
Crushing Shadows: Joas Sebastian NebeÕs ÒPhilosophical CartoonsÓ. 
ÒYou slay the victim with technology and resurrect the victim through art.Ó (William Irvin 
Thompson).
Imagine youÕre driving full speed against a wall only to Þnd out that you have just crushed into 
a some kind of hyper nothingness, waking up in a dystopic scape of shades, in a place in which 
life has long been obliterated. Well, welcome to the psychic spin of Joas Sebastian NebeÕs 
ÒPhilosophical cartoonsÓ. 
His visions of postapocalyptic afterlife brings to mind T.S. EliotÕs famous poem ÒThe Hollow 
MenÓ, who imprisoned in their Òwaste landsÓ Þnd not exit to ÒDeathÕs dream kingdomÓ. They 
ask: ÒIs it like this/In death's other kingdom/Waking alone/At the hour when we are/Trembling/ 
with tenderness/ Lips that would kiss/ Form prayers to broken stone.Ó  
NebeÕs montage of the rendered photographs of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostella in 

the opening Cartoon of the Cycle, Ò4th DimensionÓ evokes a similar image: The superposed 
fa•ade toned alternating in blue and a menacing sepia-type yellow depicts cascades of stone, 
frozen prayers one might imagine. Those overlapping layers of an architecture that seems to no 
longer house a body, appear as an ÒiconostasesÓ, hinting at an ominously hiding power behind 
the screen. It is also foreshadowing the main topic of the cartoons, namely of a place, 
inaccessible to anyone. The passage of the jammed church fa•ades is preceded by alienated 
pictures of Cadiz, a place highly charged with the aura of the mythical. Hercules is said to have 
founded Cadiz after slaying Geryon, the grandson of Medusa. Nebe recurrently touches upon 
the archaic and mythical, as if it was here, that one might Þnd the key to the central question of 
the Þrst cartoon: ÒIs there a fourth time dimension which, once we reach it, allows us to free 
ourselves from mortality?ÓAs we observe the passing of highly manufactured shadows upon a 
rendered birds- view perspective on Cadiz, thus highlighting certain polygonal maps and 
patterns within the frames,  the cartoon turns into a play within a play of shades. The seeming 
randomness, with which the shadows appear and disappear, signiÞes the passing of (non-)time 
in a dimension in which the future has long been assassinated. Concurrently it is by means of 
manipulating the shadow that Nebe points at the Òmaking of timeÓ, asking for the viewer to 
reßect upon those agencies who have established strict time-measurements in the past. 
Nebe, who holds degrees in psychology and literature, is a self taught artist, born in Hamburg 
but now located in Berlin. The different shades he conjures up havenÕt gone unnoticed in the art 
world, and seem to be on the rise. Paintings of his, touching on the topic of ritual sacriÞce are 
part of the Joop van den Ende Collection in Hamburg and ÒPhilosophical CartoonsÓ is part of 
the Collection of DIAF ( = Deutsches Institut fŸr AnimationsÞlm). Important exhibitis include 
Intrude Art and Life at the Museum of Modern Art in Shanghai in 2008, where Santiago 

Capriccio, a short epilogue to the Philosophical Cartoon cycle, playing upon the Ò4th 
DimensionÓ Video was chosen to be one out of 100 non-Chinese artists to be displayed on 
public video screens in Shanghai. In the same year, the Þlm was shown at the Edinburgh Art 
Festival.
It is foremost the topic of repressive social constraints and violence that Nebe returns to from 
different angles, often employing expressive psycho-aesthetics, staging ever new versions of 
our daily psychodrama.  
Likewise the cycle of the ÒPhilosophical CartoonsÓ might be regarded as a Þve act play, staged 
in a Òtheater of animated shadowsÓ. It is not before act Þve that we realize we might have been 
tricked, immersed into a game the artist has been playing with us all along. Here the intricately 
smart sound design by Peter Kastner becomes a powerful player. As one listens to sounds 



reminiscent of a gambling hall, things fall into place; it dawns upon the viewer that there might 
have been a rule after all according to which fragments of towers, of windows, of shadows 
may have appeared or disappeared. In retrospect one might imagine to have watched someone 
play a computer game. And suddenly this additional meaning of the cartoons at hand and their 
abyssal vision serves as an irritating relief: One Þnds a certain complacency in the fact that it 
was ÒjustÓ a game, that after all one might have followed a pattern on that suicidal chase from 
ÒclingÓ to ÒwinÓ that took us on a path from cities lost to  a ÒLost cityÓ. 
As Nebe explores the psychotic imprisonments of the mind, brought about by an age in which 
simulation and simultaneity leave us with little sense of time nor of space, and even less sense 
of the body, hope for the alleviation of the self dwindles. NebeÕs game of silhouettes turns into 
a frightening sanctuary. Thus Nebe brings to mind what it means to have traded your body for 
the shadow, or as Baudrillard put it: ÒWe have all lost our real shadows, we no longer speak to 
them and our bodies have left with themÓ. 
Is there any other exit strategy but to unplug ourselves from the wires that promise an 
Òaugmented realityÓ, to break away from the incessant mirror stages of our multiple identities 
which are no more than shades in a game, in which it is all about exorcizing the ÒIÓ and about 
the obsession to gain control over Ò1Ós and Ò0Ó? Is there such a thing as a Òplace of safetyÓ or a 
sheltering moment of inertness? 

The ÒPhilosophical CartoonsÓ unfold from ÒThe 4th DimensionÓ to the Ò100,00th JourneyÓ in a 
Òvehicle that nobody would believe capable of moving even a yardÓ, the model for which, as 
Nebe explains, is taken from little plane for a Christmas tree. It is a ridiculous phallic vehicle 
deprived of its power, which leads towards ÒThe City beyond the Future of ThingsÓ. One 
comes to realize that in fact the ÒPlace of SafetyÓ, as the fourth Cartoon is called, can only be 
found in loss. It is a nascent state, never to be attained again: The womb has closed to an 
inorganic body, a taboo zone. 
ÒLady Di has asked for branches of cherry blossoms form a place of safety before she crashed 
into the pier of the bridge in ParisÓ. This surreal sentence of the ÒPlace of SafetyÓ cartoon might 
be regarded as the climax of the cycle: It is here, that the lurking aggression and violence of the 
cartoons that puts so much power into the strips is fully unveiled. 
It is only through the sacriÞce of ÒdeathÓ masked as ÒLady DiÓ that the Òtheater of angerÓ and 
violence, always in the (invisible) background of NebeÕs works, breaks tout into the open. 
Within the symbolic function of the cycle it is not before the crashing of this likewise real and 
now Þctions ÒLady DiÓ Ð the bleeding of the feminine, its violent intrusion and destruction that 
the vicious struggle for the power of production and control can be resolved. Here Nebe 
symbolizes the Òwar of genderÓ, hence the positioning of women within the hierarchical 
binaries of patriarchal thought, rooted so deeply in Western society. Only after the Òrite of 
springÓ  - the ripping off the Òcherry blossomsÓ, only after the bloodshed of the feminine can 
the phallic exert its power and gain control of creation . The pictures that Nebe composes depict 
a landscape that is ambiguously ßuctuating between spring and winter. In their seeming 
innocence they put a stark contrast to the violent narrative preceding the image. For a feeble 
moment it is as if (T.S. EliotÕs) ÒDeathÕs dream kingdomÓ comes almost within reach. 
However, this calm branch of trees only serves as a caesura, before the pace picks up again. 
The cycle ends with the ÒLost CityÓ, a place of (soothing) amnesia.
Here one is trapped in the duplicating of images of the Þrst cartoon. Our orientation is smashed 
and channeled into an animated Rohrschach Test. Nebe has mirrored the photographs, adding a 
psychedelic touch to the imagery, creating a feeling of driving up a plane as the sides go away 
from you. This ascending movement is succeeded by a descending one, as the walls close in on 



the viewer, adding to the circularity of the whole piece. We are directed into a mesmerizing 
kaleidoscope, at times conveying an atmosphere reminiscent of Caspar David Friedrichs places 
of loneliness, such as his Abbey in the Oakwood of 1809, which puts the viewer into a domain 
of death. In NebeÕs perilous chase one is driven against perpetually emerging walls of 
ÒnothingnessÓ. He miraculously immerses the viewer into a world of mirrors. The shadows 
close before our eyes, coercing the viewer into a narcissistic state; into a mirror stage reminding 
us to think of ways to not only recuperate our shadows but also to Þnd a function of the ÒIÓ.
In face of that architectural fa•adomy, fold following fold, one longs for a freeze, for the magic 
eye of ÒMedusaÓ or the resurrection of the beast, said to have killed by Hercules in precisely 
the town in which Nebe opens his cycle. We long for a relaxation device that releases us from 
the conÞnes of an augmented humanity. I suggest you take the courage and drive with Nebe 
full speed against that wall of his crushing shadows and crash back into your body via the 
language of his art.


