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In the aftermath of World War II, young artists in Copenhagen, Brussels, and
Amsterdam began to insist, at first separately and then together, on the necessity
of a new approach to the brutal conditions of the time. They did so under the
name “Cobra,” an abbreviation of the names of the cities where they were based as
well as a tribute to the snake they took up as an emblem. In Copenhagen a group
of painters and sculptors had already formed around the magazine Helhesten (Hell
horse), edited by the precocious Asger Jorn. Encouraged by the Copenhagen
example, three young artists in Amsterdam—Constant Nieuwenhuys, Karel Appel,
and Corneille—launched “the Experimental Group in Holland” in July 1948 with
a magazine of their own called Reflex. Finally, in Brussels, where Surrealism lin-
gered as a force, writers directed the scene, especially Christian Dotremont, who
would soon edit the eponymous magazine of Cobra. 

Jorn met Constant in the fall of 1946, and contacted Dotrement the next
summer; by late 1948 the three were able to forge a coalition, which was as fragile
as it was intense, lasting little more than three years. Despite ample evidence of
the Stalin purges, the three refused to abandon Communism, and they insisted on
dialectical materialism as essential to artistic experiment. They were linked, too,
in their opposition to both functionalist and formalist positions, with Jorn react-
ing against his early training in Paris under Léger and Le Corbusier, and Constant
turning against his Dutch forebears in De Stijl. At the same time, Jorn and
Constant wanted to depart from Surrealism, aspects of which—a painterly automa-
tism above all—they appropriated nonetheless. “By means of this irrational spon-
taneity,” Jorn wrote in the first issue of Cobra with this automatist technique in
mind, “we get closer to the vital source of life.”1

Does the aim of “the vital source of life” make Cobra another belated
Expressionism, one inflected by primitivism and Surrealism, or is there a distinc-
tive program to be extracted from its different practices, a Cobra idea? Its con-
cerns with the art of tribal peoples, children, and the mentally ill (which the Nazis
had declared “degenerate” only a decade before) are familiar from prewar avant-
gardes, and even its involvement with folk culture (Jorn in particular was fascinat-

1. Asger Jorn, “Discours aux pingouins,” Cobra 1 (1949), p. 8. 
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ed by Nordic myths, Viking monuments, medieval frescoes, rural churches, etc.)
does not specify Cobra adequately. However, one attribute might distinguish it: its
special penchant for the animal or, better, the creaturely. Such is the hypothesis I
want to explore here.2

Consider The Cry of Freedom of 1949 by Appel. As often in his work, the paint-
ing presents a figure full in the canvas, barely contained by the cage of the frame
and made up of a patchwork of hot reds, yellows, oranges, and pinks relieved only
by swatches of cool blues and greens. The schematic head, its simple features
blocked out in flat black, confronts us directly; the asymmetrical arms are
deformed and useless (they resemble stubby wings wrapped around its body,

2. Jorn and company hardly invented this idiom. As Guy Atkins writes, “What is now regarded as
the typically ‘Cobra’ inventory of forms: strange birds, beasts, wizards, masks, a general melee of
zoomorphic and human shapes—such motifs had figured in the paintings of Egill Jacobsen and others
since the late thirties” (Jorn in Scandinavia 1930–1953 [London: Lund Humphries, 1968], p. 86). The
Atkins volumes remain fundamental; I have also benefitted from Graham M. Birtwistle, Living Art:
Asger Jorn’s comprehensive theory of art between Helhesten and Cobra (1946–1949) (Utrecht: Reflex, 1986).

Constant. Erotic Moment. 1949. 
© 2012 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / c/o Pictoright Amsterdam.



which they fail to protect); and the creature is propped up on three spindly legs.
Neither human nor beast nor bird, it is all three: a newfangled beast whose “cry of
freedom” seems to announce a damaged past as much as a transformed future—as
if the famous Angelus Novus (1920), produced by Klee after World War I, were
reborn, after World War II, as a mutant phoenix.3

Or consider Erotic Moment by Constant, a watercolor produced in 1949, the
year of his polemic “It’s Our Desire that Makes the Revolution,” published in the
fourth issue of Cobra. A lewd picture dominated by fecal browns, it seems to show
two figures commingled sexually, in an eroticism that transforms discrete bodies
into charged parts that are ecstatically exchanged. A wild-eyed creature raises its
arms exultantly (one arm ends in a paw of three digits, the other begins as an
obscene nose), while its partner, head thrown back, sticks a penile tongue into its
mouth—even as this aggressive figure is also gendered female by the large vulva
located at its center and the long wave of hair down its back. Although gender ambi-
guity is a staple in Duchamp, Giacometti, and others, the force of this confusion is
entirely different here: not a frustrated search for the lost object of sexual desire à la
Surrealism, but an unbridled expression of revolutionary passion à la Cobra.

How to understand such figures? A first clue can be found in a 1948 mani-
festo by Constant, who frames the postwar situation in dialectical terms as a “total
collapse” that might permit a “new freedom,” as long as artists “find their way back
to the first point of origin of creative activity.”4 In this regard Constant champions
the usual “expressions from the untaught” (again, the familiar trio of the primi-
tive, the child, and the insane), but then refers enigmatically to postwar man as “a
creature,” and delivers this striking formula: “A painting is not a construction of
colors and lines, but an animal, a night, a scream, a human being, or all of these.”5

Here Constant overturns the famous formalist formula of modernist painting pre-
sented sixty years before by Maurice Denis (“Remember that a painting—before it
is a battle horse, a nude model, or some anecdote—is essentially a flat surface cov-
ered with colors assembled in a certain order”), and intimates that the creaturely
is a cipher of the confused aftermath of the war—of a “broken down” condition in
which “limitations . . . are dissolved.”6 Jorn rises to the challenge: “We must portray
ourselves as human beasts,” he writes Constant in a letter of 1950.7

In this light Cobra can be seen as an artistic intervention in the debate
about humanism after the war, one that engaged the preeminent philosophers of
the time, above all Sartre, who insisted that his existentialism was a humanism,
and Heidegger, who dismissed both concepts as metaphysical.8 For far too long,
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3. The Klee-Cobra connection is explored in Michael Baumgartner et al., eds., Klee and Cobra: A
Child’s Play (Bern: Zentrum Paul Klee, 2011).
4. Constant, “Manifesto,” Reflex 1, 1948; trans. in Cobra 50 år, ed. Anna Krogh and Holger
Reenberg (Ishoj: Arken Museum for Moderne Kunst, 1997), p. 167.
5. Ibid., pp. 168, 171. 
6. Ibid., p. 171. The Denis formula is from “Definition of Neotraditionism” (1890). 
7. Part of the letter appears in facsimile in Willemijn Stokvis, Cobra: The Last Avant-Garde Movement
of the Twentieth Century (Aldershot: Lund Humphries, 2004), p. 243.
8. See Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism” (1946), and Martin Heidegger, “Letter on
Humanism” (1947), in which he responds to Sartre. 
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Heidegger argues, Western philosophy has defined the human in its difference
from the animal (man possesses language, reason, and so on), and this “anthropo-
logical machine” has stripped the world of its fundamental alterity, made it all too
human, that is, too subject to our instrumental abuse. At the same time Heidegger
refuses any celebration of the animal as a counter-term; in a well-known formula
he insists that whereas the stone is worldless, the animal is poor in world, while the
human alone is world-making. And elsewhere he charges Rilke, in his great eighth
Duino Elegy, with the gross misunderstanding that animals are closer to Being
than man is.9 If Heidegger had known Cobra, he would have condemned it on the
same grounds, for it too values the animal as immediately connected to “the vital
source of life”: the untamed expression in The Cry of Freedom, the primal ecstasy in
Erotic Moment, the powerful symbol of the coiled cobra, all proclaim as much. 

Yet this becoming-animal of the human in Cobra is no simple recovery of a
lost nature, for it also attests to the denaturalization produced by the war and the
Holocaust. Cobra creatures sometimes signify this irredeemable anguish, which is
felt everywhere in Jorn. For example, Wounded Beast II (1951) is another mis-
shapen bird from the Cobra menagerie, also painted full in the frame and pressed
close to the picture plane. With a large head atop a little body, it appears in profile
under a black sun, its whiskered beak haggard, its yellow eye crazed, its feathers
limp like so many flaps of dead-blue flesh. This is not the only painting in which
Jorn turns the eagle, the emblem of state par excellence, into a terror-struck bird
of prey; in this version, however, it is the world at large that appears wounded.
Here Jorn answers Constant’s call for a painting as “an animal, a night, a scream, a
human being, or all of these”; indeed, this definition (if anything so anti-formal
can be called a definition) speaks to his Cobra practice in general. 

Jorn often frames his work of this period in an Expressionist way, that is, as
an attempt to reclaim a primal unity, both natural and communal, before psychic
repression and social division. And in the conventional manner of the Freudo-
Marxism of the time he associates this fall from unity with bourgeois class culture.
Yet his Cobra painting is not Expressionist—his gestures already suggest a futility
as such—and his philosophy, a patchwork creature of its own, is anything but con-
ventional.10 The bad object of this philosophy is monolithic enough: “the classical
tradition,” by which Jorn means all European culture given over to Apollonian
form (here he follows the familiar Nietzschean opposition in The Birth of Tragedy).
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9. See Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, trans.
William McNeill and Nicholas Walker (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1995), p. 185; and Parmenides,
trans. André Schuwer and Richard Rojcewicz (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1992), pp. 150–60.
These reflections were first given as lectures in 1929–30 and 1942–42, respectively. Also see Giorgio
Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, trans. Kevin Attell (Stanford: Stanford University, 2004), pp.
49–62; the phrase “anthropological machine” is his.
10. His Situationist painting of the late 1950s and early ’60s, Karen Kurczynski writes, “demonstrates
an explicit irony in relation to the painterly gesture,” with its “direct parody in the form of caricature
or vandalism.” See her “Ironic Gestures: Asger Jorn, Informel, and Abstract Expressionism,” in Abstract
Expressionism: The International Context, ed. Joan Marter (New Brunswick: Rutgers University, 2007), pp.
110, 113. 



Yet his good object is multiple: though he sometimes calls it “Dionysian rhythm,”
he is just as likely to associate it with primitive art or folk culture, Taoist philoso-
phy or dialectical materialism, and so on. First and last, however, Jorn advocates
any expression that advances materialist vitality over idealist fixity. In this regard
he act s in the name of Scandinavian culture above all: in his v iew the
Scandinavian is the great other to the classical, at once marginal to it and subver-
sive of it; in particular he champions the pagan vernacular of the North in opposi-
tion to the official Christianity of the South imported by the nobility. It is this
commitment that drives not only his Cobra practice, both visual and textual, but
also his project to reclaim the idea of the Nordic from its racist abuse by the Nazis.
This project includes his plan of 28 volumes devoted to “10,000 Years of Nordic
Art,” only six of which were completed (and only one in his lifetime). It also
involves his founding of the Scandinavian Institute of Comparative Vandalism; the
Vandal, especially the Viking, is his great anticlassical hero.11

It is this passionate anticlassicism that accounts for the apparent ugliness of
his art, which Jorn pits, with great delight, against classical beauty. Already in a
1947 text titled “Apollo or Dionysius” Jorn proposes Dionysian rhythm as a
counter to Apollonian form in such a way that the Apollonian is not only under-
written by the Dionysian but also undone by it, a line of thought that follows
directly on Nietzsche, for whom Apollo is “the marvelous divine image of the prin-
cipium individuationis” and Dionysus its “shattering.” If “individuation is the root of
all evil” for the Nietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy, so too is it for Jorn.12 This is evi-
dent not only in his philosophy—his critique of all bourgeois distinctions in soci-
ety and culture and his advocacy of all collective forms of art—but also in his
painting, where he often stages his own modernist deconstruction of figure and
ground, the “principle of individuation” in image-making.

In fact, all his Cobra production is a concerted attack on classical aesthetics.
Well before his Situationist reworkings of found flea-market paintings known as
“modifications” and “disfigurations,” Jorn practices a programmatic deformation
of the classical tableau, and he does so primarily through the creaturely. What I
mean by the classical tableau is simple enough. “A well-composed tableau is a
whole contained under a single point of view,” Diderot writes in his essay on com-
position for his Encyclopédie (1751–72),

in which the parts work together to one end, and form by their mutual
correspondence a unity as real as that of the members of the body of
an animal; so that a piece of painting made up of a large number of fig-
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11. Jorn was especially taken by Didrik the Knight, a legendary figure of Scandinavian strength who
derives from Theodirich, the king of the Visigoths in the early sixth century (Jorn devoted his last pub-
lication project to Didrik). Already with Helhesten, the name of which was taken from the three-legged
beast of death in the Eddas, Jorn and company moved to reclaim Nordic mythology from the Nazis.
12. Frederich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, trans. Francis Golffing (New York: Doubleday, 1956),
pp. 22, 67. “Apollo embodies the transcendent genius of the principium individuationis; through him
alone is it possible to achieve redemption in illusion. The mystical jubilation of Dionysius, on the other
hand, breaks the spell of individuation and opens a path to the maternal womb of being” (p. 97).



ures thrown at random on to the canvas, with neither proportion, intel-
ligence nor unity, no more deserves to be called a true composition than
scattered studies of legs, nose and eyes on the same cartoon deserve to
be called a portrait or even a human figure.13

It is against this idealist model of the integrated painting (which, significantly
here, turns on the analogy of “the body of an animal”) that Jorn poses his materi-
alist pictures of disruptive creatures. 

Two points should be stressed right away. First, this critique is not about a
lack of skill: schooled in composition under Léger, Jorn performs a calculated
deskilling of the tableau, to which end he puts his own brand of painterly automa-
tism. Like his Danish predecessors Egill Jacobsen and Richard Mortensen, Jorn
releases color from drawing, and his liberated palette favors Nordic obscurity over
Mediterranean clarity.14 In general, Jorn paints a sublunary world of nocturnal
creatures, as in The Moon and the Animals (1950); sometimes, too, as in Wounded
Beast II, he places his formless figures under a cold sun. This is to advance another
basic confusion, of day and night, and another détournement of the classical, here of
its (Apollonian) heliotropism. Second, this critique is not a nihilistic attack: Jorn
launches it largely from within the tableau format, for only there can it be truly
incisive. This is to say that as much as he challenges the tableau tradition, he is also
invested in it: “The future is made through relinquishing or sacrificing the past,”
Jorn writes in a celebrated text titled “Detourned Painting” (1959). “I want to reju-
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13. Diderot as quoted by Roland Barthes in “Diderot, Eisenstein, Brecht,” in Image–Music–Text,
trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), p. 71.
14. Jorn writes that Jacobsen and Mortensen “provoked a salutary crisis…the downfall of drawing in
favor of color, triumphant, effulgent.” See Lettres à plus jeune (Paris: L’Echoppe, 1998), p. 89. 

Jorn. The Moon and the
Animals. 1950. 
© Donation Jorn, Silkeborg.



venate European culture. I
begin with art. Our past is
full of becoming. One needs
only to crack open the
shells.”15 In short, already at
the moment of Cobra his
goal is détournement, not
destruct ion. And yet this
détournement is a thorough
one, involving most of the
classical cr iter ia noted by
Diderot: single point of view,
pictorial integration, “true
composition,” and so on. It
also targets most of the acad-
emic genres of tradit ional
painting. 

The creaturely disrup-
tion of landscape painting is
already announced—in com-
position, color, and title—in
Obtrusive Creatures Whose Right
to Exist Is Proved by Their
Existence (1939–40), in which
Jorn attempts to turn the
idioms of Picasso and Miró to
his own ends. Yet this subver-
sion is more radical, more
original, a decade later in
Shameful Pastoral (1952),
where any ordering of space
is undone by the amorphous animals that have taken over the landscape. Various
homunculi and monsters, most painted with the pink of human flesh and all given
too many heads, legs, or wings, enact the “shameful pastoral” of the title in a way that
indicates the final rotting of this classical ideal of rural life. Traditionally the pastoral
designates a scene in which common folk serve as foils for elevated subjects, but here
there is only a mixed condition, a commingling of perverse hybrids.16
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15. Jorn, “Peinture détournée,” in Vingt peintures modifiées par Asger Jorn (Paris: Galerie Rive Gauche,
1959), n.p. Jorn continues: “Painting is over. You might as well finish it off. Detourn. Long live painting.” In
his view, then, does painting, like the king, have two bodies, only one of which is mortal? 
16. The Christian meaning of the pastoral as spiritual guidance seems mocked here as well. Indeed,
the painting is also a détournement of “the peaceable kingdom” as imagined in Isaiah 11:6: “The wolf
also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young
lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them.” 

Jorn. Shameful Pastoral. 1952.
© Donation Jorn, Silkeborg.



Jorn undoes the exalted genre of history painting from within, too, most
directly in his series “Historical Pictures” (1949–50). He mocks all nobility of
action in titles like Nelson Orders the Bombardment of Copenhagen in 1807 and
Foreign Ambassador Presents a Jet Fighter to the Nation as a Gift, and the given scenes
derange the ideal figures of history painting as well: in Nelson faces are plunged
into bodies (which are topped by fanged mouths nonetheless), while the protag-
onists of Foreign Ambassador evoke so many harpies. Although both paintings call
to mind a monstrous crucifixion by Hieronymus Bosch reborn as an Abstract
Expressionist, Guernica is the proximate precedent; yet here the sense of history
is even more brutal than in Picasso, precisely because it lacks any redemptive
pathos (the sense of humor is also scabrous). This is true, too, of The Retreat at
Dybbøl, 1864, a muddy mess of a painting, in which the putative scene, the
retreat of the Danish Army during the Second War of Schleswig, is imaged as an
animalistic regression. As the mad gazes of the creatures suggest, this dark world
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Jorn. The Retreat at Dybbøl, 1864. 1950.
© Donation Jorn, Silkeborg.
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17. This suggests Le Chef-d’oeuvre inconnu of Balzac (whom Jorn greatly admired), with history paint-
ing substituted for the nude of the story. 
18. On such withering, see Walter Benjamin, “Experience and Poverty” (1933), in Selected Writings,
Volume 2: 1927–1934, ed. Michael W. Jennings et al. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University, 1999).
Might Stalingrad also be considered a document of the “positive barbarism” Benjamin proposes in the
same essay?

is given over to an atavistic fear, a primal paranoia of predator and prey. The
series of “War Visions” from the same years (again, 1949–50) is no less horrific.
Like Wounded Beast II, The Eagle’s Share I transforms this emblem of state, which
cuts across the different ideologies of the mid-twentieth century, into a multi-
headed dragon, all eyes, talons, and teeth. 

In 1957 Jorn began Stalingrad, No Man’s Land, or the Mad Laughter of Courage,
which he toiled over intermittently until 1972; at three by five meters, it is his
largest painting. The title refers to a turning point in World War II, the cata-
strophic batt le of attr it ion waged between Nazi and Soviet forces inside
Stalingrad, and the painting shows a scarred terrain of strokes and scribbles, in
which the bright yellow and blue scribbles only highlight the icy white and black
grounds. Here the horror of twentieth-century history has rendered history paint-
ing as such null and void, for Stalingrad is a world scored and scratched into illegi-
bility, a painting pushed to the point where abstraction is destruction and vice
versa.17 And yet, paradoxically, it is in this very illegibility that Stalingrad succeeds
precisely as history painting, that is, as a credible document of historical experi-
ence—or, rather, as a document of the withering of such experience.18 In a sense

Jorn. The Eagle’s
Share I. 1950. 

© Donation Jorn,
Silkeborg.



Jorn executes a double détournement here: on the one hand, history painting is
both canceled and preserved; on the other, Abstract Expressionism is compelled
to evoke the very history that it otherwise evades.19

Given the importance of the human figure to the classical tableau—which is
also to say the importance of the implicit relation between the ideal composition
of the painting and the ideal composure of the viewer—it is in this genre that
Jorn does his greatest damage, and here again it comes largely through the crea-
turely. This is evident, for example, in Space Woman (1953), a grotesque female
that looms like a comic ghost, with multiple breasts topped by a misshapen head
with yellow eyes. Our gaze is sluiced around the picture along with the paint, in a
Dionysian rhythm that roils any Apollonian form, and the figure is almost
inchoate as a result. (The thing at her feet, also in yellow, suggests a withered off-
spring; Jorn often includes such homunculi, again as if to mock any “principle of
individuation.”) Even more creaturely is the figure in You’ll Never Get Me Alive
(1954), an amorphous monster with a huge maw that is barely contained by the
frame. Here as elsewhere Jorn pushes proper form toward an obscene formless-
ness.20 Yet it is not only through the informe of these creatures that Jorn undoes
the academic genre of the figure; also subversive is the intensity of their gazes.
This is programmatic in Yellow Eyes (1953), a swirl of acrid colors punctuated by
the shrill organs of the title, but it also occurs in other beasts whose crazy looks
render our aesthetic contemplation impossible. In Lacanian terms it is as though
these pictures were stripped of the protective “image-screen” of cultural represen-
tation as such, and so thrown open, via the creaturely, to the wild gaze of the
world.21 Such an effect is already intimated in The Face of the Earth (1948), where
the exalted head, the paragon of form in traditional painting, the seat of pure
vision and lofty intellection, becomes an inchoate ground where form is undone. 

Finally, the creaturely in Jorn often calls up the foul. Some beasts are given
generic names like “Troll” and “Brute,” but he also invents mythical terms such as
“Didaska,” “Falbo,” and “Aganak.” In the eponymous series (1950–51) Aganak
shape-shifts, appearing as pig, tortoise, alligator, and beetle. That is, this creature
suggests a lowly being of pollution, one subject to ritual prohibition. “Holiness
requires that individuals shall conform to the class to which they belong,” Mary
Douglas writes in Purity and Danger, her classic text on the operations of taboo. “And
holiness requires that different classes of things shall not be confused.”22 Such con-
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19. For more on Stalingrad, see the essay by Karen Kurczynski in this issue.
20. Around the creature in You’ll Never Get Me Alive Jorn inscribed the French title, which might also
be translated as “over my dead body.” This is more in keeping with the note that Jorn, along with
Dotrement, scrawled on the back of the painting: “To our families and adorable fiancées, to priests,
merchants, and all other sharks, we have the pleasure of informing you, in all modesty, of our refusal
to participate in the struggle for existence.” There is a close affinity here, if not a direct connection, to
Bataille as philosopher of the informe (especially in his texts on the mouth, the big toe, and so on),
more on which below. 
21. On this tearing of the image-screen, see my “Torn Screens” in Prosthetic Gods (Cambridge, Mass.:
MIT Press, 2004). 
22. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Pollution and Taboo (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1966), p. 53.
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23. Ibid., p. 56.
24. Asger Jorn et al., “Den ny realisme,” in Hostudsillingen (Copenhagen, 1945), n.p.; quoted in
Karen Kurczynski and Nicola Pezolet in “Primitivism, Humanism, and Ambivalence: Cobra and Post-
Cobra,” Res: Anthropology and Aesthetics 59/60 (Spring/Fall 2011), pp. 282–302.
25. See the translation of this essay in this issue. Here Jorn was prompted by reviews that compared
him to Kafka, some of whose stories he translated into Danish. Jorn opposed the existentialist account
of Kafka already then dominant. For Jorn what truly plagues Kafka’s characters is a failure to love—a
failure, we might say, in the social bond, more on which below. 
26. “We perceived the transformation based on the assumptions of Pinocchio,” Jorn writes here,
“based on a fear of the bestial. I no longer had this fear.” Freud and Bataille were also interested in this
transformation of god into devil, which bears on the relation of sovereign and beast I take up below.

fusion abounds in Jorn, who seems to take Leviticus as a script for his creature-mak-
ing. Taboo is reserved for things that frustrate classification, Douglas tell us, and she
gives us pertinent examples: “Eels and worms inhabit water, though not as fish; rep-
tiles go on dry land, though not as quadrupeds; some insects fly, though not as
birds. There is no order in them. Recall what the prophecy of Habakkuk says of
them: ‘For those makest men like the fish of the sea, like crawling things that have
no ruler.’”23 In a sense Jorn carries this prophecy further with his mutant beings. For
example, in The Moon and the Animals the bird is semi-reptilian, with scales on its
head, while the animal is semi-human, bipedal as it appears to be; and in Shameful
Pastoral the human seems to combine with animal and with fish and/or vegetable—
a violation of the most basic orders of all.

What animates Jorn to produce such creatures? Already toward the end of
the war his paintings are dominated by creaturely masks, which he associates gen-
erally with tribal art. In order “to express psychic experiences in dramatic form,”
Jorn writes at this time, primitive artists “bring before the face a mask, which is
wholly different from a face. A totally new creature comes into being, neither ani-
mal nor human.”24 At this point Jorn still refers such representations to “human
psychic needs”; in other words, he sees them in existential, even ontological terms.
Yet his motives are more particular, more personal. “The folk tales and myths
speak of monsters, fantastic animals and signs,” Jorn writes in the 1950 letter to
Constant cited above. “They are always symbols of people, of real phenomena.”
Certainly the Cobra period was a time of great private stress for Jorn: in extreme
poverty, he developed tuberculosis, which kept him in a sanatorium from May
1951 to October 1952. It was also a period of great historical tension: the eruption
of the Korean War pointed to another world war, one that threatened to be final
because nuclear. Jorn evokes both registers of crisis through his creatures.

On this score his key text is “The Human Animal” (1950–51).25 The ancients
of Egypt, India, Persia, America, and even Europe, Jorn notes, represented gods
as “half human, half animal,” yet in the Middle Ages these same figures were trans-
formed into “devilish representatives of evil.”26 What motivated the reversal? “Why
does the dragon continue to be the holy sign of China and the Orient,” Jorn asks,
“while the dragon killer has become the most popular symbol of the West, the sym-
bol of the struggle against ‘evil’?” The occluded truth of the human animal, he
insists, resides in “a continuous movement from state to state, from good to evil and



back again.” Nonetheless, Jorn argues, some have pointed to this truth. For exam-
ple, certain characters of Kafka, especially ones who fail to love, are changed “into
an animal state.” According to Jorn, this is not strictly a punishment for Kafka; it is
also a matter of “pleasure, even redemption,” which Jorn calls a release from “the
curse of the good.” He terms such creaturely transformation a “positive negation” of
the human. It is one that he performs in his work too; in fact it is his response to the
Cobra call to tap “the vital source of life” and to touch “the origin of creative activi-
ty.” Yet Jorn answers this call in a manner that makes clear that this paradise is not
only remote from us as a possibility but also distorted for us as an image.

***

I want to focus on this “positive negation” now, and to do so through two
brief juxtapositions. First, I will set Jorn on the human animal alongside Bataille
on a similar subject in the same years; then I will consider Jorn in light of con-
temporary reflections on the creaturely as a symptom of a crisis in the symbolic
order. The two concerns converge on the question of the origins—of the
human, of sovereignty, of law. 

Although Jorn never cites Bataille, he knew of some of his writings, and cer-
tainly they have points in common: a challenge to the classical, in part through
the informe; a critique of all idealisms (which included for Bataille the idea of
Surrealism advanced by Breton, and for Jorn the painting of Surrealism associated
with Magritte); a notion of art as excess (if Bataille theorized this surplus, Jorn
practiced it—his output of paintings alone is enormous); and so on.27 Yet most
salient here is their shared fascination with the human animal. For Bataille this
interest was reignited in the early 1950s by the publication of Four Hundred
Centuries of Cave Art by the Abbé Henri Breuil, which prompted him to write sever-
al texts on the topic. In the prehistoric images in southern France and northern
Spain, Bataille argues, we see not only “the birth of art” but also “the passage from
animal to man” (the latter phrase served him as the title of a 1953 essay).28 Yet this
“decisive step” is a paradoxical one, Bataille insists, for humanity is “not clearly dis-
tinguish[ed] from animality” in the caves, or, more precise, early man “disguised”
humanity at the very moment he claimed it.29 As evidence Bataille notes that the
stick man in Lascaux has the face of a schematic bird, and that the horned men at
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27. Jorn must have seen Documents, and later texts by Bataille appear in the library assembled for his
Scandinavian Institute of Comparative Vandalism. Of course, Bataille was also a key figure for the
Situationists. 
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and trans. Stuart Kendall (Cambridge, Mass.: Zone, 2005); also see his Lascaux, or the Birth of Art, trans.
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tion.
29. Bataille, The Cradle of Humanity, p. 55. 



Les Trois-Frères possess the heads and hooves of bison and stags. “What seems to
be fundamental is the rejection of our face,” Bataille continues; Paleolithic man
“masked the face of which we are proud, and he flaunted that which our clothes
conceal,” that is, his sex. Man “had now prevailed” over the animal, Bataille con-
cludes, “but [in this very instant] he apologized” for the domination and blurred
the difference.30

In a further text titled “The Cradle of Humanity” Bataille elaborates on this
ambivalence of early man about his humanity. For Paleolithic man the animal is not
only below the human, as it
were, but also above it;
indeed, the animal is consid-
ered “more holy [than the
human]—more holy, which
is to say more sacred, more
divine.”31 Bataille reiterates
that “nothing is more com-
mon” in prehistoric art than
the representation of “a god
in the form of an animal”:
for early man “the animal
had . . . [a] divine quality
that the human form could
not have expressed.”32 This
ambiguous connect ion
between animal and god is a
leitmotif in Bataille, fascinat-
ed as he is by the shared
alterity of beast and sover-
eign to man. Yet Bataille
tends to frame this “hetero-
geneity” in ontological
terms. So too, as we have
seen, does Jorn; recall his
statement that the “truth” of
man resides in “a continuous
movement from state to state” (Jorn terms this movement “relativity,” while Bataille
calls it “alteration”). Yet in both cases historical pressures motivated these ontological
proposit ions.33 Just as Bataille turned to sovereignty during the period of
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30. Ibid., pp. 169, 61.
31. Ibid., p. 165.
32. Ibid., pp. 165, 169.
33. “For us,” too, Bataille writes enigmatically in Lascaux, “a new but indefinite time is being born . . .
the world within us is altering” (p. 26). 

The Sorcerer, Trois-Frères Cave.



Fascism (it is pronounced in his seminars at Collège de Sociologie in the late
1930s), so too did Jorn foreground the creaturely in his Cobra years, soon after
the catastrophes of the war and the Holocaust, and in the midst of the everyday
terror of the Cold War—in the midst, too, of the failure of a European human-
ism still tied to “the classical tradition” to address any of these disasters. It was
this predicament that led Jorn to seek “a new, true foundation” for artistic cul-
ture and human society alike.  

So much for the human animal in the 1950s; what about the creaturely in con-
temporary discourse? Over the past decade or so, the question of the connection
between animal and god, beast and king, has returned. Why? As developed by
Jacques Derrida and Giorgio Agamben, this discourse is concerned with the origin of

law and the nature of sovereignty (both are
markers of “the passage from animal to man,”
and Bataille is a key precedent for these theo-
rists).34 More precisely, this discourse is con-
cerned with the lack of any solid basis for these
institutions, at least any basis that is not found-
ed in violence, the sheer violence of self-autho-
rized power. It is this paradox that intrigues
these thinkers: that the beginnings of sover-
eignty and law might lie in an exception to the
just rule that they otherwise purport to secure
and to represent. 

Before his death in 2004 Derrida devot-
ed his final seminars to the beast and the sov-
ereign.35 What interests Derrida here is that
even as the two are opposites—the one lowly,
the other supreme, the one beneath the law,
the other above it—they are also alike in this
very exteriority to human society, and they are
often represented thus, in the guise of each
other: the prince as wolf, the beast as king,

and so on. The celebrated instance of this unexpected convergence is the representa-
tion of the ruler as Leviathan in the eponymous tract by Hobbes of 1651, though
Bataille might point to cave paintings, and Jorn to tribal masks or Scandinavian carv-
ings.36 In any case, it is in this “mutual attraction” of beast and sovereign that Derrida
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34. “Bataille’s merit,” Agamben writes, “is to have brought to light the hidden link between bare life
and sovereignty”; however, “in his thought life still remains entirely bewitched in the ambiguous circle
of the sacred.” Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (1995), trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford:
Stanford University, 1998), p. 113.
35. See the two volumes of Jacques Derrida’s The Beast & the Sovereign, trans. Geoffrey Bennington
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 2009–2011). 
36. In his volume on stone sculpture in southern Sweden Jorn includes a photograph of a represen-
tation of a king bitten by two snakes, which might be read as a figure of the state attacked by a symbol
of the people, but also as an image of the belonging-together-in-opposition of sovereign and beast. 

Plate from 12th-Century Stone
Sculptures of Scania. 1965.



searches for a key to the greater mystery of the foundation of law, or, again, the
absence of any such foundation.37

Here Derrida is close to Agamben, whose reflections on “bare life” and sover-
eign power are elaborated in his influential Homo Sacer (1995). “Bare life,” Agamben
writes, in a now-familiar phrase, is “the life of homo sacer (sacred man), who may be
killed and yet not sacrificed.”38 This man is sacred only in the antithetical sense now lost
to us—that is to say, he is accursed, at the mercy of all. Indeed, in Roman society
homo sacer was the lowest of the low, yet as such he was also the complement of the
highest of the high. “At the two extreme limits of the order,” Agamben writes, “the
sovereign and homo sacer present two symmetrical figures that have the same structure
and are correlative: the sovereign is the one with respect to whom all men are poten-
tially homines sacri, and homo sacer is the one with respect to whom all men act as sover-
eigns.”39 Essentially, then, what the doubling of beast and sovereign is in Derrida, the
doubling of homo sacer and sovereign is in Agamben—a riddle that points to how
power is founded in a primordial yoking of violence and law. And it is this “knot”—
the ruler as “the point of indistinction between violence and law,” “the threshold on
which violence passes over into law and law passes over into violence”—that both the-
orists attempt to tease out.40

This is not a new riddle; it is central to Western political thought—from
Aristotle, on man as the political animal, through Hobbes and Rousseau on the pas-
sage from the state of nature to the commonwealth and the social contract, respec-
tively, to Bataille on the heterogeneous status of the sovereign, Benjamin on the ori-
gin of violence, and, above all, Carl Schmitt on “the state of exception” to the law
that founds the law.41 In Schmitt the state of exception is not a primordial act lost in
the mists of time; it recurs whenever a government declares a “state of emergency”
and suspends its own judicial codes. This is why we have seen a Schmittian turn in
political theory and cultural criticism in recent years: once again we live in a time
when the state of emergency threatens to become the norm.

Yet where is the creaturely in this discourse? As Eric Santner defines it, the
creaturely signals a kind of de-creation in the human order, a crisis in which “life
[is] abandoned to the state of exception/emergency.”42 This is close to Agamben
on bare life, yet, uniquely in this discourse, Santner imagines this condition from
the position of homo sacer, from the place of the beast, as it were, on “the threshold
where life takes on its specific biopolitical intensity, where it assumes the cringed

Creaturely Cobra 19

37. Derrida, The Beast & the Sovereign, Volume 1, p. 17. 
38. Agamben, Homo Sacer, p. 8. Italics in the original.
39. Ibid., p. 84.
40. Ibid., p. 32.
41. See Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence” (1921), in Selected Writings, Volume 1: 1913–1926,
trans. Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University, 1996); and
Carl Schmitt, Political Theology (1922), trans. George Schwab (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2005). 
42. Eric Santner, On Creaturely Life: Rilke/Benjamin/Sebald (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2006),
p. 22. Also see my “I Am the Decider,” London Review of Books 33, no. 6 (March 17, 2011), pp. 31–32.



posture of the creature.”43 For Santner what produces this cringe is “exposure to a
traumatic dimension of political power,” when life becomes a direct matter of poli-
tics and politics penetrates the very matter of life.44 This exposure is obscene, to
be sure, but it can also reveal faults in the social order, “fissures or caesuras in the
space of meaning,” gaps in the symbolic order that might be turned into places of
purchase where power can be resisted or at least rethought, where “new social
links” might be imagined.45

“What I am calling creaturely life,” Santner writes, “is the life that is, so to speak,
called into being, ex-cited, by exposure to the peculiar ‘creativity’ associated with this
threshold of law and nonlaw.”46 This creativity can also take the form of criticality.
Certainly this was the case for the aforementioned philosophers, who witnessed the
workings of power during times of crisis: Hobbes labored on Leviathan during the
English Civil War (again, his book appeared in 1651); Rousseau conceived The Social
Contract as the authority of European kings and princes began to crumble (his text
was published in 1762); Benjamin wrote his “Critique of Violence” in 1921, in the
wake of the destroyed Reich and in the midst of the Freikorps rampages; and, again,
Bataille debated the nature of sovereignty as Fascism spread through Europe. It is
also no accident that the reflections of Agamben, Derrida, and Santner developed
mostly in the Bush years, a period that saw stolen presidential elections, the decep-
tion of the Iraq War and the debacle of the occupation, Abu Ghraib, Guantánamo
Bay, rendition to torture camps, and all the rest. During this time, for all the discus-
sion of “failed states” elsewhere, our own governments came to operate, routinely
and destructively, as “rogues” (a rogue, Derrida reminds us, is one “who does not
even respect the law of the animal community, of the pack, the horde, of its kind”),
and in this capacity they threaten us all.47

The historical conditions for the recent discourse on the beast and the sov-
ereign are thus clear enough. But what are its implications for our understanding
of Jorn in particular and Cobra in general? If the creatures in Kafka are prewar
examples of “the peculiar ‘creativity’ associated with this threshold of law and
nonlaw,” so too are the creatures in Jorn postwar instances; they are “crawling
things that have no ruler.” Indeed, as announced in the totem of the snake, this
excited animality is active in Cobra at large, where, as we have seen, its force is
ambiguous—both a sign of “total collapse” and a portent of “new freedom.”

Born in this extreme situation, Cobra died with it. As the Cold War escalated
and a society of spectacle emerged, Jorn and Constant moved on to found the
Situationist International with Guy Debord. We should end, though, with the
Cobra story, and draw out a moral that bears on modernist studies in general. At
the outset I mentioned the familiar fascination, among prewar avant-gardes, with
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the art of the primitive, the child, and the insane. For the most part we have chart-
ed this exploration in terms of the unconscious and the other, that is, in terms of
psychoanalysis and anthropology. This approach is not wrong, as far as it goes,
but, given that it attempts to register a disruption to the Western subject by these
alterities, it tends to assume a stability, an identity, as inherent to this subject. The
creatures of Cobra allow us to see another possibility: that some of these expres-
sions also point to “fissures in the space of meaning” opened up by “exposure to a
traumatic dimension of political power.” In this light it is less a question of where
such creatures are—we have names for those spaces such as the unconscious or
the other—and more a question of when they appear. Potentially this is right now,
or whenever the symbolic order cracks under political pressure. Such was the
moment of Cobra, and for a time Jorn was able to force this crack into an open-
ing—an opening, via the creaturely, to new social links.
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