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Marketing of Obscenity 

 

Are candy boxes, bursting with decorations, as innocent as they look? For the artist 
David Rodríguez there is nothing easier than to unveil the underlying obscenity of 
these packagings… His work, exhibited from the 19th to the 29th September 2013 in 
Paris, questions the real motives that direct our buying urges. 

Take a retro candy box and replace the original decorations with a pornographic 
image, painted in the same pastel style. Put the box in an obvious place, for instance 
on the chimney of a late 19th century Parisian apartment, in the room where you 
receive your gests. You’ll be surprised: seeing from afar the candy pink colour, most of 
them will find your box pleasing to the eye… without even noticing that it shows a 
close-up of a penis with two women fighting over it. The one to the left takes the 
erected member into her mouth. The one to the right, waiting for her turn, caresses the 
man’s testicles… People even find this “cute”. “That actually did happen in the 
Consulate-General of Colombia in Paris. During the private view of the exhibition, 
people came and went in front of the box. Many of them passed by and said it was 
pretty. Some of them, after being told by a friend to look closer, came back and, 
suddenly more alert, SAW.” 

People’s propensity to not realise that the content of the images is explicit has always 
been a mystery to David Rodríguez, master of trompe l’oeil. “It is as if our brain 
censored the information. We are not aware of that, even if this image triggers 
something deep inside of us… But it stays buried.” Taking advantage of the spectators’ 
tendency to blind themselves, the artist has passed two years collecting old boxes and 
then changing their designs in his own way. On a box of balsam pastilles, a submissive 
woman is being gagged with a black rubber ball. On the English tea box, a gay couple 
in tuxedos, with their hands crossed over their crotches. On a box of screws, a woman 
is penetrated by mechanical pistons. On the box of coconut stuffed biscuits… 

To the eyes of David Rodríguez, no box is intrinsically innocent. They are usually 
decorated with patterns and words that spark mental associations. In a certain way, he 
simply makes “visible” the underlying content of objects whose first purpose was to be 
sold. “My creations insidiously enter the setting to reveal a second interpretation of the 
object. Everything started as a silly prank. I once had a job as a salesman in a sweet 
shop and after a while I got sick of all these rococo and pastel designs… So, as a joke, 
I decided to show the world what our buying urges are based upon.” When he uses his 
trompe l’oeil style to paint pornographic images on candy boxes, the artist does not 
only play with the double meaning of the words: “berlingot” (a kind of sweet, but also 
the genitals), “friandise” (fondness), “sirop” (syrup) or “fourré” (stuffed). He also brings 
out into the open the real consistency of our desires. When we think we are buying a 
candy box, what we are usually really buying is the promise (or the hope) of another 
type of delights… 

“But the game goes further on”, explained the painter. “It does so insofar as it makes 
the spectators doubt whether they have really seen a pornographic image or not… 
Even to the point where they ask themselves if they are seeing things. My trompe l’oeil 
usually goes unnoticed. And the people who look at the boxes sometimes feel 



uncomfortable without knowing why. They cannot realise that they are looking at 
depictions of sex.” 

How is it possible that such explicit images go unnoticed? David Rodríguez does not 
really have an answer to this question, but he suggests: “The obscene is, 
etymologically, that which must remain ‘off the scene’”, and thus unseen, invisible. 
“When I read Porn Studies, by Linda Williams, I realised there is a gap amid our 
society concerning these images”. In her introduction to Porn Studies, Linda Williams 
writes about the word “obscenity” and the actual context in which it is used. 
“Discussions and representations of sex that were once deemed obscene, in the literal 
sense of being off (ob) the public scene, have today insistently appeared in the new 
public/private realms of Internet and home video. The term that I have coined to 
describe this paradoxical state of affairs is on/scenity: the gesture by which a culture 
brings on to its public arena the very organs, acts, bodies and pleasures that have 
heretofore been designated ob/scene and kept literally off-scene. (…) On/scenity 
marks both the controversy and scandal of the increasingly public representations of 
diverse forms of sexuality and the fact that they have become increasing available to 
the public at large.” 
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