. They are 

tell-tale signs of the concept not characterizing the category. In chapter 3 “Critical Histories” 

Drucker carefully details what I would consider the development of the disconnect between the 

category and the concept. 

Traditional works of art were almost always characterized 
by the qualities of the handmade, individually wrought, and 
carefully worked embodiment of artistic vision. But with the advent 
of industrial methods of production and image reproduction from 
the late eighteenth century onward, the relation of art to production 
took on a new charge. Modern art was increasingly dependent 
upon its crucial capacity to be distinguished from works of mass 
production. Why? Most simply, because industrial methods of 
image production posed a threat to the unique authority of fine art 
images in visual culture. 

[…]the moral superiority by which fine art is to perform its 
transformations, spiritual or political, is through its distinction from 
the polluting dross of mass production. Perceived by the noble 
spirit or the discerning, critical eye, fine art can function 
symbolically as a mark of “distinction” (in Pierre Bourdieu’s sense 
of the term, as a sign of class position) or as an instrument of 
cultural activism (the “revolutionary language” of Julia kristeva). 
But it has to distinguish itself on some reliable terms. The task of 
criticism within modernism has been much bound up with 
conceiving and defending those terms. 
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By the early twentieth century, mass media culture had 
gained powerful seductive force. Technological innovations made 
imagery cheap and widely available, creating a previously 
unheard-of richness of visual artifacts for popular consumption. 
Mass circulation magazines. Photogravure color sections in the 
weekly press, inexpensive cameras for personal use, the cinema, 
advertising ephemera--all of these put visual images into everyday 
life. 

What was the fate of fine art? In the course of the twentieth 
century, fine art retreated to higher and higher conceptual ground. 
Actually evacuating fine art works of explicit or recognizable 
content became one strategy for differentiating them from images 
in mass media culture (editorial photographs, illustrations, 
advertising graphics, among other things). (71) 

 

This narrative sheds some light on how the concept of fine art began to find its identify 

through moves of self-preservation. The argument I am making is not against the value of the 

kinds of activities and objects that could be called contemporary or fine art. Instead, I want to 

argue that those objects, performances, installations, videos, etc… lean predictably away from 

the concept of fine arts and toward their own object-oriented categories and those categories’ 

accompanying concepts. If you take the view of concepts provided by Lakoff and Johnson, that 

they are useful for inferring new understanding to the degree that they accurately characterize 

categories, then it is important to attempt to maintain a close eye on the relationship between 

your concepts and categories. 

In Chapter 2 of Sweet Dreams Drucker writes, “Perhaps the key conceptual distinction 

on which fine arts identity depends is its capacity to produce symbolic value”. (14) Later she 

continues, “Works of fine art are capable of sustaining contradictions… Fine art frequently is 

also both what it claims to be (independent thought, discrete from other forms of cultural 

expression, a separate domain of alternative values) and what it pretends not to be (bound up 

with the values of the status quo and the ideological system that sustains it).” (17) The problem 

with these ideas is in Drucker’s clear separation between mass media and fine arts as found in 
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the long block quote above. This separation entails that mass media and every other form of 

artifact production in the world, outside of the fine arts, is marked by it’s deficiency of symbolic 

value and its inability to sustain contradictions in a meaningful way. The concepts of memes and 

metaphors pose a problem for this. Not only can you identify metaphors (symbolic value) 

embedded in all kinds of objects that would not fit into the concept of the fine arts, which means 

that you can identify appropriate incongruities, i.e. sustained contradictions; but also, memetics 

makes the idea of independent thought, discrete from other forms of cultural expression, 

unlikely at best. 

Returning to the categories as best as we can and forming a concept around those 

categories will relieve much of the confusion detailed by Drucker. So what would it look like to 

attempt to return to the categories and form a concept that better characterizes them? It begins 

for me with the book A History of Pictures by David Hockney and Martin Gayford. In this book 

Hockney and Gayford emphasized painting as part of a history of pictures not as its own history 

alongside sculpture, photography and more. In doing so, they shed light on surprising aspects of 

the interconnected nature of all pictures. As a reader involved in the subjects Hockney and 

Gayford’s book details, I found the simple ideas at its core to be disruptive beyond their 

intended scope. 

What Hockney and Gayford were doing, in their mildly stated way, was making the 

choice to work within the concept that most closely characterized the category. If you completely 

do away with the idea of art objects, performances, gestures etc… The items and acts that 

previously occupied these concepts are adopted by other existing category/concept 

relationships such as the concept of pictures as evidenced in the Hockney and Gayford book. 

In Drucker’s summarizing of conditions in the fine arts, you would not find an installation 

from Universal Studios in the same vein as an installation from a fine arts context. This seems 
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self evident but it is a product of the problematic category/concept relationship. We can see an 

alternative view of this situation by comparing the gap between an installation at Universal and 

an installation in the contemporary art sense, with a similar gap between a Marvel blockbuster 

and a classic, critically acclaimed art film. While many would readily agree that film is or can be 

a “fine art” it also easily maintains Lakoff and Johnson’s idea of complex gradations of concepts 

successfully mapping the category they characterize. The broad initial container of this 

container schema for the films is something like; “All versions of ‘moving’ images created 

through technology that displays many still images, in sequence, at high speeds, in order to 

generate the illusion of a singular moving image.” This description is a concept but it is one that 

actually works with the categories not against them. The category that it closely characterizes 

develops spontaneously as the mind engages with the artifacts and experience of this category 

in the world. Lakoff and Johnson show these kinds of categories are embodied in the brain in a 

non-trivial way. 

There are many traditions that still exist with concepts that better characterize their 

categories. Books are one, the concept of novels within the concept of books, romance novels 

within novels, and so on... Likewise, film as previously described, music, theatre, dance, and 

more. With regards to creative activity it is “art,” the fine arts, contemporary art, that are 

inconsistent. If you expelled what would be considered fine art objects to their appropriate 

pre-existing category/concept relationships what is to be done with the word “art”? 
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What Bites 

 

Art is a meaningful word. It inevitably arises and is used in popular contexts, pointing to 

an elaborate and coherent network of entailments. Art is not appropriate as a container schema 

on the basis of any physical characteristics. Instead, the word art is best used to describe an 

experience and not a category of cultural objects or the perception of any performance or event. 

Part of the issue with the confusion detailed by Drucker is that there is always an underlying 

assumption of the “efficacy” of art and its relationship to value. (53). 

In the conception of the word art that I am advocating for it becomes a matter of an 

experience. Or a personal container schema for elements of culture that provide a certain peak 

experience. The only way we can conceptualize this experience is through conceptual 

metaphors. If I put forward the metaphor ART IS ASPECTS OF CULTURE THAT BITE. The 

category that the experience is attached to is not, art objects, ones art institutions are concerned 

with. Instead, it is every element of culture that can “bite” you. As Lakoff and Johnson attest to, 

we are creatures whose logic is rooted in our bodies, and their sensing apparatus, and a 

visceral metaphor is often appropriate. Objects, performances and experiences that bite may be 

a much more “real” category than art objects, performances, etc… 

“Touch” is a common metaphor already at large in this way in the culture. It hints at an 

important aspect of what is meant by the broadest use of the word art. This is the quality of art 

connoting some kind of peak cultural experience. Someone might say that a film, performance, 

or painting really “touched” them. This may seem like a small linguistic metaphor that is 

subservient to existing conceptual tradition. Based on Lakoff and Johnson these metaphors 

point to something more profound. That is, the actual structure with which we understand our 

experiences through the limitations of our bodies. 
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If you bring two individuals and two paintings together it is completely normal for the 

individuals to experience one or the other painting as art, contradictory to the other individual. 

It’s easy to imagine a basic argument of “that’s not art”. If you take the container schema view, 

that both the paintings are technically art because they are paintings, and painting falls under 

the concept of the “fine arts”, then you run into the problem that this does not address the 

qualifying aspect of the concept of art. If one of the individuals reacts by claiming that one of the 

paintings is not art, this would denote that what they really mean is that it is art that doesn’t meet 

some satisfactory unspoken standard. So what is the art object that doesn’t meet the standard? 

It is simply a painting. But, this painting then cannot live in the same container schema as the, 

“fine arts.” It must be within paintings inside the container schema of the picture or image. 

An art object, not meeting a certain standard of satisfactory quality makes a leap out of 

the container schema of “art” into another container schema. This points to how the word “art” 

always connotated some level of undefined quality. This quality is what is designated by the 

metaphor of the bite, touch, hit, strike, and it is what justifies the idea of art as a peak 

experience. So can one of these individuals be wrong and one right? Definitely not. The 

question of whether some things that “bite” are better than others is a matter of interpretation.  
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Against Interpretation 

 

 In 1966 Susan Sontag published Against Interpretation. She describes how no matter 

the physical manifestation of the work it is still assumed that “A work of art is its content. Or as 

it’s usually put today, that a work of art by definition says something.” This is largely still the 

case. The concepts of memes and metaphors go a long way to relieve these demands. They do 

this through asserting that, first our minds are limited by our bodies and the elaborate 

scaffolding of metaphorical thought we’ve developed out of our embodied form. Second, the 

creation of new metaphors and exposure to metaphorically rich content is not something we can 

control on a conscious level. We are inclined to develop metaphors that reverberate, that is, 

have high coherence with our limited experiences. These are the metaphors that “ring true”. And 

finally that the metaphorical landscape develops out of the preexisting world of memes. 

Because of these limitations the appropriate view of content is not “What X is saying is…” 

Instead it is a relaxed view of the memetic landscape where trends and metaphors arise fluidly 

out of an ocean of cultural competition. 

When we engage with a stimulating item of culture we develop valuable metaphors that 

are coherent to our set of personal experiences. We can recognize the genuine value of the 

metaphors of another person, and be satisfied in our own, while importantly, also recognizing 

the broadest metaphors that are developed by the most individuals simultaneously. These 

metaphors will inevitably have the greatest effect on the culture moving forward and be a 

marked part of the Zeitgeist of that time - in that particular culture - for better or worse.  

Sontaq says that “the idea of content is today mainly a hindrance, a nuisance.” and that, 

“It is the habit of approaching works of art in order to interpret them that sustains the fancy that 
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there really is such a thing as the content of a work of art.” I agree largely with her impulse but 

would only say that content is not the problem. The problem is that just because there is a thing 

does not mean that our species has access to it in a complete way. This is easy to accept in 

terms of physical limitations. We can see a star lightyears away but we cannot access the star 

much beyond that. It is crucial to understand through Lakoff and Johnson’s theory that we do 

not have god-like, free and rational thought. Instead our perceptions and our thoughts are 

structured by the limitations of our bodies. All this is to say there is content, real and practical 

content, in culture and art that cannot be entirely engaged. From our vantage point, we can see 

a complex world that can be described in terms of memes and metaphors: the memes and 

metaphors embedded in the work itself and the personal metaphors our minds generate when 

we engage with the work.  

This goes back to the beginning of this paper and the desire to work intuitively and to 

make work that satisfies the “deep” metaphor. What does depth refer to other than an 

awareness of content that cannot be accessed completely? At least we know that a work that 

satisfies this metaphor will not fall flat and stale in front of us with unstimulating agendas. 

Instead, it can fulfill the concept of something that is different each time you return to it. Work 

with depth operates in harmony with the fact that you are different when you return to it. In 

relationship to the stimulating work you will engage in constructing an appropriate metaphor with 

it. This is the work that, “bites”, “touches” etc… Sontag ends her essay with a call for “an erotics 

of art” and these metaphors that reach out and make contact with you support that call. But 

there is no problem with content, there is only a problem with interpretation. We need a soft 

touch and a reverence for complexity in order to know what we don’t know, and to enjoy and 

learn from the metaphors we have. 
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5. The Last Day in the Apartment  
 
 
 

In creating the installation The Last Day in the Apartment I relied on an intuitive process 

and an ever growing awareness of the role of memes and metaphors, both the metaphors 

embedded in the work and the potential of the audience to construct metaphors. In my decision 

making, I participate in the competitive status and replication of any meme that can be identified 

as part of my work. Some basic examples of this are the use of painting, the use of pedestals, 

the use of the symbol of fire, a depiction of being stabbed in the heart, and of each individual 

element of the paintings and on and on. Any list seems ridiculous, as the danger in talking about 

memetics is how it breaks down to ever increasing minutiae, which could be seen as 

meaningless. I would say that this aspect is a large part of the value of memetics. As mentioned 

earlier memetics is a concept that allows for a high resolution view of culture.  

Any complete account of the memes and metaphors embedded in The Last Day in the 

Apartment would be unmanageably long. This is due to the unique quality in the concepts of 

memes and metaphors to deal with complexity in an expansive way. That’s essentially the point 

of this entire paper. Real complexity, the kind that we acknowledge exists but know that we can 

never fully engage, is a part of every aspect of life. If you take this view seriously it throws a 

wrench in many presumptions surrounding rationality and consciousness. These assumptions, 

which were no doubt coherent enough in their entailments to thrive for a long time, have spread 

throughout nearly all of contemporary life and discourse. The fine arts being no exception. 

Lakoff and Johnson’s book Philosophy in the Flesh: the Embodied Mind & its Challenge to 

Western Thought addresses this at large. 
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In this context, my goal is not to interpret or explain my work in any conventional sense. 

In the final section of this paper I will dive a little deeper into the application of one element that 

can be engaged in both terms of meme and metaphor. Through the analysis of a single 

element, I hope the reader will be able to cement their grasp of the inner workings of these 

ideas, and apply them freely to any and all memes and metaphors encountered. In the following 

section I’m going to engage the meme of trompe l'oeil and the metaphor of trompe l'oeil in my 

thesis installation The Last Day in the Apartment. 
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Trompe l'oeil as a Meme 

 

Trompe l’oeil (French for to fool the eye) is most commonly used to refer to a specific 

type of painting that uses forced perspective in order to create a level of illusion that, at least, 

comes closer than any other to what the phrase’s meaning entails. Because of this, there are a 

number of elements that distinguish Trompe L’oeil from still life, its closest relative in terms of 

categories of painting. Often trompe l’oeil presents extremely shallow space. This is because 

the paintings surface is typically analogous to another flat surface such as a wall or floor which 

enables the forced perspective. A notable exception to this is the use of trompe l’oeil to depict 

skies in the ceiling and holes in walls or the floor. The use of architecture or a camera to 

supplement the forced perspective of a painted sky or hole allows for this aspect of trompe l'oeil. 

Most commonly though Trompe l'oeil appears as a kind of still life, framing the wall or floor with 

a direct angle. The view of the painting is completely perpendicular to the surface it depicts. The 

view is also very close to that surface creating the shallow space. Still life items are presented in 

shallow relief, casting shadows similar to the shadows that would be perceived if the viewer 

were looking directly at the real life surface being depicted. This forced perspective and shallow 

space allows for the least break of illusion possible as the viewer navigates around or looks 

directly at the painting. 

Trompe l'oeil has long been a popular but not highly regarded subgenre of still life 

painting. The novel illusionism of a trompe l'oeil can easily come off as a gimmick. As a genre or 

category of painting, Trompe L'oeil is limited, but the meme of trompe l'oeil can be found many 

places that you cannot find a trompe loeil painting. A primary example of this is the visual 

language that has become foundational to the computer and the screen. Nearly every aspect of 

the visual display of your operating system relies on some form of trompe l'oeil. From slightly 
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shaded “windows” that pop up in the extremely shallow illusionistic space in front of your 

desktop background to the “folders” that float on the surface casting small shadows.  

The development of this visual language for screens was a practical one full of memetic 

competition. In the early 90s, Apple set the standard for the visual display of their operating 

system and the fight was on. It was clear that the added visual cues of Apple’s displays were 

not only more aesthetically pleasing but were also far better at communicating to the user intent 

and use of each individual element. They were practical and visually pleasing in their novelty 

and because of this, incredibly memetically successful. 

This scenario is analogous to how a genetic mutation can lie dormant until the 

environment and circumstances are just right for it to thrive. At which point it takes off to such a 

degree that it can eventually develop an incredible infrastructure of new abilities and expression 

from that one starting point. The visual characteristics of trompe l'oeil were like a minor mutation 

with limited places to go, until the contemporary circumstances of the development of screens 

unlocked massive potential for trompe l'oeil that no other visual language could fill. 

This new found memetic success for trompe loeil gave it a competitive edge within 

painting. This was facilitated by a new generation of painters who were raised in front of 

screens. In true memetic form, creatives pull from what is around them, taking part in the 

primary memetic process of replication and mutation. An example of these trends from a broad 

view would be how mythological painting, once a highly memetically successful genre that 

outcompeted other potential types of painting has now dwindled and been pushed aside by one 

trend after another, from impressionism, to expressionism, minimalism and onward. 

Mythological paintings have persisted nonetheless, Kyle Staver comes to mind as a 

contemporary painter replicating and maintaining the line of mythological painting. Still, it has 

dwindled while other forms have come to prominence. Because of the visual influence of 
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screens, trompe l'oeil has had memetic resurgence in a huge way. The other primary reason for 

the resurgence of trompe l'oeil is the type of metaphors it is prone to generate in the mind. 
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Trompe l'oeil as a Metaphor 

 
The first encounter with forming a new metaphor often comes in the ambiguous 

sensation of THING IS SOME ASPECT OF LIFE. This is a familiar feeling when looking at my 

favorite paintings, watching affecting movies, and in many other elements of culture. The 

sensation that, this is just like life. In reality the thing is physically very unlike life. But the 

appropriate incongruity, i.e. the metaphor, forms in our mind and starts to take on a higher 

resolution as we spend time with it. It is the removed distance from actual life that makes the 

connection we find so stimulating. Elements of trompe l'oeil often create the effect; TROMPE 

L'OEIL IS SOME ASPECT OF LIFE. In his essay, The Trompe-l'oeil, Jean Baudrillard wrote, 

[trompe l'oeil] is never a matter of confusion with the real: what is 
important is the production of a simulacrum in full consciousness 
of the game and of the artifice by miming the third dimension, 
throwing doubt on the reality of that third dimension in miming and 
outdoing the effect of the real, throwing radical doubt on the 
principle of reality. (Bryson 58) 

 

And In Trompe l'oeil Tricks: Borges' Baroque Illusionism Zamora writes,  
 

...the flies, the nails, the curtains and cucumbers in the trompe 
l'oeil paintings we have just seen; they penetrate the normally 
sealed "picture plane" of narrative realism, confusing the "inside" 
and "outside" of the realistic frame, causing multiple and 
contradictory orders of reality to intermingle in ways ordinarily 
forbidden by the convention of narrative realism. ("Trompe L'oeil 
Tricks") 

 

These two quotes point to generally shared aspects of the broad metaphors of trompe l'oeil. An 

essential questioning of reality is built into the characteristics of the meme itself.  

As a metaphor trompe l'oeil has found new memetic opportunities in contemporary 

culture because of its entailments that engage popular issues of the day. While screens created 
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a logical and visual opportunity for trompe l'oeil in painting, contemporary concerns surrounding 

quantum physics, AI, simulation theory and even fake news have created memetic opportunities 

for the metaphors of trompe l'oeil. These popular concerns circulated on the internet, and 

between individuals, in a wide variety of qualities and depth, are exactly the kind of collective 

wrestling with concepts that make for the most impactful conceptual metaphors. These 

metaphors span and define culture. The spread of a meme like trompe l'oeil, whether in 

contemporary painting or built into the fabric of a show like Westworld, displays the culture at 

large trying to form new metaphors in conjunction with the issues it faces.  

New metaphors mean new networks of entailments that provide genuine and profound 

insight into contemporary issues. Not only new insight, but simply, the ability to grasp the issues 

at all. This is essential on a cultural and personal level. It is simply what we do as a species. 

The collective metaphors of trompe l'oeil are not in conflict with personal metaphors of trompe 

l'oeil. Some individuals make metaphors out of their struggle with actual conditions of 

derealization, while others simply relate to the strange break and philosophical remove of 

trompe l'oeil. All of these metaphors can run in the mind simultaneously. Likewise, for many 

people trompe l'oeil might fall completely flat as they make metaphors with other aspects of the 

image. 
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The Meme and the Metaphor Together 

 
In my thesis installation The Last Day in the Apartment memes and metaphors come 

together as they do in all aspects of culture. In the previous sections I used trompe L'oeil as an 

example of how memes and metaphors function in my work. I chose trompe l’oeil as an example 

for its unique contemporary relevance. I could have just as easily written about the meme and 

the metaphor of water or the use of the color blue. The meme of trompe l'oeil is in all of the 

paintings and arguably in every aspect of the installation, the backs of the paintings, electric 

fires, the outlets on the pedestals, etc… However this is only one limited view of the content of 

the work. There are countless other memes at play. There are many metaphors embedded in 

the construction and the images. And there is an infinite potential for metaphors to be generated 

in the relationship between viewer and object.  

Trompe l'oeil is an identifiable theme, as it sets a context of metaphor within which other 

metaphors can be formed. One that takes on new meaning as the digital age progresses but 

maintains an essential skepticism of reality and representation. But this context can easily fade 

into the background. It is appropriate to contemporary life but at the same time, drama, life, the 

experiences of the heart, and interpersonal relationships go on. The metaphors that can be 

formed from the piling up of clear masks, or the over-the-top wounding of a heart, do not have to 

go hand-in-hand with the primary trompe l'oeil metaphors. 
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6. Conclusion 
 
 

The Big Picture is the Only Picture 

 
Content in art is real and practical. It has been serving a valuable purpose long before 

there were concepts of interpretation or a divide between high and low culture. But this content 

is out of reach on two accounts. First, the content embedded in the work itself is too complex to 

be fully engaged with. Second, the primary content that we engage with is actually content we 

generate in relationship with the work. This content is unfixed, always changing, and varies from 

individual to individual. The mind processes experiences and concepts through forming 

coherent metaphors. Any approach to interpretation outside of this context is problematic. While 

metaphor is a limitation of our embodied minds, it is also the structure that allows for a moving, 

stimulating, enjoyable, and profound relationship to art. 

Everyone has their own personal container schema of something like art, that is, objects 

and aspects of culture that provide the peak experience associated with the visceral metaphors, 

to be struck, hit, moved, touched etc… Maybe someday we will have a super computer with 

access to every human experience, that can tally up a graph of all the aspects of culture that 

touched, moved, struck, etc.. the most people. It would also have to measure how affected each 

individual was by each encounter, in order to rate the peak experiences next to one another. I 

hope this never happens but if it did, then we could, for a second, see a better picture of a 

collective, human, container schema of art.  
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This is the stuff of science fiction but so are the screens of my childhood. One of the 

most impactful VHS tapes I was exposed to on the old tv was Blade Runner. The first time I saw 

it in the mid ‘90s the technology of the screens in the movie was roughly on par with the screens 

in my home. In the next decade, I watched as that specific form of technology far exceeded its 

depictions in science fiction. This brought forward the meme of trompe l'oeil into everyday life in 

a subtle but profound way. On the other hand, Blade Runner and Do Androids Dream of Electric 

Sheep were seminal in reining in the age of trompe l'oeil as a metaphor, by applying trompe 

l'oeil directly to humanity itself. 

Occasionally - very rarely - someone who has seen one of my paintings comes up to me 

and is so excited to tell me about their experience of the painting that there is no room in the 

conversation for what my intentions were. This is ideal, because as it happens, my intention was 

to bring all of my understanding, skills, and intuition to bear in making a densely layered, 

strange, and evocative object that could provide them with that kind of personalized experience. 

My aim is to work with memes and metaphors not against them. I don’t want to make any claims 

about my work that interrupts the remarkable process of engaging culture through metaphor. 

Memes and metaphors are concepts that characterize their categories in a way that they take 

the mind past the threshold of what it can realistically wrestle with. Both memes and metaphors 

delve into minutiae, microscopic units of concepts and culture so small that - like our eye’s 

relationship to the brain - even though we might be able to recognize the minutiae, we cannot 

necessarily comprehend them. This complexity, when applied to all things, is the big picture, or 

the closest thing to a view of the big picture our current metaphors allow us to see. 
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