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Abstract:  
 
This paper focuses on the analysis of some specific characteristics of ambiguity in 
artwork in terms of the film maker and the contemporary artist. It is worth mentioning 
that I got an interview with artist Sigune Hamann who is a contemporary artist. She 
investigates the creative potential of old and new media, which includes photography, 
video, sound and performative elements. During the interview, she provides her 
representative and comprehensive insights concerning ambiguity, which are very 
useful for ambiguous artwork. Firstly, I want to analyze the meaning of these specific 
characteristics from artist Hamann. In the main body of the article, I will continue to 
analyze these characteristics, which can be related to Chris Marker’s and Hannah 
Hoch’s artwork. Finally, further work needs to be done to determine whether an 
attractive artwork could be intentional with characteristics of ambiguity in art. 
Meanwhile, the findings of this article have a number of important implications for 
future practices and experiments in artwork. 
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Introduction: 
 

‘This is only qualitatively different from finished works with the inestimable 
quality of ambiguity—a characteristic of all great art—that allows the brain of 
the viewer to interpret the work in a number of ways, all of them equally valid. 
In art, Schopenhauer wrote, “something, and the ultimate thing, must always 
be left over for the imagination [the brain] to do.” ’(Zeki,2001) 

 
More and more artists have shown an increased interest in specific characteristic of 
ambiguity in art. In some extent, ambiguity brings more possibilities in art, which 
includes artist’s creations and audience’s reflections. However, not all artists 
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concentrate on the ambiguous characteristic in art but it is still widespread existence 
in the art field, such as, painting, music, sculpture, graphic design, architecture and 
film. Gombrich notes that although we may not be constantly aware of the presence of 
ambiguity, the various interpretations of ambiguity in artworks are inevitable. 
(Gombrich,2002) During the interview of artist Sigune Hamann, her individual 
interpretations of ambiguity in artworks are openness, personal imagination, different 
contexts, and new meaning. Her analysis of interpretations of ambiguity are 
discovered by different methods, experiences and angle of views. Firstly, she thinks 
that ambiguity is openness, which could be two or several possibilities in an artwork. 
On the one hand, these possibilities are from artist’s imaginary artwork and 
audience’s diverse responses. On the other hand, no limitation of any art forms could 
be ambiguous. Secondly, she believes that ambiguity is a style of personal 
imagination. It seems that ambiguity could be irrational. We can use our own 
imagination to create some extraordinary ideas. Thirdly, she notes that ambiguity is 
different contexts, which are the different responses elicited from the audience. For 
example, an artwork presented to many people from varying distance and angles can 
receive different responses. Lastly, she considers that ambiguity is very interesting 
because it can provide new meaning for artworks. At the same time, she notes that the 
concept of ambiguity has long been subjected to the belief of indeterminacy and 
abstraction. These interpretations are all results of artist’s experiments and artist’s 
artworks, which let us see how ambiguous characteristics are presented in 
contemporary artwork. A number of artworks are evidence that ambiguity plays a 
very important role in artwork. Semir Zeki: “Great art is that which corresponds to as 
many different concepts in as many different brains over as long a period of time as 
possible. Ambiguity is such a prized characteristic of all great art because it can 
correspond to many different concepts.”(Zeki, 2002, 67) As the development of 
contemporary art, it is appears that various interpretations of ambiguity are defined 
constantly. Even though some characteristics of ambiguity are within a lot of artworks 
but they still have their own way.  
 
The purpose of this research paper is to explore these characteristics of ambiguity in 
artworks by analyzing two famous artists’ artworks. One is Chris Marker who is good 
at using his own imagination to create films and the other one is Hannah Höch who is 
skilled at recording events from a special angle of view and recreating many 
fragments of newspapers to make collages. Their artworks are both relate to some 
usual characteristics of ambiguity in art. Furthermore, further research on 
characteristics of ambiguity is from artist’s experiments and audience’s reflections. 
Mamassian thinks that not all interpretations of ambiguities in art are defined, and 
more ambiguities in art need to be established by the artist and audience themselves. 
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(Mamassian,2008) It is mentioned that Chris Marker and Hannah Höch’s artworks are 
very representative and historic. 
 
 
Chris Marker 
 
Chris Marker, a famous French visionary filmmaker, is an image-scavenger. Marker 
‘s film always leaves a deep impression on the audience. In many of his films, Marker 
uses creative new media technologies and his own imagination for bold editing. The 
best-known film of Marker is ‘La jetée’. The film is composed of several black – and 
– white still photographs edited together on 35 mm film. It is related to time travel 
between the past, present, future and the aftermaths of World War III. Even though 
the form is only in black –and – white, it still can present an extremely heartsick 
historical context. At the beginning of the film, it started with a movement. After that, 
each detail and each story are consisted of numerous still photographs. This is not 
only an intentional expression of form nor has it neglected the content, but has created 
a memorable atmosphere for the film. This atmosphere is in harmony with the key 
moments in the film. Marker cleverly edits the order of these still photographs with 
the audio and lighting. Meanwhile, it is also very ambiguous, which leaves further 
thinking for the beholder. It is not difficult to find specific characteristics of 
ambiguity in the film ‘La jetée’. 
 
For example, one specific characteristic is openness. La jetée is an experimental 
film,which includes photography, music and form. Meanwhile, it is also defined as a 
concept film. ‘When describing the impulse to make La jetée, Marker has remarked 
that he began to shoot images for a story he ‘didn’t completely understand’, as though 
La jetée was almost an unconscious rendition of contemporary anxieties.’ (Harbord, 
2009, 7)There is no doubt that this kind of almost unconscious creation brings more 
possibilities for the film. In La jetée, the protagonist of the film said: “ it could be past 
or future, or only just my own fictional creation.” At the same time, this method of 
creating the film is useful for textual liveliness. This defines the style of the film as 
openness.  
 
Another specific characteristic is personal imagination. In La jetée, although the 
whole story of the film has a fictional structure, it still has an authentic background. 
‘La jetée is set in an imaginary, subterranean, post-World War III Paris, which has 
been devastated by a nuclear catastrophe. Although the film is evidently a product of 
the cold war raging in the early 1960s, the scientists of the future communicate in 
German, evoking the previous World War.’ (Alter,2006,93) Not only is the main 
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story line of the film imagined by Marker, but the film also has an illusive effect with 
Marker’s imagination. The effect is like a stop-motion animation. Harbord states that 
Animation, when photographic, becomes magical, and is illusive form of movement. 
(Harbord, 2009) We can see that Marker compiles some of the still photographs to 
bring vividness to the film. Meanwhile, the gap between the images are filled by the 
audience’s own imagination, which makes the film more integrated. 
 
One of specific characteristics is different contexts. ‘La jetée is a fictional work that 
encourages avant-garde reflection on the place and function of still photographs in 
cinema.’(Alter,2006,96) Because of the collage, rotation, fade out, and repetition of 
these still photographs, the audience can feel fear, surprise, anxiety and relaxation. 
Under this context, different audiences have different feelings. Furthermore, Harbord 
notes that a part of photograph only can stand for a part of story but not complete 
form allows our own complement, our own interpretive creations to establish. 
(Harbord, 2009) Marker uses this method to make the audience use not only their eyes 
to feel the film but also to use their own needs to fill the gap of frames. The method 
includes the possibility, extension, mixture and complication in the film, which are 
provided by the audience rather than only by the filmmaker.  
 
Additionally, new meaning is one of specific characteristic. The film La jetée is a 
combination of haunting science-fiction of many still photographs and instants of                                                         
movements. The whole film is presented to the audience using the form of montage. 
‘In order for the relationship between the fragments – each cartoon frame or each 
photograph – and the whole story to be understood, the viewer must reconstitute the 
narrative. In this way, Marker underscores the artificial nature of film as well as that 
of history.’ (Alter,2006,96) In the case of La jetée, Marker artificially edits many still 
photographs as a way to reconstruct and present an integrated and contemplative story. 
At the same time, Marker chooses to reconstitute the relationship between these 
fragments while the effective vision and new meaning are created. Lupton notes that 
within La jetée, every element is direct, straight, forward and essential in which 
everything is necessary. These elements all continuously and effectively serve for the 
main story line of the film. (Lupton,2004) We can feel that each element is 
meaningful in the film. 
 
Generally speaking, we can strongly feel the ambiguous characteristics in Marker’s 
film in terms of the ambiguous structure, contemplative script and extraordinary 
imagination. This is an experimental science fiction, which makes people realize that 
the moving image is only an illusion created by 24 frames. Marker chooses to break 
free from the usual film of the moving image, which makes the film very attractive 
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and poetic. Not only does Chris Marker mix the concept, text and image perfectly but 
also give us insight into the most contemplative film. 
 

                

                

                
              Pictures from the film La jetée, 1962, Chris Marker. 
 
 
 
Hannah Höch 
 
Hannah Höch was a pioneer of the art form, and was known as photomontage. Höch 
prefers to mix and recreate pieces from newspaper to present some sociopolitical 
changes. Hannah Höch concentrates on these serious topics, which are composed of 
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photomontages. Herrmann claims that Höch uses her remarkable photomontages to 
change some social refraction. It is mentioned that a liberating and poetic excursion is 
offered by her imaginary experimentation. (Herrmann,2014) Her representative 
collage is Cut with the kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural 
Epoch in Germany, Hannah Höch’s work uses photomontage to represent the society 
and the statues of gender roles in Weimar Germany. ‘She is criticizing the Weimar 
Republic – the controlling government in Germany that came out of the war and was 
ultimately a failed attempt at democracy. Photo collage, or photo montage works so 
well here in its strange skewing of reality. Höch takes images from newspapers and 
combines them in irreverent and nonsensical ways – distorting what is real and what 
is imaginary.’(Emilymbos, 2012) As an early feminist, advocating women’s rights,                   
she produces her most well-known work. This artwork is so significant during her 
period because it is an early indication of feminism in art and because it remarkably 
represents a new meaning for social reflection. At the same time, we can see some 
typical characteristics of ambiguity in this artwork. 
 
For example, one specific characteristic is openness. It is significant that Höch uses 
photomontage to change external impression of Weimar society. In the Höch’s work 
Cut with the kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in 
German, the women within the images seem very important and skews from the 
social reality of the time. This is an active phenomenon, which it brings diversified 
voices for social reality of the time. On the other hand, from the form of artwork, it is 
also quite intriguing and historic. ‘As an organizing structure, montage was thought to 
echo the pace, the multiplicity, the disorientation, the thrill, and of course the 
fragmentation of modern everyday life. Montage in particular- whether in film, 
illustrierte layout, or photomontage- was considered a skillful reflection of the urban 
scene and the new means of transportation.’ (Lavin,1993,47) This kind of method 
brings multiple understandings from different beholders, which includes critical 
thinking from different angle of views.  
  
One of specific characteristic is personal imagination. Höch uses her own imagination 
to do collage artwork, which has immense impression on society and her artwork, Cut 
with the kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in German.  
In her artwork, the most important factor is her unique point of view and imagination. 
It makes her artworks have great difference with other artists. However, there are 
some experiments are constantly attempted by Höch. Mario claims that because Höch 
does not believe that photomontage is best way to present her idea so she always 
chooses traditional art forms, such as, paintings and textile designs. After that, she 
accidentally realizes that imaginative freedom of creation is a very powerful way to 
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present the social situation while presenting her personal perspective. (Mario.1997) 
Eventually, Höch chooses an imaginary creation instead of traditional form to do 
collage. Whether from the details of her artwork, Cut with the kitchen Knife through 
the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in German, or from the entire context of 
the artwork, it contains her individual opinions and full imagination. The artwork 
twists some point of views for social situation, especially women’s social statuses. 
This is all a result of Höch’s creative imagination.  
 
One of specific characteristic is different contexts. Höch uses ironic metaphor with 
photomontage to involve in women’s liberation of political revolution. These ironic 
and imaginary metaphors within photomontages are very significant for the viewer. 
‘Whereas we might interpret the dislocation between the female spectator and the 
scene in the montage as a representation of alienation, in contrast a twenties viewer 
might identify with her interest in utopian imagery. Or perhaps even a Weimar-era 
spectator would have read ambiguity into this image, both desiring and fearing the 
depicted melding of women, technology, and commodity.’(Lavin,1993,46) The 
artwork is composed of many indeterminable elements. Höch creates a special social 
meaning for her period, which can be signified as a new cultural concept for different 
viewers.  
 
One of the specific characteristic is new meaning. In Höch’s artwork,Cut with the 
kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in German. We 
can see that Höch’s montage artwork constructs with these snippets of newspaper 
texts and fragment of images, which create a new meaning for a special event. Höch 
chooses to cut the clipped parts of the newspaper while keep the ambiguous parts of 
the newspaper, which are mixed together. ‘Dada photomontages (and collages, for 
that matter) are made up of fragments of images and text from the popular culture. 
Not just words, but clipped bits of newspapers, posters, catalogs, tickets, letters, and 
fakes of the same.’(Dillon, 2000) Undoubtedly, these selections are useful for Höch to 
create new meaning in the way of photomontage. At the same time, it is mentioned 
that a majority of elements are indistinct in her artwork, which seems audiences can 
make new meaning by themselves as well. ‘Höch’s work requires our sensitivity to a 
historically specific spectator, the meanings and ambiguities she would perceive, and 
to utopias, desires and fears time-bound to Weimar Germany.’(Lavin,1993,46) On the 
base of collected material, Höch pays attention to the new order of these fragments, 
which attempts to give new meaning to them. Ades considers that Hannah Höch is 
able to construct a new and impressive older in her collage, which relates to the 
worlds of art. (Ades, 2014)  
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In general, there are some characteristics of ambiguity in the Höch’s artwork in terms 
of imaginary reconstruction. The artwork Cut with the Dada Kitchen Knife through 
the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in German, points out that photomontage 
is a suitable form of art. Simultaneously, it validates social events and it brings more 
possibilities to how the social events are perceived. The reason for the success of this 
artwork is because it not only reflects social condition but also it mixes Höch’s 
critical perspectives, which are at the forefront of the time. The whole style of this                                   
artwork is contemplative. At the first sight of this artwork, it may seem ambiguous 
but in actuality it leaves plenty of space for imagination. Höch has ultimately created 
this ambiguous style of photomontage, which raised new voices of social reality of 
the time.  
  

                   
Cut with the Dada Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural 

Epoch in German – Hannah Höch (1919) 
 
 
 
Conclusion: 
 
This paper has mainly focused on some characteristics of ambiguity in art. Ambiguity 
is a popular art factor, which can bring more possibilities in contemporary art. We can 
obviously feel these characteristics of ambiguity in the Chris Marker’s experimental 
film and Hannah Höch’s imaginary Collage. However, whether an attractive artwork 
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needs to intentionally contain some characteristics of ambiguity in art, and whether 
these characteristics of ambiguity are making a big difference in contemporary 
artworks, are unresolved questions. Some people think that as soon as working with 
the theme of ambiguity intentionally, it does not give the work meaning in an 
ambiguous way. On the other hand, some people think that artists should use some 
specific characteristics of ambiguity to do artwork intentionally, because they make 
artworks more ambiguous and more interesting. For example, when an artist does 
collage, artist can get some characteristics of ambiguity and its almost like a lottery as 
to what elements the artist will get. The artwork is consisted of these           
uncertain elements, which are ambiguous. For my past experiments, I explore how 
ambiguity can be an effective artwork, which encompasses video media and 
photography. I try to do some experiments with ambiguity intentionally. For instance, 
I try to gain an understanding of the relationship between different videos at the same 
time. I think that it has an ambiguous connection between these different videos, 
which leave imaginary space for audience. I attempt to reconstruct various fragments 
rather than record an integrated story. It appears that a plurality of narratives instead 
of a single story can best describe the situation. At the same time, this kind of indirect 
narrative structure is more interesting and more powerful. It may be difficult to 
estimate whether these experiments are ambiguous. However, the most important 
elements in the contemporary art are artist’s imaginary brain, sufficient curiosity and 
unique perspective. ‘The characteristic of ambiguity in art is not special to art. It is 
rather, a general property of the brain which is often confronted with situations or 
views that are open to more than one, and sometimes to several, interpretations. The 
artist, rather than creating ambiguity, thus uses, sometimes to exquisite effect, this 
potential of the brain. Equally, the viewer uses this same potential in providing 
different interpretations.’(Zeki,2013) It is certain that personal imagination and 
uncertain style are very useful for artworks. In general, further experiments need to be 
done. Future research should therefore concentrate on the investigation of more 
distinctive artists’ work with characteristics of ambiguity.  
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