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Hémon was professionally recognized 
as an artist and composer. Her first solo 
exhibition was at Gallery Colette Allendy 
in Paris, 1956. She debuted as a painter in 
1955 in the Salon des Réalités Nouvelles 
group exhibition Comparaisons, at Musée 
d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris. The 
Association Réalités Nouvelles, an inter-
national group of non-figurative painters 
included František Kupka, Marcel Lemperer-
Haut, Antoine Pevsner, Henry Valensi, and 
others. Her paintings are in the Amsterdam 
Stedelijk Museum collection. It has been 
fourteen years since the last exhibition of 
Sedje Hémon’s work, in The Hague in 2003. 
This is the first in-depth article on her work 
published in English. H.L.C. Jaffé, Hémon’s 
Integratie der Kunsten: Studie over de 
relatie schilderkunst en muziek, The Hague: 
Hémon — Artinteraction, 1993, p. 77.
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Giorgio Agamben, ‘Elogio della profa-
nazione’, Profanazioni (2005), trans. by 
Jeff Fort as ‘In Praise of Profanation’, in: 
Profanations, New York: Zone Books, 2007, 
p. 86.
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Agamben is critical of the way that 
capitalism instrumentalizes language, and 
warns: “the apparatuses of the media aim 
precisely at neutralizing this profanatory 
power of language as pure means, at 
preventing language from disclosing the 
possibility of a new use, a new experience of 
the word.” Ibid., p. 88.
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Ibid., p. 86.
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Here I prefer the term mixed-modality over 
mixed-media, because when a work involves 
more than one medium it is better described 
by the way it works or feels (its mode), 
rather than how it appears (its medium). 
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PROFANATORY TRANSLATION

Marianna Maruyama

More than just a career change, Dutch artist and composer Sedje Hémon’s 
(1923-2011) transition from music to visual art in the mid-nineteen fifties 
fueled her pursuit in development of a theory that could stand to prove 
the common origin of all arts. In a more esoteric realm, her writing on the 
‘integrated arts’ deals with the cosmos and interconnectedness of everything, 
while her life-long project led to the invention of a method that let paintings 
be read as musical scores. But more than a straightforward technique to move 
from one medium to another, her method raised questions about the position 
of the artist as intermediary, and I relate this to the topic of translation as an 
artistic method. Throughout the text, I bring my own work as an artist into 
this conversation. 

Corset designer-turned-violinist-turned-artist-turned-composer, Sedje 
Hémon made an immense body of work including approximately three 
hundred paintings, philosophical and theoretical writing, musical scores, 
sculptures, ceramics, and linocuts. In addition to her main activities as 
an artist, musician, and composer, she pursued a number of more or less 
related interests: she created and taught a method to learn to play the pan 
flute; she invented corrective prosthetics to climb stairs; and she developed 
a therapeutic technique to overcome repetitive strain injury. With the aim 
of renewing interest in her artistic career, the Sedje Hémon Foundation has 
been taking measured steps to bring attention to this mostly hidden body 
of work, while acknowledging the cultural contributions Hémon made.1 In 
mid-2016, the foundation invited me and the composer Andrius Arutiunian 
to research Hémon’s legacy and the archives. Since then we have begun to 
embark on this research, each in our own way, to unveil the life story and 
work of this unusual thinker. As an artist with a devoted interest in the 
questions that arise through the process of translation, it became clear that I 
would need to approach her work from the perspective 
of artistic process: of motivation and necessity. A trans-
lation, after all, is not typically done for sport. What 
message did Sedje Hémon so fervently have to convey, 
and how did she deliver it? Known for her artistic 
conviction and determined character, Hémon was a 
resolute force, sparking intellectual curiosity from the 
many people with whom she came in contact. I include 
myself among them. 

The Process of Translation: Forgetting its Goal

In his essay, ‘In Praise of Profanation’, the Italian 
philosopher Giorgio Agamben says that in order for us 
to find (or create) a new use for something, we have 

to deactivate the old use and “render it inoperative”.2 During the process of 
translation, the old use, whatever that may be — the source language, the 
‘original’, the past — is reanimated and transformed, and a different use is 
called into being in the precarious sphere of ‘pure means’.3 Agamben writes 
about the kind of praxis which asserts itself as a means, not a means to an 
end. He says, “it has joyously forgotten its goal”.4 Thinking through the ques-
tion of how translation could be employed as a method for myself and other 
artists working today, Agamben’s writing on the act of profanation is espe-
cially helpful. It sheds light on current artistic approaches while it assists us 
in reading past practices, such as Sedje Hémon’s, where various media (visual, 
audio, verbal, etc.) co-existed, commingled, and exchanged roles. 

This way of using translation, by calling a different use into being, is 
akin to transformation; it appears because it has been called to appear; it 
appears because someone or something needs it, which is not to say that 
it is always a pleasant or agreeable process — in fact it could be violent. It 
is well known how, in literature, translation has the potential to produce 
diminished or altered subtleties of meaning in a text, and in daily life, how 
it can lead to dangerous or life-threatening misinterpretations (think of 
translation errors in signage, labeling, or precautionary notices). Used as a 
tool, translation can be used as a form of power or force, purposefully leading 
to the erasure or perversion of meaning. Therein lies but one potential for 
violence which needs to be kept in mind in terms of translation as an artistic 
method. Speaking about creative potential, there is a tendency to think of 
the seemingly positive outcomes of new and expanded definitions of art and 
art practices, but the violence of instrumentalization is always at hand. For 
example, with Hémon’s work, a painting is ‘given a new use’ as a score, an 
exciting, playful, and generally positive transformation that furthers the art 
discourse and sparks curiosity about how a piece of visual art could ‘contain’ 
music. But, using the same method, a painting could also be given a new 
use as a carpet and trampled upon, which would be a violent infliction on 
the painting, in part because the painting would be 
disfigured. How then, could translation be applied as a 
method to mixed-modality practices in a way that leads 
to a necessary and vital transformation?5

Translation — as pure means — has the potential to 
“joyously forget its goal”, and as a method, offers a way 
for various media to intentionally forget their roles. Art 
that emphasizes process over finality (some would call 
it product) doesn’t know or acknowledge its duty or 
obligation; it has no expectation, nor end-result. The art 
is in the doing and being, rather than the ending. And 
art’s similarity to the never-perfect, impossible-to-com-
plete, endless nature of translation is striking. The habit 
to think of translation in terms of verbal language and 
inter- or intra-linguistic translation is fairly prevalent, 
and the sharp division between (natural) verbal language 
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Natural language refers to language that 
developed naturally, as contrasted with 
constructed or formal languages such 
as computer code or language that was 
planned before it was put into practice. In 
this article, I only hint at the complexity of 
written versus spoken language: it is too 
great to address here. The linguist Roman 
Jakobson defines three modalities of trans-
lation: inter-linguistic (between languages), 
intra-linguistic (within a language), and 
inter-semiotic (between different language 
systems, such as music and image). 
Roman Jakobson, On Linguistic Aspects of 
Translation, Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1959, p. 233.
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Ibid., p. 87.
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Vicente L. Rafael, Motherless Tongues, 
Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2016, p. 197.

fig. 1  The author (second from right) carrying out the translation of a letter she wrote from English to Amharic, with the help of a 
professional transcriptionist, the transcriptionist’s daughter, the daughter’s friend, and artist Yero Adugna Eticha, Addis Ababa, 2014. 
Courtesy Marianna Maruyama. (photo: Yero Adugna Eticha)

fig. 2  The author, ‘in translation’ and transformation through massage. In this performance, massage therapist Jo Lee reads 
Maruyama’s text about the movement of language; meanwhile he carries out an intensive therapeutic session. Manifesta11, Cabaret 
der Künstler, Zurich 2016. Courtesy Marianna Maruyama. (photo: Andrius Arutiunian)
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and other forms of expression, persists in the visual art discourse.6 Verbal 
language, however, forms a good basis for comparison to other forms of 
expression. It naturally calls for renewal and transformation. The emergence 
of dialects, slang, hybridization, and neologisms gives ample proof of the 
consistent transformation that language undergoes and asks for: Learn me, 
use me, refuse me, renew me. Language calls to be corrupted, but not only 
that, it calls for new roles. As Agamben writes in regard to the act of profa-
nation, “to profane means not simply to abolish and erase separations, but to 
learn to put them to a new use, to play with them.”7 This last phrase is most 
important — “to play with them”. In historian Vicente L. Rafael’s recently 
published book, Motherless Tongues he writes, “There is an alternative to 
thinking about translation as war, and that is translation as play. The ques-
tion of play turns conflict and violence in a different direction. Play is about 
the deferral and deflection of conflict.” That is to say, the process of taking 
something out of the realm of ordinary use, and designating it as sacred (and 
inaccessible to all but a few), can be reversed effectively through play. This 
back and forth movement from the sacred to the profane is similar to the 
movement in translation, either in verbal translation, or, when translation 
is employed as an artistic practice. Broadening the scope of translation 
(modeled on an approach to verbal translation) ‘profanatory translation’ then, 
has the potential to take objects, words, ideas, apparatuses, out of the realm 
of their ordinary use and into a realm of play: new, created, and transformed 
use, where “no one is permanently at the bottom, where there is a certain 
kind of joy not so much in controlling the other as in allowing oneself to 
open up, to become other.”8

In my work as an artist, I see potential in other people (as much as in 
myself ) as agents and actors: as translators, transcriptionists, interpreters, 
listeners, and speakers. On top of translation’s capacity to take things out of 
the realm of ordinary use and into a realm of expansive, playful use, it asks 
us to find the people and things around us that could assist with that process. 
One necessarily relies on the knowledge of others. 
Using translation as a method, I do not ‘translate’ as an 
end goal, but make contact with or literally touch the 
people or things I can learn from, people or things who 
will help me carry out the translation (fig. 1). In Letter, I 
drafted a one-page letter in English with the intention 
of translating it into Amharic (a process that involved 
five people and took over one hour) and publishing it 
for a predominately English speaking readership. The 
addressee of the letter only comes into being when 
a reader who is interested (enough) decides to find 
someone to help him or her understand it, while the 
content of the letter, calls attention to two overlooked, 
yet interconnected political events that I will not 
name here. The old-fashioned process of translating, 
with a person or people sitting down to attend to and 



9

Jaffé, op. cit. (note 1), p. 79: “Van volledige 
integratie is mijns inziens sprake, indien de 
uitingen van de ene kunstvorm volledig in 
de andere kunstvorm omgezet, ‘vertaald’ 
en beleefd worden.” Sedje Hémon kept 
a written record of her process in six 
hundred chronologically numbered notes 
written between 1958-1965. In addition to 
this, she wrote extensively about her work 
and theories, which can be found in Jaffé’s 
“historische beschouwingen” titled Hémon’s 
Integratie der Kunsten (note 1). Excerpt 
trans. by Rosa te Velde.
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Ibid., pp. 91-181.

fig. 3  Sedje Hémon, 
Marchons autour, 
1956, sculpture, 
ca. 50 × 190 cm. 
Installation view 
of Exposition 
d'art abstrait, 
Sedje Hémon, 
Tentoonstelling van 
abstracte kunst, 
Sedje Hémon, at 
Palais Beaux Arts 
Brussels, 1960. 
Courtesy Sedje 
Hémonstichting.
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commune with the text, slows down the delivery of the message of the 
letter (if it is ever delivered to its addressee), and also necessitates a social 
encounter between the person who cannot read the letter in its original 
language and the other person who can. The new, created, and transformed 
use that comes into being through this contact also calls for new, created, 
and transformed selves — audiences, readers, etc. I imagine that I am able to 
make space for others’ (and my own) potential transformation, and I keep 
myself open for things to exchange (words, voices, roles), to seek potential 
mediators and mediations. As another example, working with a masseur 
in Deep Body Massage, I borrowed the voice of my physical therapist to 
speak my words, while acknowledging my own body as a speaker in itself, 
communicating through pressure, resistance, and transformation (fig. 2). Rather 
than opening my mouth to speak, other parts of my body — the musculature 
and organs — respond in various ways to the pressure he gives. Because the 
success of the treatment depends on the physical reciprocity between the 
giver and the receiver, body workers are especially attuned to the sounds of 
the body and their meanings: the growl of the stomach, the wide yawn, and 
the deep exhalation or sharp intake of air. This process of communication 
through and with the body mirrors the pressure and resistance of translation 
across languages, cultures, media, and all of the many things that keep us at 
an arm’s length from ourselves and others. 

Sedje Hémon

“In my opinion, full integration exists if the expression of one art form is 
completely converted into another art form, ‘translated’ and experienced.”9

In Sedje Hémon’s work, the process of translation and transformation 
happens for different reasons and in a different way, which we can see in the 
notes she kept to trace the step-by-step development of her theory of the 
‘integration of the arts’ from 1958-1965.10 This theory, which could be consid-
ered her life work, is delicately intertwined throughout all of her explorations 
in diverse media (fig. 3). How did new, created, and transformed uses of her 
work come into being — and what necessitated this profanatory translation?

Sedje Hémon debuted as a painter in the post-war European cultural 
landscape with her inclusion in a 1955 exhibition with members of the 
Association Réalités Nouvelles group in Musée d’Art 
Moderne de la Ville de Paris. In the sixties and seven-
ties, her musical compositions were performed around 
the world by world-class orchestras, including the 
George Enescu Symphony Orchestra, Bucharest, the 
Athens Symphony Orchestra, and the Amsterdam 
Philharmonic Orchestra at the Concertgebouw, 
Amsterdam. In spite of her strong exhibition record of 
those years and her numerous professional contacts, 
her work is not widely known today. The nature of her 
work, and the mixed-modality approach that she took, 



fig. 4  Sedje Hémon, 
L'encoignure, De 
hoek van twee 
samenkomende 
muren (center 
corner painting), 
1958, oil painting, 
168 × 92 cm; 
Installation view 
of Exposition 
d'art abstrait, 
Sedje Hémon, 
Tentoonstelling van 
abstracte kunst, 
Sedje Hémon at 
Palais Beaux Arts 
Brussels, 1960. 
Courtesy Sedje 
Hémonstichting.   
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Ibid., p. 130. Hémon’s process notes, no. 295: 
“[...] Van 1954 tot 1958, dus vier jaar lang, 
heb ik half geluisterd naar zoveel mensen, 
die volhielden, dat er muziek in mijn schil-
derijen aanwezig was. Aangezien niemand 
de muziek eruit kon halen, liet ik ze praten 
en mij niet verleiden dieper op de zaak in te 
gaan. De tijd was er niet rijp voor.” Excerpt 
trans. by Juliette Huygen. 
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Ibid., p. 130, Hémon’s process notes, no. 295: 
“Van 1954 tot 1958, dus vier jaar lang, heb 
ik half geluisterd naar zoveel mensen, die 
volhielden, dat er muziek in mijn schilderijen 
aanwezig was. Aangezien niemand de 
muziek eruit kon halen, liet ik ze praten en 
mij niet verleiden dieper op de zaak in te 
gaan. De tijd was er niet rijp voor.” Excerpt 
trans. by Juliette Huygen.
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Ibid., p. 130. Hémon’s process notes. no. 
295: “Ik voel duidelijk dat ik dit probleem 
moet oplossen. Het maakt niet uit, of men 
mij later gaat afkammen, want ik moest dit 
doen.” Excerpt trans. by Juliette Huygen.  
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Since her theory was often confused with 
ideas surrounding synaesthesia, I’ll use the 
example of a painting and a piece of music 
to identity the differences between early 
twentieth century theories of synaesthesia 
and Hémon’s ‘integration’. In synaesthesia, 
senses can ‘correspond’ to one another, 
but each art form still maintains autonomy. 
A painting that ‘corresponds’ with a piece 
of music may be able to reveal aspects of 
the music, but it is still a painting; it is not 
music in and of itself, nor can it played in a 
consistent way as a score. The opposite is 
also true: a piece of music may conjure up 
or evoke images that can be set on canvas, 
but this highly interpretive and subjective 
process still leaves the music and the 
painting intact as autonomous forms.

15

Jaffé op. cit. (note 1), p. 185. Hémon’s notes: 
“Schilderij en partituur zijn – in wezen en 
oorsprong – identiek.” Excerpt trans. by the 
author.
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In light of our recently acquired digital 
awareness, her grid system (which assigned 
values to points on a graph) could be seen as 
a predecessor to sonification software that 
is now readily accessible. A quick accus-
tomization to looking at and living through 
screens as Baudrillard and others predicted 
over thirty years ago means that we have 
almost begun to take it for granted to treat 
all images as images on screens, all things 
on grids, screens superimposed on images, 
screens that we touch, etc. In Hémon’s time 
the screen-centered mentality was just 
emerging.
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preceded critical reflections on disciplinarity, a discourse which did not really 
gain ground in academia until the nineties. Interdisciplinarity, by definition, 
presupposes existing borders between disciplines, but Hémon’s work took 
yet another direction, and could be considered as transdisciplinary: it tran-
scends those boundaries and exposes their construction, and it is holistic and 
unified. Her preferred word for this mode was ‘integrated’. 

In the early nineteen fifties, Hémon shifted from music to the visual 
arts, and her career and mode of expression changed from violin to painting. 
Her abstract paintings, over three hundred of them, are fairly large, often 
irregularly shaped, use a narrow selection of colours, have sharp, flowing 
lines and angles, are usually geometric, and well balanced in terms of both 
form and colour. Shapes twist and fade into each other, putting into question 
the borders and lines that contain them. The foreground and background 
swap places within the composition, lending the picture plane an uncertain 
spatial dimension, and a sense of infinite depth that is still somehow packed, 
or contained, within the frame. She sometimes prepared her paintings to be 
exhibited in the corners of rooms, or to hang like doors, so they could swing 
open and shut against the wall (fig. 4). This unconventional way of showing 
them was an inventive device to let them behave more sculpturally in space 
and come off the walls. In the paintings, the precise lines and forms seem to 
be the product of both an expressive urge and a carefully calibrated system. 
Her paintings provoked various interpretations, some of which surprised and 
even angered her. In the early fifties, when she started to exhibit her work in 
France, the first viewers of her paintings claimed they ‘saw music in them’. 

“For four years,” she writes, “from 1954 to 1958, I half listened to people 
persisting there was music within my paintings.”11 It is clear from her notes 
that Hémon took the reactions to her work with a grain 
of salt, but it is hard to say whether she felt the need to 
form a theory about why there was “music in the paint-
ings” because of the responses she was getting to her 
work, or because it was something she had set out to do 
from the beginning. In those early days of painting, she 
wrote, “since no one was capable of taking the music 
out of the pieces, I just let them talk and didn’t give 
into temptation to go into the matter more deeply. The 
time was not ripe.”12 She seemed annoyed and perplexed 
by what seemed to her an imposition of the viewer’s 
responses on her work. Hémon thus worked many years 
to precisely articulate a theory to explain her practice. 
Anticipating opposition, she developed a thorough and 
methodical way to explain her ideas. “It is clear to me I 
have to solve this problem,” she wrote, “It doesn’t matter 
if people will chastise me later, because this is something 
I had to do.”13

Integration

Could Hémon’s theory of ‘integration of the arts’ also 
be considered a method for giving new uses to existing 
forms? Integration of the arts, as Hémon posited, asks 
for the understanding that a painting could ‘contain’ 
music in such a way that any musician could read it, 
given the tools and training to read it in this uncon-
ventional way.14 Any conventionally written score, 
could, in turn, could be transformed into a painting 
using Hémon’s method. She writes, “Painting and score 
are — in essence and origin — identical.”15

To show this, she conceived of a grid-system that 
corresponded to a notation system that could be read 
by musicians (fig. 5 & 6). The transparent grid could be laid 
on top of any image, acting as an overlay screen, and 
from there, a preliminary score could be made (using 
corresponding grid points on a graph, where the x-axis 
corresponds to the bar number, and the y-axis corre-
sponds to pitch).16 This preliminary score would then 
be transferred to a conventional (final) score. To play, 
the musicians would read music from the score in a 
conventional manner. The grid would not be placed on 
the painting for the musicians to literally read music 
from the painting; they would not have been able to do 
this since the ‘translation’ process involved a few steps. 



fig. 5  Sedje Hémon, Harmonie, 1964, linocut, 65 × 50 cm. Harmonie is the title of the artwork that is undergoing the 
process of transformation into a score in this image. The linocut Harmonie was made in 1964 while the grid system for 
showing the score existing within the image was developed between 1958-1965. Courtesy Sedje Hémonstichting. 

fig. 6  Sedje 
Hémon, Harmonie - 
partituur, 1958-
1965. Resulting 
score of the 
transformation 
process from image 
to conventional 
score, see fig. 5  
Courtesy Sedje 
Hémonstichting.
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Andrius Arutiunian in conversation with the 
author, 7 August 2016.
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Jaffé op. cit. (note 1), p. 29. Hémon writes, 
“I never forgot the wise and useful advise 
Professor Jaffé gave me in 1960. He 
‘forbade’ me to consult any literature 
written by others. Additionally, he refused 
to provide me with information on existing 
theories concerning the integration of arts. 
He was convinced it would lead me astray 
and would prevent me from achieving my 
set goal.” With regard to new media, it is 
not surprising to learn that Hémon eagerly 
anticipated the arrival of computer software 
that could help her carry out the production 
of her scores. Excerpt trans. by Juliette 
Huygen.
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Effectively, this method does give a new use to a painting, in a way, I would 
argue, where painting joyously forgets its goal. 

What sets her scores apart from ‘graphic scores’ is that graphic scores 
can be read ‘as is’ and require no further transformation. If her paintings 
had been graphic scores, they could have been read directly from the canvas. 
Also, graphic scores are generally read in a more interpretive way where, 
for example, an angular shape might suggest a sharp change in pitch.17 This 
significantly distinguishes Hémon from other composers of her time, since 
she was the only one using a methodical process of graphing to extract 
music from images. Putting her work in the context of her contemporaries 
in the field of media theory (Marshall McLuhan’s tetrad concept, particu-
larly ‘retrieval’ and ‘reversal’, and Vilém Flusser, for example), we can see 
how Hémon successfully demonstrated such theories in her art, perhaps 
without having ever been exposed to them.18 She was not at all interested in 
loose ‘interpretation’ of one art form to another, since 
her conviction was that music and visual art came from 
the same source, and were one and the same thing to 
begin with. In her opinion, there was no need for inter-
pretative guesses about how the arts were related — she 
had to prove it. This also forms the basis of her more 
esoteric writings on the cosmos and the interconnect-
edness of all things, and brings her work closely to the 
kind of playful and mysterious exchanges that happen 
in translation (such as described in Letter) while calling 
for transformation: “The logical explanation is the 
relationship between painting and music, both of which 
live in me and my work as a spiritual intermediary.”19
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Jaffé op. cit. (note 1), p. 79. Hémon’s notes. 
“Het bereiken van dit resultaat gaf mij 
voldoening en verzachtte het grote gemis 
van mijn viool.” Excerpt trans. by the author.
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Rafael, op. cit. (note 7), p. 201.
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Jaffé op. cit. (note 1), p. 79. Hémon’s notes: 
“Het schilderij bevat dus de muzieknotatie 
en deze ‘vormt’ tevens het schilderij.” 
Considering Hémon’s choice of the word 
vormt in a flexible sense and in the context 
of her other writing, I have chosen to 
translate vormt as ‘is’. Excerpt trans. by the 
author.
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Ibid., p. 195-196. Excerpt trans. by Juliette 
Huygen. 
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Ibid., p. 125. Hémon’s process notes, no. 273: 
“[…] Ik zou nooit mijn ‘uitingen’ op het linnen 
zijn gaan zetten, als ik met viool had kunnen 
doorgaan.” Excerpt trans. by the author.
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As one example, at the Algemene 
Begraafplaats in The Hague there is a 
memorial for Hémon’s parents, who died 
in the Holocaust; Hémon designed the 
tombstones and had it constructed. The 
inscription reads:
Deden niemand kwaad
Mochten niet eens samen sterven
Werden op één dag vermoord
14 februari 1943
Vergeven? Neen
Vergeten? Nooit

22

Dutch national radio program ‘Een Leven 
Lang’, paraphrased and translated by 
Jaïr Tchong: “She spent three years in 
the hospital. She had all the known camp 
diseases, edema, broken bones, ribs that 
constantly break, voice loss, lung diseases, 
broken back and jawbones, infected legs. 
After three years, and gaining around 
fifty kilograms, she could walk again, but 
not easily.” NPO Radio Interview, 1996, 
‘Een Leven Lang’, Accessed through: 
npo.nl/een-leven-lang/02-05-1996/
IMX_NOS_722317, on 30 September 2016.
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This refers to her closest advisor and 
greatest supporter, art historian, Hans C.L. 
Jaffé (1915-1984), who chartered the Sedje 
Hémon foundation in 1962. Around that time, 
he was already known in Amsterdam as 
having served as the curator of the Stedelijk 
Museum from 1947-1961 (adjunct director 
from 1953), and Director of the Jewish 
Museum in Amsterdam from 1963 to 1976. 
In later years, he taught art history at the 
University of Amsterdam from 1964-1984.
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NPO Radio Interview, 1996, ‘Een Leven Lang’, 
Accessed through: npo.nl on 30 September 
2016.
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Vilém Flusser, The Freedom of the Migrant: 
Objections to Nationalism, trans. by 
Kenneth Kronenberg, Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2003, p. 81. 
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between two, but emphasizes their shared potential for transformation and 
allows for a kind of beneficial forgetfulness (the medium may forget its role 
as soon as it is given a new one). In this way, Hémon reanimated the violin, 
diminishing its loss by instilling a new medium with some of its qualities. 
Reflecting on her work thirty years after she arrived at the method for inte-
grating the arts, she wrote, “Achieving this result gave me satisfaction and 
softened the great loss of my violin.”26 Putting music in conversation with 
the visual arts is like working with someone on a translation. The mediums 
communicate with each other, asking, ‘what do I have that you need?’, where 
‘need’ is the operative word. As Rafael insists, “We must translate, we have 
no choice but to translate within language, across languages, and across 
accents. It is precisely something that we are compelled to do. Translation is a 
compulsion, not simply a choice.”27

A painting, in one of its renewed uses, offers lines that indicate point 
values on a graph that could become music. But moving from painting to 
sound is a process that takes time and a number of people. In her rather 
enigmatic way, Hémon’s theory rests on the playful agreement between 
people — the acceptance of the possibility that “lines and surfaces are 
transformed into musical notation, so musicians can read the composition 
present in the painting.” It may be true that, “the painting thus contains the 
score and this ‘is’ also the painting.”28 Nevertheless, this possibility depends 
on agreement. 

An artistic practice that moves across media and disciplines is a kind 
of translation practice that needs to be experienced through multiple senses 
and approached as a long-term process rather than an end-result. The work 
cannot be quickly consumed in a one-time, one-shot, exhibition or perfor-
mance. As with translating literature, the process of translating as an artistic 
method (along with the outcome) is carried out over time — hours, months, or 
years — and it is never finished, since translations call for frequent updates as 
time passes and languages change, emerge, or disappear. Likewise, the people 
who come into contact with this process or help carry out the translation 
also may not immediately understand precisely how they have entered a 
process of transformation or why it is necessary. While it is not unusual for a 
person to work in more than one field or mode of expression, it is remarkable 
when an artist uses those different modes of expression 
outside of their conventional use. In Hémon’s case, she 
brings paintings outside the sphere of their ordinary 
use and into a realm of play (music). She insists that her 
paintings take a new role as scores, and has gone so far 
as to say they are one and the same thing.
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Necessity

“I would never have come to put my ‘expressions’ on canvas, if I could have 
continued with the violin.”20

Coming back to the necessity of translation and transformation, when some-
thing appears because it is called to appear: Hémon’s life story — in a very 
concrete way — changed her practice. She held strong opinions about her 
life experiences, which can be heard in her interviews or read in her autobi-
ographical work and essays,21 but I mention aspects of 
her biography in order to explain her transition from 
playing the violin to painting. Since her career was 
centered on the violin, why would she undergo such 
a radical shift to visual art? In a radio interview from 
1996, she speaks about the physical debilitation that 
she experienced as a direct cause of being imprisoned 
in Auschwitz.22 After the war, she could no longer 
physically play the violin, though she strongly wanted 
to. One of the motivations behind her theory of inte-
gration was connected to this violent separation from 
her instrument, and so much that was familiar to her. 
In the interview, we learn that she couldn’t physically 
play the violin, although she tried for five years. This 
devastating realization prompted her to take up drawing 
and painting. She speaks about the person who moti-
vated her to take a new approach in the visual arts,23 
and recalls an early conversation with him: “But sir, I 
am not interested in visual arts, I want to play violin.”24 
Thinking of Vilém Flusser’s essay, ‘Exile and Creativity’, 
Hémon could have been in a condition of creative exile, 
where she began painting and developed the theory of 
‘integration’ as compensation for the loss of her instru-
ment. ‘Exile’, according to Flusser:

is an ocean of chaotic information. In it, the lack of 
redundancy does not allow the flood of information to be 
received as meaningful messages. Because it is unusual, 
exile is unlivable. One must transform the information 
whizzing around into meaningful messages, to make 
it livable. One must ‘process’ the data. It is a question 
of survival: if one fails to transform the data, one is 
engulfed by the waves of exile. Data transformation is a 
synonym for creation. The expelled must be creative if he 
does not want to go to the dogs.25

Playing with translation to move from one medium to 
another does not only draw attention to the differences 


