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May 1968 and the Question of the Image

Victoria H.F. Scott

In her book May ‘68 and its Afterlives (2002) Kristin Ross claimed that a cultural reading of the 
events of May 1968 in France has erased the political nature and foundation of the revolutionary 
situation. As she explains, “May ’68 itself was not an artistic moment. It was an event that transpired 
among very few images; French television, after all, was on strike.”1 Despite the surprising logic of 
this thesis that links together art, images and television, whether or not the events were cultural 
or political, the uprising in Paris took place during a period of intense change vis-à-vis visual 
information: one that connected these usually separate categories.
 In May and June of 1968 a protest by students over visiting rights in college dormitories in the 
suburbs of Paris evolved into the largest general strike in French history. Not only did it constitute 
the .rst major insurrection in the West since the Second World War, it threatened to permanently 
undermine the French state. At its peak, out of a population of .fty million, ten million workers 
went on strike for four straight weeks. Like other revolutions that preceded it, the May uprising 
.red up the press and written comment proliferated, but e/orts to report on what was widely 
considered to be the most dramatic event in France since Liberation in 1944 were extremely patchy 
and often censored. 0e resultant coverage was neither objective nor consistent. 0e political 

Fig. 1 André Sas, photograph. 0is image, which appeared in the May 11 edition of the French illustrated 
weekly Paris-Match, was one of the .rst widely disseminated representations of the events. Notably, it became 
available almost a week after the .rst skirmishes with the police had taken place.
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intensity and uncertainty of the moment exposed the de.nitive characteristics and very di/erent 
political dispositions and audiences of the four sectors of the French media: newspaper, radio, the 
illustrated press, and the relatively new television.2

 Incidents in Germany that April, involving Rudi Dutschke and the Springer Press, had 
increased the French public’s sensitivity to issues regarding freedom of the press.3 As the events 
unfolded in Paris it became clear that this grave concern was not unwarranted. While momentum 
was building in the Parisian streets two issues were occupying the chamber of deputies in the 
Assemblée Nationale: .rst, whether or not the arms-length policy of the government toward the 
central telecommunications agency, the L’O!ce de Radiodi"usion-Télévision Française (O.R.T.F.) 
should be changed, and second, if and when advertisements should be introduced to French 
national television. In fact this controversial issue was the last subject debated in the National 
Assembly of France on April 23 before the events broke out.4

 Television caught on late in France, television advertisements even later. Whereas advertisements 
had been a part of American television since the forties, les pubs, as the French refer to them, did not 
appear on French television until 1969. France was, in fact, the last country in the industrialized 
West to introduce commercials and this legislation marked an important turn in French visual 
culture. Up until that point, the more politically independent and contrary illustrated press, which 
included magazines such as Paris-Match, had been both the chief forum for advertising and the 
prime source of what Europeans call visual information, in the form of high-quality black-and-
white or color photographic essays.5 Subsequent to the spring of 1968, however, television would 
assume this lucrative and powerful position.
 0e introduction of commercials to television was critical to the fortunes of the illustrated press 
as revenues from advertisers were the industry’s biggest source of income.6 While on the surface 
this change would appear to be an inevitable historical development brought about for economic 
reasons, the rise of television in France was part of a bitter struggle for control over the French mass 
media. Income from advertisements had been the key source of revenue for the illustrated press and 
therefore constituted the fountainhead of their political independence. Without that income the 
illustrated press could not a/ord freedom of expression. Or to put it another way, advertisements 
on French television deprived the illustrated press of the source of their independence, while 
simultaneously increasing the French government’s control over television, thereby weakening an  
important venue of independent political debate.
 0e French public had no illusions about the consequences this legislation would have for 
the popular illustrated press, which included weekly magazines such as Noir et Blanc, Détective, 
and Paris-Match, and in angry opposition to the government’s plans to introduce commercials 
to television, deputies of the Fédération de la gauche, an alliance of leftist groups, introduced a 
counter-motion “on the anti-democratic politics of the government in the domain of information, 
and notably the abusive utilization of audio-visual media, put at the disposition of the state, by the 
nation.”7 However, the ultimate decision about the introduction of advertisements would not be 
.nalized until later that summer after the uprising was over.
 In the following pages, I argue that this important shift in the transmission of visual information 
was connected to a growing interest in the in<uence of the image, as it took shape throughout 
the sixties in texts on the Left and Right. By focusing on the illustrated press and television and 
comparing their coverage to the way other important media reported on the strike, I establish the 
degree to which the question of the image shaped, and was in turn shaped by, the revolutionary 
situation, thereby demonstrating the extent of the exchange, overlap, and mutual determination 
between the production of images and history at this moment.8 My argument is that the rise of the 
new medium of television in France was accompanied by what Roland Barthes identi.ed early on 
as a veritable “panic,” and that this panic crystallized in the events of 1968. 
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*   *   *

Anticipation and concern about the role the increasingly pervasive “image” was playing in society 
had been a persistent feature of intellectual discourse since before World War II and questions about 
the image, in relationship to advertisements, .lm, and television continued to be a recurrent theme 
in the work of a large cross-section of European and North American intellectuals after 1945.9 0e 
Italian scholar Galvano Della Volpe’s essay Estetica del Carro Armato, which appeared in the journal 
Il Primato (1941), was one of the .rst attempts to discuss the power of images, but this thread was 
later taken up famously in Barthes’ Mythologies (1957), the anthology Civilisation de l’image (1960), 
and .nally Guy Debord’s #e Society of the Spectacle (1967).10 Although they do not constitute a 
debate as such, these texts de.ne key positions in the discourse and demonstrate the increasing 
importance of this issue to writers and thinkers across the political spectrum during the sixties.
 Historically, the English and American reception of this body of writing has represented 
Debord as the leading, or at least the most radical, theorist of the relationship between the image and 
consumer society in the postwar period. 0e Situationists and Debord are regularly credited with 
sparking o/ the events of 1968 and are widely considered to be responsible for the much celebrated 
playful atmosphere of the uprising. Debord’s theoretical authority has also been increased through 
the repeated characterization of his work as drawing from “the deep past” of Marxism, i.e. from 
German philosophy, and French classical literature, rather than, for example, from the work of his 
immediate peers.11 However, as former Situationist Donald Nicholson-Smith has pointed out, #e 
Society of the Spectacle only came to prominence as a result of the events.12 It cannot be emphasized 
enough that up until 1968 the book was of little importance and very few people had actually read 
it. Furthermore, while in hindsight it may seem obvious that #e Society of the Spectacle owes a great 
debt to Barthes’ Mythologies this fact is rarely acknowledged in even the best historical treatments of 
the literature.
 Barthes and Debord were part of a European movement that sought to reinvent Marxism in 
the wake of the brutal suppression of the revolt against the Stalinist government in Hungary in 
1956. While Barthes was the leading light of the Paris-based academic journal Arguments (1956-
1962), Debord was involved in the more anarchist-oriented Potlatch (1954-1957) in Belgium, 
before going on to found the group known as the Situationist International in Cosio di Arroscia, 
Italy, the same year that Barthes’ Mythologies was .rst published, in 1957.13 0ough both of their 
theoretical frameworks turned on the question of ideology, the philosopher and the younger activist 
.lmmaker challenged Stalinism in very di/erent ways.
 Barthes de.ned myth as an incessant game of hide-and-seek between meaning and form.14 
According to Barthes, images were presented as innocent rather than motivated constructions and 
operated by locking consumers into an all-embracing ideological order or myth.15 For Barthes 
however, the image was only a secondary concern. 0e images cited—which were almost exclusively 
photographs, many of which were culled from France’s favorite illustrated weekly Paris-Match—
though essential to the argument as evidence, were not central to the theoretical armature. 0at is 
to say, in Mythologies the question of the image was always secondary to the question of how ideology 
functioned in society.
 In contrast to Mythologies, the collection Civilisation de l’image (1960), which was published 
by the Centre catholique des intellectuels français, focused solely on the image and new technologies, 
and comprised a series of essays representing several disciplines from sociology to theology, with no 
explicit political agenda. 0is book is important because it was, as Barthes later pointed out, one of 
the .rst texts to recognize that the surfeit of images that characterized this era constituted a new and 
privileged form of propaganda.16 Practical rather than theoretical, addressing .lm, photography, 
and television, this study was more of a status report on the role of the image in society and a 
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guide for implementing governmental and ecclesiastical policy rather than a critical assessment à la 
Barthes. Above all it was focused on the opportunities presented by this new situation and argued 
that there was a pressing need to develop an understanding of the government of the imagination 
now that state governments were faced with a society and culture de.ned by the exploitation of 
images.17 Barthes wrote a lukewarm review of Civilisation for the .rst edition of the new journal 
Communications in 1961. In 1964, to mark the publication of the Italian translation, he observed 
that the continuing popularity of this book suggested that a kind of panic about images had taken 
hold of society.18 Still, Barthes did not see images, or the relationships that they fostered, as the 
emblem of capitalism or the source of society’s problems. As Barthes stated, to condemn the image 
was to condemn modernity.19

 Where as Civilisation de l’image welcomed this new regime of visual information and sought 
to control it, in 1967 Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle aimed to orchestrate its imminent and 
permanent downfall. Taking for his subject the role of visual representation in postwar consumer 
society, Debord scorned the spectacle as a totalizing regime that controlled social relationships 
through images.20 In contrast to Barthes, the image was the keystone of this theoretical complex, but 
echoing Barthes’ notion of myth, Debord’s theory of the spectacle claimed that images established 
a set of relations that .xed consumers into what he called the spectacular-merchandise society:

0e spectacle is not a collection of images; rather it is a social relationship mediated by images. It 
cannot be understood as a deliberate distortion of the visual world or as a product of the technology 
of the mass dissemination of images. It is far better understood as a Weltanschauung that has been 
actualized, translated into the material realm—a worldview translated into an objective force.21

Debord understood better than most the signi.cance of the image in relation to the government, 
the government of the public’s imagination, and mass communication. However, the claim that the 
spectacle cannot be reduced to the mass dissemination of images, which has since been reiterated by 
many of Debord’s readers, does not withstand scrutiny, especially when the historical context of this 
theory is taken into consideration.22 In this sense the theory of the spectacle is both less and more 
than Debord claims: less because despite Debord’s trademark bombast there is absolutely nothing 
metaphysical about the spectacle, as is implied by the use of the word Weltanschauung, and more 
because the spectacle is exactly a terribly mundane product of the mass dissemination of images and 
a deliberate distortion of the visual world, as the example of 1968 demonstrates. 

*   *   *

In 1968 the French government recognized very early on that there was a powerful rapport between 
the information di/used by the media and the collective imagination of the public, and right from 
the very beginning took every measure to control, and in some cases suppress, all communication 
about the general strike.24 Certain key moments shed light on the di=culties the media encountered 
when attempting to report on the crisis. 0e example of the Panorama episode stands out in this 
respect. Although there had already been signi.cant street-.ghting beginning on May 6, the .rst 
television program about the events was not scheduled to air until May 10. Panorama, a popular 
weekly news journal, was preparing a documentary which was to be broadcast at 5:30 but the 
show was pre-empted by censors representing both the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of 
Information.25

 0eir timing could not have been worse. Later that night violent confrontations between 
students and police increased dramatically. Barricades made of paving stones and burning cars 
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multiplied in the Latin Quarter. Radio, particularly international radio, which had largely been 
ignored by the French public since World War II, was the only media technically able and willing 
to report on the events as they occurred from a variety of locations.26 One observer described the 
scene like this:

On the night of May 10 and 11 barricades were built up and down rue Gay Lussac. Transistor 
radios, at full volume, were positioned on balconies, on the sills of open windows, or on piles of 
paving stones. It was total stereo. From all corners, everywhere in the streets, we bathed in the 
sounds of the events; there was total instantaneity between the event and the information, between 
the information and its reception. Information was integrated with the events as they unfolded.27

 0e next morning, the “total instantaneity” turned into absolute outrage over what was widely 
perceived to be unnecessary and over-zealous police brutality. 0e failure of television to cover the 
events the day before was seen as a betrayal of public trust and provoked an intense desire that 
“everything be seen and said.”28 By limiting the available information the government had only 
increased the public’s desire to know, generating a widespread demand for what was variously 
referred to as “raw information,” “direct information,” and “total information”.29 0e French 
newspaper Le Monde was scandalized by “La Grande Muette” (the great silence) and reported on it 
in a special weekend edition.30

 In 1968 ten million households, or two-thirds of French households, owned a radio while 
approximately one million owned a television.31 0anks to the portable tape recorder, le Nagra, 
on-the-spot radio transmission was possible. In contrast to the newspapers, the illustrated press 
and television, radio was the only medium capable of reporting on events as they were happening 
on location. 0e transistor radio has been singled out because it allowed every individual the 
opportunity to plan his or her own personal strategy during the insurrection in 1968.32 However, 
after May 11, international radio stations were also put under pressure to conform to government 
edicts. We can speculate that newspapers were also coerced by the government at this time, as was 
the case with the illustrated press, a medium that historically had de.ned political independence.
 Picture magazines date back to the nineteenth century, but developments in photographic 
printing techniques combined with the liberal opening up of the Weimar Republic, made the 
1920s in Germany a particularly rich era. Illustrated magazines on every topic, representing a wide 
variety of political positions, appeared at this time. Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (1924-1938) and 
Münchner illlustrierte Presse (1923-1945) were the most famous, but journals sprung up all over, 
on every imaginable topic from politics to home decorating. French examples include Détective 
(1928), Photo-Monde (1932-1934), Voilà (1931-1939), Regards (1931-1939), and Match (1937-
1939), just to name a few.33 An important predecessor to Paris-Match which dates from this period 
was VU magazine (1928-1940). Established by Lucien Vogel, the Paris-based VU was forced to shut 
down in 1940 after advertisers withdrew en masse because of Vogel’s unwavering support for the 
Popular Front Government and the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War. As it turned out, 1968 
would have similar consequences for Paris-Match.
 0e illustrated weeklies returned after the Second World War but without the same diversity, 
and by the beginning of the sixties their fortunes were in decline all over Europe. France was no 
exception. In 1956 Paris-Match was printing 1.8 million copies a week, but by 1967 its circulation 
had dropped to 1.4 million.34 Still, despite the decrease in sales, the journal maintained its position 
as the primary source for high quality color photographs for the sole reason that no other media 
was, as yet, consistently providing this important service.35 Consequently, regardless of its shrinking 
numbers, Paris-Match remained France’s largest selling illustrated weekly and literally dominated the 
.eld of visual information during the Sixties, which put it in direct competition with television.36

 0e newspapers covered the events of 1968 fairly consistently, and new journals and special 
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editions appeared almost on a daily basis. However, as we have already seen, the nature of the 
print medium prevented the simultaneous transmission of information, which meant that there 
was always a delay between the events and the appearance of the newspapers.37 Also, images of 
the events were few and far between. Only a handful of photographs appeared in the newspapers, 
and those that illustrated the front pages of Le Figaro, Paris-Soir, or L’Humanité were in black-and-
white. Although Le Monde was happy to print half page photographs in the form of advertisements, 
they seldom printed photographs in conjunction with news stories, and almost never on the front 
page. 0is is because their readership had traditionally disapproved of the combination of news and 
images. Strictly speaking, in 1968 photographs of current events were perceived to be the exclusive 
domain of the more common, more “popular,” illustrated press.
 0e Sixties are notable historically for the sheer density of dramatic news stories and before 
1968 Paris-Match covered all of them in vivid color: from the atrocities of the Vietnam War to the 
Civil War in Biafra. In total .ve issues of Paris-Match were devoted to the events in Paris: two in 
May, two more at the end of June, and one in July; but during the critical four weeks between May 
18 and June 15 it was conspicuously unavailable. 0e two issues of Paris-Match published in May 
that addressed the events appeared on May 11 and May 18. 0e .rst issue acknowledged the events 
peripherally and included .ve pages of photographs that displayed the students posing cheerfully 
behind unconvincing barricades under a predictably overcast Parisian sky (.g.1). However, 
production time did not allow the weekly to include any images of the violent street-.ghting that 
had taken place the night before (.g. 2).
 0e disparity between the playful images that appeared in this issue and the still smoldering 
wrecks of over 160 overturned burnt out cars that littered the Latin Quarter must have been 

Fig. 2 Bruno Barbey, photograph. 0e aftermath of the street-.ghting on May 10, as it appeared the morning 
of May 11, 1968.
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alarming. Paris-Match made up for this inconsistency a week later in their May 18 edition which 
included twenty-four pages of photographs of the events. 0is is important because it means that 
the .rst comprehensive images of the extensive property damage caused by the uprising were 
not available to the public until May 18, a full twelve days after the .rst barricades were erected. 
According to the Canadian writer Mavis Gallant, who happened to be in France at the time, this 
prompted one shopkeeper to dismember an early edition and put the images up in his window 
because “people must be made to see.”38 Timing is crucial here, especially because of what happened 
next.
 0e second half of May witnessed the ampli.cation of the strike on all fronts. Whereas 
originally the disruption was largely con.ned to the Latin Quarter and the participants had been 
almost exclusively students, after May 13 wildcat strikes began to break out at important factories 
all over France. De Gaulle, who at .rst shrugged o/ the general strike, leaving the country for 
Romania on May 14, cut short his diplomatic trip, returning on May 16 in order to deal with what 
had since become an increasingly pressing domestic issue.
 During this extended intermission a wave of gra=ti and handmade posters created in support 
of the general strike <ooded into the Latin Quarter, covering every surface with de.ant, poetic, and 
sometimes humorous and philosophic messages and images. Considering the numbers and timing 
one could speculate that the gra=ti and  posters were an attempt to .ll the aforementioned vacuum 
left by the censorship of television and the illustrated press; as one bystander acknowledged: “We 
found that all the media were in the hands of the establishment. 0e only way we could reach 
people was through posters. Some set up a little litho shop, others a little silk screen shop.”39

 To summarize, after the preliminary disturbances and the Panorama debacle on May 10, 

Fig. 3 Photo by Bruno Barbey. 0e interior of the poster workshop at the École Nationale Supérieure des 
Beaux-Arts in Paris, May 1968.
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national television went o/ the air on May 17 and Paris-Match disappeared following May 18. On 
May 15, as institutions and factories all over France were being occupied, artists and others took 
over the art and professional schools and turned them into makeshift propaganda centers, printing 
the .rst of the thousands of posters that would eventually cover the walls of the Latin Quarter. 0e 
most famous poster workshops were set up at the École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts (.g. 3), 
and the more technically design-oriented École nationale des arts décoratifs. Others included: the 
Comité d’action des étudiants en médecine, the Faculté des sciences, the Institut d’art et d’archéologie, 
the Atelier populaire Marseille and Montpellier.40

 Lithography was used for the .rst posters, but the students quickly moved on to serigraphy or 
silk screen printing because it was faster. 0ough technique and politics varied, these workshops 
were nominally non-specialist: propositions for posters were drawn up and then debated by a 
General Assembly before being collectively printed in runs of up to 3000 for the more popular 
compositions. Eventually 500,000 posters were produced in this manner, with over 600 di/erent 
designs. In 1990 Adam Gopnik and Kirk Varnedoe celebrated the phenomenon with these words:

Gra=ti in Asger Jorn’s sense would become the grounding for a counter-cultural scheme in May 
1968 when students from the École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts and elsewhere waged an 
intensive campaign of postering and sloganeering on walls throughout Paris. With simply conceived 
silk-screen images and painted aphorisms such as “Sous les pavés la plage” (Under the paving stones 
the beach) these students tried to reawaken the power of writing on public walls as something 
immediate and instrumental, rather than immemorial and self-indulgent–to construct on the model 
of gra=ti a renewed public art that with a knowing eye to the power of advertising’s catch phrases, 
would de.ne a binding anti-authoritarian language of the oppressed. For at this moment, it seemed 
that a true civic art form, politically e/ective yet consecrated to the expanded reign of play and 
imagination, had come alive through a new merger between the art studio and the street.41 (Italics 
mine)

 Michel de Certeau wrote that the events in Paris in 1968 were characterized above all by la 
prise de parole, a phrase which translates imperfectly as the capture of speech or the right to speak 
in your own voice.42 In a context where questions regarding the integrity of the media dominated, 
it is unsurprising that the gra=ti and the posters were celebrated for their immediacy and widely 
vaunted as the most democratic form of political expression.
 Jean Baudrillard has suggested that the only authentically revolutionary forms of 
communication in 1968 were the acts that bypassed the media and the o=cial circuits of the arts. 
According to Baudrillard the streets were subversive because they in no way claimed objectivity 
as did the newspapers, radio, and television; the posters and the gra=ti were the sine qua non of 
communication at this time exactly because they were un-mediated.43 Kristin Ross likewise argued 
that the 1968 posters did not aim to represent the events but rather strove to “be at one with – at 
the same time with, contemporary with – whatever was occurring. Speed, a speedy technique was 
of the essence,” concluding with the intriguing proposition that: “in this moment art achieved 
presentation, rather than representation.”44

*   *   *

0e broad censorship of the media combined with De Gaulle’s perceived indi/erence to the escalating 
national crisis aggravated the situation in the streets. On the evening of May 23 the government 
prohibited shortwave radio transmissions in preparation for De Gaulle’s national address which was 
scheduled to be delivered on long wave radio the following evening. In the hopes of appeasing his 
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quickly growing opposition on May 24, he gave a seven-minute speech which aired on both long 
wave radio and television to announce that a referendum on university reform would take place on 
June 16. Public reaction to this event is nicely summarized by a gra=ti that appeared the next day 
in the Grand Palais: “It took him three weeks to announce in .ve minutes what he would do in a 
month’s time, what he hasn’t managed to accomplish in ten years.”45 0is miscalculation on the part 
of De Gaulle and his government gave the unions the upper hand in the negotiations that ensued. 
0e Grenelle Accords, which attempted to legislate the strikers back to work with a series of new 
and improved bene.ts, were rati.ed on May 27, but there was still widespread dissatisfaction, and 
on May 28 the headline of the popular daily L’Aurore was: “Total Stagnation.”46

 0ough it was widely reported in the press that De Gaulle had decided on a whim to visit his 
home in Colombey-les-deux-Eglises, on May 29 De Gaulle actually <ew to Baden Baden to solicit 
the support of General Massu. In the case of a civil war, he needed to know whether French troops 
could be relied upon to .ght against French citizens.47 On his return supporters organized a massive 
march in his honor. In a last ditch e/ort to reassert his authority, on the night of May 30 De Gaulle 
made a .nal announcement, but this time he chose to deliver it via the radio, and only the radio. 
Interestingly short and long wave radio were both back in full working order for the occasion.48 At 
that point televising the address was not a risk De Gaulle was willing to take. Not only was he aware 
that more people in France were listening to the radio than were watching television, delivering a 
speech over the radio also gave him an opportunity to remind the French public of his historic 1940 
radio broadcast from London that launched the French Resistance.49

 When Paris-Match .nally returned two weeks later on June 15 it would outsell every previous 
issue ever printed despite striking vendors.50 On the same day Le Monde ran its one and only story 
about the four missing editions of Paris-Match in a small anonymous article on page 17d under 
the headline: “Monsieur Prouvost appoints a director to Paris-Match.” 0e newspaper attributed 
the absence of the popular weekly to striking printers, but the real focus of the story was the 
profound reorganization of the editorial team, which, they noted, coincided with the events.51 0e 
other alternative explanation for the absence of the journal was provided by a short editorial that 
appeared in the June 22 edition of Paris-Match. Apparently the magazine merely needed extra time 
in order to make technical improvements that would allow them to print more color photographs. 
However, that does not change the fact, as Myriam Akoum has noted, that while the .rst two May 
issues were clearly pro-student, when Paris-Match returned in June its sympathies were explicitly 
with the French state.52

 In July, when most of the would-be revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries gave up 
and cleared o/ for their summer holidays, the government began setting up the administrative 
committees necessary for the implementation of the advertising legislation. 0e decision was made 
.nal on January 30, 1969. 0e advertisements would be only for consumer products deemed a 
priority by the government. On January 31, 1969 an industrialist from Lyon threw his television 
o/ the Ei/el tower to protest.53 0e .rst advertisement appeared on French television October 1, 
1969. It was for the ever popular and ever spreadable Boursin cheese. It is tempting to surmise that 
advertisements were introduced to French television at this juncture simply because television was 
becoming an increasingly in<uential medium and therefore a more cost e/ective way of reaching 
the public, but despite its increasing importance, we know that in 1968 there were still more radios 
in France than televisions, and advertisements were not introduced to French radio until 1984.
 When President Charles de Gaulle came to power with the foundation of the Fifth Republic 
in 1958, he was well aware of the importance of supervising public media because of his experience 
with radio in England during the Second World War. At that time De Gaulle had been a leading 
member of the Resistance and was instrumental in the liberation of Paris in 1944. As a result he 
was highly sensitive to questions regarding the control of the media. His government deemed 
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television to be the best means for disseminating policy, but also as powerful ammunition against 
the troublesome newspapers and illustrated press.54 As early as 1961 he referred to television as “a 
magni.cent instrument which supports the public spirit.”55

 Although on paper the body which represented the industry, the Radiodi"usion-Télévision 
Française, known as the R.T.F., was supposed to be independent, in reality it was subject to daily 
and direct control from the French government. And despite the establishment of an apparently 
more independent separate L’O!ce de Radiodi"usion-Télévision Française, known as the O.R.T.F. 
in 1964, the situation hardly changed.56 0e introduction of advertisements to French television 
was strategic rather than economic, in that it gave the government more control over television and 
simultaneously deprived the illustrated press of its principal source of revenue, thereby destroying 
its political independence and up until then unchallenged domination in the .eld of visual 
information; an important issue which became absolutely critical to the fortune of the French 
government in 1968.
 In 1976 former editor of Paris-Match Guillaume Hanoteau claimed mysteriously and without 
explanation that May 68 had had grave consequences for the magazine.57 0roughout May and June 
French television and the popular illustrated press were repeatedly prevented from broadcasting, 
publishing, and distributing images of the street-.ghting and barricades, and many of France’s best 
selling illustrated weeklies, such as Paris-Match, Détective, and Noir et Blanc were simply unavailable 
throughout the four crucial weeks that spanned the months of May and June, from May 14 to 
June 18. 0e diligence of the newspapers, particularly Le Monde, in condemning the government 
for its censorship of television at this time has been noted. Le Monde was the only media source 
that attempted to account for the goings and comings, not just of television and radio reports, but 
of other newspapers as well, both regional and local. And yet Le Monde failed to account for the 
absence of Paris-Match until much later, on June 18, when the events were coming to a close, and 
even ignored the other illustrated weeklies which also went missing during this time.
 In 1972, teetering on the brink of bankruptcy, Paris-Match was sold and after a brief hiatus 
returned in its current politically unrecognizable format under new management.58 Shortly 
thereafter in 1973, a new daily, Libération, was launched in Paris by a group of prominent Maoist 
soixante-huitards. Libération, a/ectionately known as Libé to its readers, was conceived as a leftist 
alternative to Le Monde, and one of the ways in which it strove to set itself apart was through its 
treatment of images. Rather than using photographs as mere illustrations, in the pages of Libération 
photographs were considered valuable in their own right and just as important as the written news 
stories that accompanied them.59

*   *   *

Questions concerning the means of representation and visual communication were more central 
to the events of 1968 in France than is generally recognized. It has been observed that in the 
largest unpublished collection of the May posters there are more posters about the media than 
on the student movement itself.60 However, the idea posited by Ross and others that the posters 
constituted an alternative media, more powerful, exactly because it was a more direct, transparent, 
or even democratic form of communication is problematic and raises the issue of what Hal Foster 
once termed “the Expressive Fallacy.”61 By 1968 the idea that expression was mere convention had 
been current in French intellectual circles for some time, and yet during the uprising artists and 
others continued to produce works which endorsed this idea. Although many of the participants 
in the workshops were professionally trained artists and designers whose prior and later work was 
characterized by more sophisticated methods, they consistently rejected advanced technical means 
in favor of stencils and silk screens. An important example was the almost complete refusal, in all 
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the workshops, to use photographs as the basis for silk screen poster designs. Subsequently the 
idea that the posters achieved presentation rather than representation, that they were authentically 
spontaneous, or un-mediated, becomes more complicated.
 0e retreat into an anachronistic expressionist mode can be ascribed to the in<uence of 
the Dazibao (sometimes referred to as Tatzepao) poster campaigns in China associated with the 
so-called Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966–1976).  0e in<uence of Mao Zedong’s 
Cultural Revolution in France is well known, and the Chinese Dazibao posters from this era are 
often cited as an important precedent to the May ’68 posters, however until now the degree of 
similarity between the two campaigns has remained unexplored.
 In 1966, sections of the Red Guard created and posted thousands of handmade anonymous 
posters in China in an e/ort to discredit Mao’s political enemies (.g. 4). By this time Mao had 
lost control of the o=cial Propaganda Department, and in order to reassert his dominance, he 
needed to put forward a rival apparatus which appeared to be both independent and spontaneous. 
Handmade posters were an e=cient low-tech means of disseminating his message. It has been 
suggested that the Dazibao were the de.nitive medium of the Cultural Revolution.62 In this light 
the make-shift aesthetic of the posters of May and June in France begin to look like a deliberate 
and conscious pose rather than evidence of direct or spontaneous expression. Indeed in 1970 Susan 
Sontag compared the French posters to Cuban posters from the same era, and argued that they were 
less stately because they “cultivated, for reasons of practical exigency as well as ideological motives, 
a raw, naïve, improvised, youthful look.”63 Instead of achieving, as Ross has argued, presentation, 
rather than representation, echoing Sontag I would argue that the posters of 1968 achieved the 

Fig. 4 Photo by Solange Brand of Dazibao from the Chinese Cultural Revolution in Beijing in 1966.
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representation of presentation. In this sense Ross is correct when she states that May was distinctly 
political rather than artistic or cultural.
 0ough the Situationists are often credited with instigating the insurrection of May 1968, 
Maoists were much more in<uential and much more important for the events. Discussions of 
1968 tend to paint Debord as the leading theorist of the image, but the question of the image and 
its role in postwar society was a widespread concern, not just on the left, but also on the right, in 
intellectual as well as governmental and religious circles. Contemporary writing on Situationist 
theory often gives the impression that this body of writing appeared in 1968 as a fully formed 
monolithic doctrine, which makes it easy to overlook the fact that Situationist ideas were actually 
more heterogeneous and evolved gradually over the previous decade, starting with a generalized 
critique of art before moving on to attack the image more speci.cally. It is the heterogeneity of 
Situationist theory, regarding precisely this question of the image, which I would like to turn to 
now.
 As is well known, one of the most important slogans in 1968, which was subsequently turned 
into a very popular gra=ti, was: “L’imagination au pouvoir!” which is often translated as “All 
power to the imagination!” To conclude, I would like to discuss a series of posters which addressed 

Fig. 5 Asger Jorn, lithograph poster 
(from a series of four) created in sup-
port of the general strike in 1968.
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the relationship between the image and imagination, designed by the Danish artist and former 
Situationist Asger Jorn (1914–1973).
 Jorn is best known as an expressionist painter but his talents and skills were applied to an 
enormous range of activities. For example, Jorn compiled a thirty-two volume compendium entitled 
10,000 Years of Scandinavian Folk Art, wrote extensively on science, aesthetics, and philosophy and 
established the Institute for Comparative Vandalism in Silkeborg, Denmark in 1961.64 He was 
also a founding member of the Situationist International, though in 1961 he was expelled from 
the group when the Situationists proclaimed they were against art and artists. Nevertheless, Jorn 
continued to fund the group through the sale of his much sought after paintings.
 In June 1968 Jorn produced a series of posters for sale with all proceeds going to support the 
student movement. Printed by Peter Bramsen at his rue Vielle du Temple print shop in an edition of 
1000 (4 in 1), two of these posters are exceptional because they are the only examples from May and 
June that explicitly address the question of the image.65 More interestingly they make clear that Jorn 
harbored very di/erent ideas than Debord about this issue. 0eir deliberately misspelled titles read: 
“Brisez le cadre quietouf limage” (Break the frame that strangles the image) and “Pas de puisance 
d’imagination sans images puisante” (No powerful imaginations without powerful images) (.g. 5). 
Asger Jorn’s 1968 posters are obscure but they mark an important crossroad in the postwar history 
of western art and politics.
 In a lecture entitled “Depiction, Object, Event” (2006) the Vancouver artist Je/ Wall (b. 1946) 
described the contemporary art of the global biennials as “institutionalized neo situationism.”66 
Whether or not the so-called avant gardes of the last thirty years have succeeded in their stated 
objective of destroying the boundaries between art and life—through institutional critique, 
performance and installation art—certainly the Situationist attacks against art and its strange 
consort “the image” have become standard practice in the contemporary art world and beyond. 0e 
post-1968 campaign against the apparent tyranny of the image and art, not to mention museums, 
largely attributable to the Situationists, has in<uenced much (but not all) of the art, theory, and 
politics produced over the last forty years. In this sense Michael Fried’s essay “Art & Objecthood,” 
published in Artforum in 1967 the same year as #e Society of the Spectacle, can be seen as a kind of 
signpost for the road not taken.
 While Fried’s critique of anti-modern theatricality, on the one hand, and Debord’s critique 
of the spectacle, on the other, seemed to bear some intriguing resemblance, especially in terms of 
their dialectical proclivities, their positions were fundamentally opposed. Debord’s revolutionary 
theory turned on the destruction of categories, speci.cally the categories of art and life, while Fried’s 
aesthetic philosophy was driven by the conviction that what lay between the categories of the arts 
was mere theater.67 Whereas Debord espoused the idea of the realization of art in the name of life, it 
could be argued that Fried championed the realization of life in the name of art. 0is is what I think 
he meant in the famous last lines of his essay: “We are all literalists most or all our lives. Presentness 
is grace.”68 Echoing this sentiment, Penelope Fitzgerald once made the following observation about 
the relationship between art and life: “0e world will not be right till poetry is pronounced to be 
life itself, our own lives but shadows and poor imitations.”69

 In 1968 the Maoist paradigm of “cultural revolution” superseded the notion of classical 
revolution, and Situationism began to take hold in Europe and elsewhere as the leading aesthetic 
paradigm for those artists aspiring to enter the ranks of the avant garde. 0e e/ect this turn of 
events has had on art and artists, not to mention art history and the sphere of politics, has yet to be 
fully determined.

Victoria H.F. Scott is a PhD Candidate at Binghamton University. #is article is material from her 
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