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Abstract	  

The point of departure of this dissertation is a few words extracted from 

“Agesilaus Santander,” an autobiographical fragment Walter Benjamin wrote in 

1933 while in exile on Ibiza. The first version reads: “…I came into the world 

under the sign of Saturn, the star of hesitation and delay …” He later revised the 

latter clause to: “the star of the slowest revolution, the planet of detours and 

delays…” Through processes of suspension, obstruction and potentiality implied 

by ‘delay,’ ‘hesitation,’ and ‘detour’ as ‘methods’ of thinking through art, this 

thesis revisits aspects of Benjamin’s understanding of time, history, origin and the 

artwork through conditional readings of selected contemporary artworks. 

Specifically, I am interested in understanding certain contemporary art and 

theoretical practices as modalities of resistance to modernist art historical and 

critical frameworks. In this tactical resistance, immanent in Benjamin’s reading of 

modernity, ‘delay,’ ‘hesitation’ and ‘detour’ are seen as characteristic of a form of 

critical thinking through and about art and history. ‘Hesitation,’ ‘delay’ and 

‘detour’ are then understood as unconventional ‘methods’ that seek to break away 

from prescribed, or disciplinary, pathways of reading and interpreting works of 

art. 

In order to explore these general issues, I sketch out critical constellations 

for three artworks, each of which both engages and resists pedagogical structures 

and processes. This underlying pedagogical theme is signposted by the titles of the 

three chapters: I. “Lecture: ... of delay in Robert Morris’s 21.3, (1964/1994)”; II. 

“Study: ...of hesitation in Bethan Huws’s Origin and Source I-VI, (1997)”; and III. 

“Essay: ...of detour in The Otilith Group’s Otilith III, (2009).” I offer ‘slow,’ 

conditional readings of the particularities and relational contexts of these works, 

re-inscribing Benjamin’s creative approach to critical research work embedded in 

the processes of both making and writing through art. Since my approach is 

tempered by structures of incompletion and indeterminacy embodied by delay, 

hesitation and detour, I address questions concerning the borders of the process of 

‘reading’ artworks and of categorizing both the ‘artwork’ and the ‘artist’ as 

bounded conceptual unities. My engagement with these questions signifies both a 

resistance to and an opening out of the limits of representation. 
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Preface	  

At risk of dissension with the form of completion that the PhD 

conventionally requires, I intend the following piece of writing to bear a strong 

resemblance to a doctoral dissertation, but also to retain some semblance of a 

work-in-progress. This is not mere foolhardiness, but a distinct reminder of the 

figure that ghosts this PhD research – Walter Benjamin – whose Habilitionsshrift,1 

Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels, was withdrawn from the University of Frankfurt 

in 1925 in order to avoid its anticipated rejection.2 His singular method in 

response to the arcane material he had gathered towards the Trauerspiel study led 

to an investment in the production and practice of a critical writing that resisted 

prescribed paths. The method he proposed in the prologue to Trauerspiels was 

Umweg (‘digression’ or ‘detour’) dictated by how, as Benjamin wrote: “Tirelessly 

the process of thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to 

its original object.”3 This practice of thinking was deemed unsuitable for an 

academic professorship and therefore led him to the more precarious and 

eccentric practices of a feuilletonist, critic, essayist, translator, reviewer, radio 

scriptwriter, and producer of multifarious memories, fragments, and thought-

images. Benjamin sensed his inevitable frustrations with the strictures and 

limitations of disciplinary academic forms when he wrote to his friend, Christian 

Florens Rang, during his preparations for the Habilitation submission, that 

scholarly form makes of “every completed work the death-mask of its intention.”4 

This signals both the limitations of the authoritative, defensible, conclusive ‘voice’ 

required by academia, as well as suggesting new possibilities for destabilizing 

contexts out of which the writer pursues the subject – possibilities that interrupt 

the fixed subject-object positioning of the thesis to allow for greater engagement 

with the more fluid trajectory of the research process. 

In the second decade of the 21st century the form of the dissertation still 

persists, yet it seems clear that the focus on research as practice in art and design 

colleges, such as the one I write from, must inevitably lead to unforeseen 

mutations and hybridisations of this form, making Benjamin’s efforts in this area 

all the more compelling. Though my own attempts are modest in this regard I 

hope – in a small way at least – to ‘perform’ some of the resistance to the 

certainties of academic knowledge that my preoccupation with ‘delay,’ ‘hesitation’ 
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and ‘detour’ promises. Likewise, the titles of the three chapters of this PhD – 

Lecture, Study and Essay – imply alternative sites and methods of reading and 

writing that acknowledge uncertainty and unfinishedness as part of their makeup. 

This implication allows for possibilities of thinking along different avenues away 

from ‘proper’ routes sanctioned by a form of academic production positioned as a 

coherent, systematic, synthetic, conclusive thesis. 

In his defence of his never-completed thesis, Jacques Derrida speaks of 

how his teaching and research could not be easily grafted to the authority of 

institutional academic structures and formulations: the model of the classical thesis 

being representative of this form of knowledge (re)production.5 Indeed, he found 

the form of the thesis was unfit for the presentation of his research since, he wrote: 

The very idea of a thetic presentation, of positional or oppositional logic, of Setzung or 

Stellung, that which I called at the beginning the epoch of the thesis, was one of the essential 

parts of the system that was under deconstructive questioning.6 

Like Benjamin, Derrida was determined to evade critical identification or the 

defence of a fixed position in order to put pressure on the limits authorised by the 

thetic proposition. Rather, Derrida favoured “…the aleatory strategy of someone 

who admits that he does not know where he is going.”7 Derrida understood that 

his: 

[…] “research” called not only for a different mode of writing but also for a work of 

transformation applied to the rhetoric, the staging and the particular discursive 

procedures which, historically determined as they very much are, dominate university 

discourse, in particular the type of text that is called the “thesis”; […] And then, too, the 

directions I had taken, the nature and the diversity of the corpora, the labyrinthian 

geography of the itineraries drawing me on towards relatively unacademic areas, all of 

this persuaded me that the time was now past, that it was, in truth, no longer possible, 

even if I wanted to, to make what I was writing conform to the size and form then 

required for a thesis.8 

This resistance to universalizing pedagogical structures also underlies my interest 

in creative thinking as a process of engaged ‘unknowing’ and persistent 

recomposing, where hesitation, delay and detour provide the tone and key for a 

more errant set of critical manoeuvres. 
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Straying from a highly instrumentalized structure of academic procedures 

and methodological assumptions, the production of practice-led PhDs by artists is 

one arena alongside which this approach to research work might be understood. 

In a recent study on artists’ PhDs in the UK, Katy Macleod and Neil Chapman 

highlight how research by artists often mirrors Derrida’s sense in which a tenable 

form and method of research is not necessarily appropriate to the subject of 

research. Artistic research, write Macleod and Chapman, tends to invite entry into 

a: 

[…] space where the subject of enquiry cannot be marked out in advance because it 

involves a collision of contexts and sources as each becomes caught up in the mobility of a 

research process of squaring up to what is taking shape. It is not a question of being in 

command of one’s material, […] it is more a question of how to resist any impetus to 

coerce coherence, formulate argument and establish a sustainable rationale.9 

While I am not carrying out artistic research in the sense of an artist doing 

research – I come from a background of art history, critical writing, and curating 

– my approach is sympathetic to the idea of artistic research that philosopher

Henk Bergdorff proposes, of “artistic research as an open undertaking, seeking the

deliberate articulation of unfinished thinking in and through art.”10

This need for different forms of articulation for the production of research 

is common to debates within the constellations of contemporary critical thought 

across university departments in which a commitment to interdisciplinarity has 

eroded the borders between academic disciplines. This need is also acutely felt and 

encouraged in practice-based research programmes in art schools, producing a 

complex and fluid interchange between theory and practice, and in the contexts of 

various curatorial and educational ‘turns’ in contemporary art, forging dynamic 

links between art schools, the academy and gallery institutions. All of these 

activities has led to a productive field of enquiry in which expanded definitions of 

what artistic research entails and how it might be presented are put into play. 

However, if any number of academic writing guides are to be believed, the epoch 

of the thesis lingers. I do not propose any radical departures here, but I do think of 

a future where the character of creative research dictates the form of its 

presentation rather than a situation where research is conveniently siphoned into 

the vessel of the thesis: a future anticipated by Benjamin almost a century ago. 
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Beginnings	  
…of	  delay,	  hesitation	  and	  detour	  

The opening and point of departure of this dissertation are a few words 

written by Walter Benjamin while in exile on Ibiza in August 1933. In a short 

autobiographical text titled “Agesilaus Santander,” he wrote that: “[…] I was 

born under the sign of Saturn – the planet of slow revolution, the star of hesitation 

and delay […]” The following day, he amended “the star of hesitation and delay” 

to “the planet of detours and delays.”1 From these fragments, I have drawn out 

‘hesitation,’ ‘delay’ and ‘detour’ as tropes underlying alternative models for writing 

in and through contemporary art in which criticism, from Benjamin’s 

understanding of the concept in Romantic thought, is practised as “an experiment 

on the artwork” consisting in an “unfolding of reflection.”2 

There may well have been other openings, other beginnings, other points 

of departure... A minimal set of indices might include the vacillations of 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, say, or Freud’s thoughts on creative work,3 or, travelling 

further abroad in time and space, Sun Tzu’s classic treatise on the tactical feints, 

deferrals and diversions required for the art of war.4 These examples broach 

hesitation, delay and detour as figures for proposing particular sensibilities, 

practices and expressions to figure processes of thinking – all aspects of interest to 

this study. In choosing Benjamin specifically to ghost these tropes in my research 

and temper my encounter with the artworks I have chosen to consider, I add to 

these general aspects Benjamin’s re-thinking of time, history, origin and the 

artwork. Reflecting Benjamin’s own internal resistance to the ‘traditional’ 

philosophical text, my approach addresses contemporary modalities of art and 

theoretical practices in terms of resistance to modern art historical and critical 

frameworks that have served to categorise ‘art’ by imagining its past as a lost unity 

and by delimiting its character to isolated, definitive styles, periods and media 

establishing canons of knowledge and classifications based on discrete forms. 

‘Hesitation,’ ‘delay’ and ‘detour’ are ciphers for Benjamin’s restlessness of thought 

in exile where he finds a place – the arcades – in which, as historian Anson 

Rabinbach writes, “…his restlessness could be at home and where exile could be 

thematised as the labyrinth of modernity itself.”5 Finding value in the 
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indeterminacies and ambiguities immanent to such restlessness, I understand 

hesitation, delay and detour as unconventional methods – albeit ones ambivalent to 

method as logical procedure – that seek to rupture prescribed, or disciplinary, 

pathways of reading and interpreting works of art. ‘Discipline’ can be seen here as 

both a structure and a point of conflict, where ‘artistic research,’ with its 

undercurrents of incompletion, in-definition, unknowing and flux, can be 

regarded as ‘indiscipline’ seeking an identity that it may never hope to find. In 

attempting to respond to these modalities of artistic research, or art as research, I 

hope to articulate a correlative resistance to disciplinary vestiges within art history 

and criticism in the spirit of Benjamin’s understanding that the object and method 

of study are two sides of the same coin. 

§ 

So, as an opening, I am choosing that particular twentieth-century 

moment – 1933 – when post-war was destined to become pre-war. Possibly in 

love, Benjamin drafted the enigmatic notes he called “Agesilaus Santander.”6 

This piece of writing, unpublished in Benjamin’s lifetime, is a circuitous 

intertwining of past and present, amid fears for an uncertain future, via memories 

of one of his most prized possessions – a small ink and watercolour drawing by 

Paul Klee titled Angelus Novus (1920, fig.2), which had been left behind in Berlin, 

the city of his memory.7 Angelus Novus is the image that, in an apt phrase by 

Benjamin scholar Beatrice Hanssen, “became the site of a host of meanings,”8 and 

would later inspire Benjamin’s famous meditation on the “angel of history”: a 

figure he illuminates most memorably in his 1940 “On the Concept of History.”9 

Seven years earlier, in “Agesilaus Santander,” the image of Klee’s angel – the 

“New Angel” – whose protean figure understudies Benjamin’s own secret self,10 is 

an aide memoire through which theological, iconographical and subjective readings 

are woven. Like much of Benjamin’s writings, this cryptic text is at odds with any 

form of linear progressive logic registered by a chronological frame or coherent 

thesis. Instead, the writing unfolds in a self-reflexive process shot through with 

discontinuities, hesitations, contradictions and detours, permanently delaying any 

possible moment at which a definitive meaning may be reached – a mode that 

understands all possible interpretations as insufficient.11 

In Benjamin’s hands, Klee’s drawing becomes something like what critic 

and art historian Rosalind Krauss calls a “theoretical object,” that is, an object 
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that furnishes and prompts theoretical reflection – a line of thinking drawn from 

Hubert Damisch and Louis Marin.12 Rather than a mute object that can be 

pinned down by a definitive interpretation fixed by its historical context, Benjamin 

seems to relate to the image as though it is addressing him – thus he regards the 

image’s performative import and the ways in which it prompts him towards a way 

of thinking: a theoretical speculation.13 Benjamin, as well as Damisch and Krauss, 

recognize the task of the critical (art) historian as one that not only intertwines 

history and theory, but also one that prompts the writer to reflect on the form in 

which histories and theories are conveyed. For example, Benjamin’s writing 

unfolds in a way that offers a different relation to the object of study to that of the 

conventional historical perspective – his authorial position is self-consciously 

constructed, self-reflexive as well as ambiguous, contradictory and vacillating, and 

the writing is ‘conscious’ of itself as an artefact. This modality of writing resists a 

form of discourse associated with traditional disciplinary knowledge – that is, a 

discourse containing an invisible structural content designed to maintain an 

illusion of objectivity and a coherent rationale. 

Fig. 2.  Paul Klee, Angelus Novus, 1920. Oil transfer drawing and watercolour on paper on 
cardboard, 31.8 x 24.2 cm. Collection of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. 
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The curious resonance of the personal document, the performative 

character of the address, the uncertain tenor and coded language (the doubts, 

deferrals and deviations) presented in “Agesilaus Santander” then perform a 

tactical critical resistance to hermeneutical closure, a resistance that is mirrored in 

Benjamin’s inventive critical approaches to the artwork, in which, as philosopher 

Howard Caygill has proposed, “[c]ritique disturbs the identity of the work by 

opening it to future possibilities.”14 Extrapolating further, the activity of critical 

interpretation disturbs the notion of a bounded or autonomous identity assumed 

for the artwork, artist, or interpreter alike. According to philosopher Samuel 

Weber, this different conception of the subject, which characterizes Benjamin’s 

work, is one that is “…neither reiterating identity nor dissolving into generality.” 

Rather, difference is incorporated “by driving phenomena to their extremities, to 

the point where they become something else.”15 In short, in order to search the 

past a plan is required, but the plan must also make room for the search itself, for 

the unplanned, unpredictable and incomplete16 – all conditions for threshold and 

marginal experiences invoked by ‘hesitation,’ ‘delay,’ and ‘detour’ in this thesis. 

The effect of this has something to say about a “practice of conceptualization 

constructed with the potential or ability to resist integration into and assimilation 

by a specific status quo,” as a reviewer of Weber’s book Benjamin’s -abilities has 

suggested.17 I will return again to this mode of philosophizing as a process of 

thinking (through) resistance in Benjamin’s writing shortly in order to elaborate 

further how ‘delay,’ ‘hesitation’ and ‘detour’ can be considered figures of this 

mode, and what features they allow us to consider in this study. First, I want to 

note how this resistance operates in relation to art history, and how art-critical 

writing (following Benjamin’s example) might be viewed as an alternative to other 

systematic forms of writing sanctioned by academic convention. 

§ 

Benjamin’s confession that he was “…born under the sign of Saturn” has 

been highlighted, by Susan Sontag and others, as an index for Benjamin’s 

melancholic character.18 Melancholy was also the subject of one of the sections of 

The Origin of German Tragic Drama (originally published as Ursprung des deutschen 

Trauerspiel in Berlin in January 1928), in which Benjamin observes that Lutheran 

adherence to civic duty and obedience provoked a melancholic response in the 

great German dramatists of the baroque, who perceived a world devoid of value 



6 

in the subjection of man to fate.19 For Benjamin, the motor behind this feeling – 

this “contemplative paralysis” – is bound to the contemplation of the object as a 

sign of mourning: mourning coloured by the “distance between the self and the 

surrounding world to the point of alienation from the body.” This pathological 

state, according to Benjamin, is indicated in Albrecht Dürer’s engraving Melencolia 

I (1514; fig. 3), “in which the most simple object appears to be a symbol of some 

enigmatic wisdom because it lacks any natural, creative relationship to us.”20 

Since, as Benjamin argues, the remains of art linger (and disappear, are lost, 

forgotten and rediscovered) through the ages, what is left behind persists in being 

the recurrent object of this passionate, melancholic, contemplation long after the 

scenes of action that provided its context were gone or forgotten.21 Benjamin’s 

understanding of this activity of persistent, intermittent return to the work of art, 

wrested from its original context and therefore forever a collection of fragments of 

a forgotten or absent ‘whole,’ may be suggested as a backdrop to the way 

melancholia has been taken up as a sign firmly embedded in the history of art 

history itself. This melancholic mode could be seen as symptomatic of internal 

resistance to an art history couched as exemplary of the assumptions of 

programmatic stability and factual certainty that shores up the universal grounds 

or metaphysical foundations of traditional academic disciplines: a pose that 

disguises the ideologies and values on which such a programme is founded.22 In a 

2007 essay, art historian Michael Ann Holly asks whether we might not “consider 

melancholy the central trope of art historical writing.” Paraphrasing Erwin 

Panofsky (and with reference to art historians in general) she writes that: “[W]e 

children of Saturn are born wise but not necessarily happy.”23 The magnificent 

study of melancholia by Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl 

published in 1964 (Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the History of Natural Philosophy, 

Religion and Art),24 and the attention paid to Dürer’s Melencolia figure throughout 

the brief history of art history as an academic discipline,25 form a significant part 

of the backdrop to Holly’s thinking. But, contrary to Panofsky’s establishment of 

Dürer as a canonical figure exemplary for a particular model of objectivity for art 

history, Holly is more concerned with how art historical writing engages the 

ineffable in what she calls the “experience of visual captivation”: an experience of 

subjectivity inevitably lost, devalued or sublimated in any study of art objects 

directed solely by empirical knowledge or a model of distanced objectivity 

founded in Renaissance perspective and order (a position attributed to Panofsky 
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and his methods outlined in his 1939 “Iconography and Iconology,” a text that 

will be referred to in greater detail in chapter one).26 

Fig. 3.  Albrecht Dürer, Melencolia I, 1514. Copper plate engraving. 

Beyond the loosening of methodological constraints that Holly’s 

‘subjective’ experience of art’s ineffability implies, the epistemology of melancholic 

thinking has a wider import as a particular method of enquiry in philosophy, 

which is recognised by Theodor Adorno in his “Dedication” to Minima Moralia. 

Here he refers to his ‘method’ of philosophical thinking as a “melancholy science” 

in which theoretical cohesion is renounced for a form of writing that seeks to 

present the struggle to access the density of thought.27 This sense of struggle is a 
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particular concern for Benjamin too when he characterises, in his Trauerspiel 

prologue, the calling of philosophy as fundamentally a struggle for the 

presentation of ideas through the medium of language: “Philosophy is – and 

rightly so – a struggle for the presentation [Darstellung] of a limited number of 

words which will always remain the same – a struggle for the presentation of 

ideas.”28 

The latter perspective – that of a philosophical method as a reflection and 

presentation of an experience of thinking – is closer to the approach of this thesis 

than any history of melancholy as a subject, individual trait or pathology. While 

delay, hesitation and detour might be viewed as further elaborations of Benjamin’s 

saturnine character, I want to adopt them, less personally, as tropes to 

characterize the forms of writing Benjamin presents, and to wonder whether these 

figures could lend themselves to thinking about (and ‘performing’) art writing as a 

speculative form that seeks to query epistemological certainties. I approach this by 

working through particular contemporary artworks that, likewise, reflect on and 

present the process of their own making as speculative forms of resistance as well 

as “theoretical objects” that act as spurs for critical thinking. The three chapters of 

the dissertation – “Lecture,” “Study” and “Essay,” each consider one of three 

artworks by Robert Morris, Bethan Huws, and The Otolith Group respectively – 

all of which engage with expanded forms of reading and writing. Inviting these 

works, along with Benjamin and other critical historians and theorists to act as 

interlocutors, I consider how to engage and practise resistances to prescribed 

interpretations and taxonomic categories: resistances that are a constituent part of 

the object of art (thought of as an immanent ‘undoing’ of the representational 

structures of knowledge). In this space of resistance to integration, naming or 

closure, ‘delay,’ ‘hesitation’ and ‘detour’ are then characteristic of an in-between 

space, in which the vagaries of contemplation and the potentiality of not knowing29 

are permitted to wander around the arena of conceptual or interpretive constructs 

aimed at fixing artworks in time and space. This permission is qualified, as Donald 

Barthelme reminds us in his 1987 essay “Not-Knowing”: “The not-knowing is not 

simple, because it is hedged with prohibitions, roads that may not be taken.”30 

The character of such restraints and prohibitions emerges as a subject in the 

artworks I discuss (particularly in the case of Robert Morris) and in my 

consideration of the rhetoric to which they respond and give rise. These restraints 

and prohibition are, clearly, also part and parcel of a sense of the struggle with the 
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density of thinking that Adorno and Benjamin have indicated. Here, in the 

struggle to negotiate the busy intersection between art-writing and making as 

praxes, I want to consider delay, hesitation and detour as shifting markers of a 

productive critical space – an interrogative space characterised by moments of 

reflection, anticipation, unfulfilled expectation, indiscipline, incompletion, 

potentiality. Further, I think of delay, hesitation and detour as aspects of a type of 

mood or sensibility infecting the immanent structure of critical and creative 

thinking.31 These aspects speak to a scepticism, alluded to already, towards 

normative classifications and methods of interpretation that assume an art-

historical objectivity or, in short, a language that acts as a form of capture or 

constraint on an object – art – that refuses such constraint. In more specific terms, 

each of the works I have chosen as a basis for the critical constellation of each 

chapter acts to question the status of the artwork itself, performing an immanent 

critique of interpretive systems that serve to definitively fix its meaning and status. 

In this, I assume that artworks have critical leverage and agency within the 

contexts and practices in which they are produced. Benjamin asserts that the 

dialectical approach “has absolutely no use for such rigid, isolated things as work, 

novel, book. It has to insert them into the living social contexts.”32 In one sense 

this means that the artwork can never be thought of as complete, and therefore 

classifiable or legible within normative frameworks of disciplinary knowledge, 

since the artwork and its ‘readers’ always formulate and find themselves within 

new contexts, vocabularies and frames of reference – the question of what an 

artwork is or how it functions has to be continually reinvented. 

§ 

Benjamin’s inventive engagement with forms of presentation in his writing 

and his iteration of figures of uncertainty – the detours, hesitations and delays that 

punctuate and temper his work – propose a critical space in relation to writing art 

(and) history. This critical space can be aligned to a specific engagement with the 

possibilities of the practice of writing history and criticism cognate to the 

“efficacious meanderings” of walkers absorbing and being absorbed by the urban 

text in the “Walking in the City” chapter of Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of 

Everyday Life.33 According to de Certeau, contrary to structures of “functionalist 

rationality,” the “indirect” or “errant” trajectories of walkers, as producers and 

poets, follow a logic – or ‘rhetoric’ – of their own. Such “efficacious meanderings,” 
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writes de Certeau, belong more readily to the field of practice rather than the 

“flattening out” or reductive principles imposed by the trajectory of the theoretical 

sphere. He differentiates between “tactics” and “strategies” to further distinguish 

the operations of practice as opposed to the reductive tendencies attributed to this 

“trajectory” principle. The strategic model, in de Certeau’s argument, imposes 

itself from the distance of perspective – the “celestial eye” governing 

representation. “Tactics,” on the other hand, are aligned with “everyday 

practices” associated with improvisation, contingency, mobility – in a critical 

space of production where illegibility wrestles with legibility.34 One of the 

manifestations of this in Benjamin’s writing is the constant adjustments and 

nuances required to invent the appropriate critical distance for any given situation 

– a repeating motif in One-Way Street, where writing is asserted as an activity that

goes beyond the container of the literary framework.35 Improvisation is prized

over competence.36 “Criticism is a matter of the correct distancing,” 37 Benjamin

writes, but it is no longer viable to assume that the meaning of a work of art can

be made legible from a fixed, identifiable, detached viewpoint. Instead, oscillating

positions between distance and proximity suggest not an attributed but a

negotiated meaning that is not unitary or universal but dispersed and contingent.

Writing (through art) is experienced and presented as a struggle with language.

Benjamin’s own style of writing, as Margaret Iversen and Stephen Melville write

in their 2010 book Writing Art History, “seems to grasp for something that cannot

fully be articulated [and] constantly reminds the reader of the difficulty of

writing.”38 This self-reflexive style of writing alerts the reader to its own condition

– it seeks the ineffable in the image, but, ultimately failing to pin it down, reveals

the inadequacy of language against the density of seeing whereby the work of art

necessarily challenges and resists the representational bounds of the language that

attempts to lay the ground for its interpretation. A specific instance of this is

registered in Benjamin’s allegorical reading of Dürer’s Melencholia, as well as

through the reflexive mode of interpretation that Benjamin’s understanding of

allegory entailed. In short, the enigmatic and obscure details of Dürer’s image

calls for – demands – a certain commitment to potentially endless exegetical

labour and so, like Krauss’s and Damisch’s “theoretical object,” becomes a spur to

self-reflection. For Benjamin, Melencholia anticipates the emphasis the Baroque

places on melancholy as the contemplative mood of the times: in the image, “the

utensils of active life are lying round unused on the floor, as objects of
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contemplation.” Somehow, the meanings these objects might once have defined 

are no longer graspable. This suggests to Benjamin the secondary by-ways and 

introversion of library research rather than the primary explorations of the world 

associated with the Renaissance: “The Renaissance explores the universe; the 

baroque explores libraries. Its meditations are devoted to books.”39 This textual 

quest of the melancholic is complemented by other types of journeying associated 

with the speculations of astrology. Benjamin reads this aspect into Dürer’s figure: 

“Out-of-the-way details, such as the melancholic’s inclination for long journeys 

crop up: hence the horizon of the sea in the background of Dürer’s Melencholia.”40 

The apparent ambiguities of the melancholic’s quest are bound up with the figure 

of the dog, traditionally associated with spleen: the darker complexion of 

melancholia. The dog, in ancient thought, paradoxically embodies the 

potentialities of persistence and prophecy, as well as the negative pull of inertia. 

According to Benjamin: 

…the shrewdness and tenacity of the animal were borne in mind, so as to permit its use as 

the image of the tireless investigator and thinker. […] In Dürer’s engraving, especially, 

the ambivalence of this is enriched by the fact that the animal is depicted asleep: bad 

dreams come from the spleen, but prophetic dreams are also the prerogative of the 

melancholic.41 

The enigma of the dreams and nightmares of the sleeping dog is implicated in 

how Benjamin understood the form of the allegory as well as its iconographical 

import for, as Iversen and Melville argue: 

…the enigma, the very difficulty, the ambiguities, the piece-by-piece accumulation of 

meaning are intrinsic to the form of the allegory. In other words, Melencolia I is not just a 

representation of intense, conflicted thought; it is also an occasion for it.42 

In this way, the exegetical work of the critic is entangled and immersed in the way 

the print illuminates and obscures meaning, resisting the possibility that 

interpretation can reveal a definitive key to its meaning. 

The difficulties and frustrations of that process of exegetical work are 

crucial since, as Iversen and Melville insist: “…the task of interpretation is less a 

matter of deciphering the meanings of a text and more like an encounter with an 

enigmatic object that brings us up against the limits of interpretation.”43 We can 
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read this in the light of Benjamin’s understanding of the ‘criticizability’ of a given 

work, elaborated in his PhD thesis “The Concept of Criticism in German 

Romanticism.” That is, the idea that works are immanently ‘criticizable’ 

(kritisierbar) and therefore, paraphrasing Weber, elicit critical reflection for their 

fulfilment or dissolution44 – an idea that is very familiar to modern criticism, from 

Marcel Duchamp’s “art coefficient”45 to ‘reception theory’ at large. It is not my 

purpose here to offer a working definition of hesitation, delay and detour as 

critical concepts or interpretative tools, but rather to make a preliminary 

collection of materials around specific situations that have something to say to 

encounters with the immanent processes of reflection (‘criticizability’) set forth by 

the individual artworks I have chosen to discuss. 

As well as an acknowledgement and transmission of the difficulty (and 

potentiality) of writing – a difficulty to which the modalities of hesitation, delay 

and detour adhere – we might understand this practice of writing as one that 

opens us up to particular types of encounters. Lighting out without the pre-

ordained routes of a strategically plotted road map invites the uncertainties of the 

unplanned, the contingent and the unforeseen, and assumes the character of a 

kind of anti-methodology, which is very much bound up with the experience of 

research as it is practised – a practice that continually confronts its failure to ‘fix’ 

its object with any certainty. This experience cannot be applied or duplicated in 

the way that systematic discourse is predisposed to do, so part of my motivation 

here is an awareness of ‘unlearning’ the type of systematic writing presented as a 

medium of uniform transparency – a medium in contrast to the relative opacity of 

art, which tends to escape, exhaust or undo the limits of language. This kind of 

systematic writing is, as Theodor Adorno describes it, where:  

[t]he writer is urged to show explicitly all the steps that have led him [her] to his [her]

conclusion, so enabling every reader to follow the process through and, where possible –

in the academic industry – to duplicate it.

In thinking through delay, hesitation and detour as tropes of an experience of 

creative-critical thinking, I also want to recall Adorno’s observation about how 

knowledge tends to occur to us in an unsystematic way:  
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[…]  knowledge comes to us through a network of prejudices, opinions, innervations, self-

corrections, presuppositions and exaggerations, in short through the dense, firmly-

founded but by no means uniformly transparent medium of experience.46 

If we think of the ‘academic industry’ Adorno refers to as regulating, maintaining 

and following the ‘law,’ then hesitation, delay and detour might be thought of as 

embodying tactical deviations from the ‘right’ or ‘proper’ path. 

The medium of experience that Adorno refers to is one that refuses a 

linearly plotted progression and instead has a pace and rhythm which tends to 

disrupt and complicate the regular pace and demarcations of the ‘laws’ of 

positivism. Instead, we have a sense here of what Jacques Derrida, in his essay on 

the “spectres” of Marx, refers to as the “dis-located time of the present.” This is 

valid to an understanding of history in the present – a present ghosted by the 

unresolved tensions and fragments of the past: an approach to history that chimes 

with Benjamin’s. This “disarticulated, dislocated, dislodged” time that Derrida 

elaborates has something to say to history, Derrida argues, despite history’s ability 

to repair such dysfunction (through its harmonizing, synthesising narrative 

tendencies).47 Derrida’s argument is filtered through a line from Hamlet – “The 

time is out of joint” – which reflects Hamlet’s condition of being not right, not on 

the right path, or, at least, deviating from the right path as laid out by duty and 

fate. “Time out of joint” reflects a perversion, Derrida writes: 

The perversion of that which, out of joint, does not work well, does not walk straight 

[droite], or goes askew (de travers, then, rather than à l’envers) can easily be seen to oppose 

itself as does the oblique, twisted, wrong, and crooked to the good direction of that which 

orients or founds the law [le droit] – and sets off directly, without detour, toward the right 

address, and so forth.48 

To follow Derrida’s logic here, detour then (obliquely, elliptically) sets out a 

deviant path: a disruption to the orientation and foundation of the ‘proper’ path of 

the law. 

§ 

In order to develop this understanding, in the following section I will 

outline Benjamin’s perception of ‘method as detour,’ which he introduces in his 

prologue to The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Benjamin refers to detour as a kind 
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of ‘method’ that destabilises the identity of the objects and subjects of 

interpretation through circuitous, indirect and discontinuous approaches: a 

method designed to question the concept of system, and its attendant syncretism 

and universalism, that determined the philosophical project of the nineteenth 

century.49 This underlies the way I think about delay, hesitation and detour as 

unmethodical methods in and for the experience of creative-critical thinking in 

this thesis. It also colours a second strand in the dissertation in relation to forms, 

sites and spaces where such thinking – educative rather than didactic – can take 

place.50 This interest is reflected in the titles of my three chapters – Lecture, Study 

and Essay – which underpin an engagement with as well as a resistance to 

pedagogical forms, structures and processes, entwining learning and unlearning: a 

recurring motif throughout the dissertation. The third crucial strand is the three 

artworks that form the basis of each of the chapters: I. Robert Morris’s 21.3, 

(1964/1994)”; II. Bethan Huws’s Origin and Source I-VI, (1997)”; III. The Otolith 

Group’s Otolith III, (2009). Following specific aspects of each of the works in 

relation to the diverse historical and critical contexts they touch on, I set out slow, 

conditional and partial readings of these works in relation to each of the three 

tropes – respectively, delay, hesitation and detour.51 The spaces of reading and 

writing that I invoke – ‘lecture,’ ‘study’ and ‘essay’ – signpost concerns with 

rewriting and working through, for example, history (delay as afterlives of a work); 

art as research (hesitation as a productive space of ‘unknowing’ within creative 

research); and writing (detour as an unmethodical method in the labyrinth of the 

essayistic film). In teasing out some of the strands of the particular works I have 

chosen as my “theoretical objects” here, I argue for the potentiality of creative-

critical research work embedded in the processes of both writing through and 

making art. Since my approach is tempered by the uncertainties and ambiguities 

inherent in hesitation, delay and detour, I address questions concerning the limits 

of the process of ‘reading’ and categorizing artists and artworks and therefore with 

the limitations of certain conventions in art history, particularly models of 

classification founded on periodization, discrete styles and media, meaning 

founded on the will of the original artist, and canons based on genealogical 

systems of influence. Instead of assuming the synthesising power of this type of 

narrative mediation, I attempt to re-draw attention to more unpredictable 

resonances between artworks and a variety of critical voices and contexts in a way 

that proposes a re-writing of the kind of history that assumes the past to be a self-
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contained, closed entity within a universal continuum. To paraphrase Jean-

François Lyotard, it follows that the impulse here lies in giving up, or at least 

loosening ties with, the pretension to master time by submitting to the laws of 

conceptual synthesis.52 Rather, I am more interested in the more diffuse effects of 

the singular event of art. 

§ 

Let me end this rough guide by saying that the writings of Walter 

Benjamin are not my subject here but act, rather, as ghostly presences or afterlives 

in my study in ways that I hope will gain better relief as the dissertation unfolds.53 

Here, the ghost of Benjamin haunts a buffer zone modulated by the interplay of 

art history, critical theory, art writing, and contemporary art practice. Amongst 

this critical constellation, to use Benjamin’s formulation,54 scraps of Benjamin’s 

writings are revisited and dispersed. In the three chapters of this PhD thesis, an 

eccentric afterlife of Benjamin’s critical re-thinking of authorship, history and the 

artwork is played out through artworks that speak to these concerns and instigate 

a fruitful dialogue with Benjamin’s habitual resistance to generic classifications 

and categorisations. In a modest way then, this is an attempt not to treat Benjamin 

as a canonic figure secured by any particular positioning of his work within 

philosophy or the humanities, but to re-activate Benjamin’s work as fragments of 

the past that resonate, in unforeseen ways, with contemporary art practices and 

their critical landscapes today: an idea that is itself a recurring motif in Benjamin’s 

thinking. This is not a novel approach, since Benjamin’s writings clearly lend 

themselves to all manner of interventions (re-writings, re-readings) in today’s 

interdisciplinary environment. What I hope to highlight here, though, is a way of 

thinking about art and history that actualises Benjamin’s interest in destabilising 

such categories. Why this is of interest now, or at all, is the fundamental 

observation that art – contra institutional or market establishment of its identity – 

has always been conditioned by destabilising such an identity. Highlighting 

overlooked modalities of this condition by way of delay, hesitation and delay is a 

way of acknowledging this basic condition. 

§
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Method	  as	  detour	  

Although detour is the underlying trope for the third chapter of this thesis, 

I begin with it here because it is a figure Benjamin has used to present his most 

coherent statement in relation to ‘method’ in his early work. Benjamin’s 

conception of a ‘method as detour,’ which I outline below, also implies an 

umbrella for the ways in which ‘detour,’ as well as ‘hesitation’ and ‘delay’ are 

invoked in my research – that is, as characteristics of experiences embedded in 

methods or practices of creative and critical thinking and writing. The latter 

encapsulates thinking through art from the footing of both art-writing and 

making, in a critical space of research, a point I’ll return to shortly when I refer to 

chapter two – ‘Study.’ 

§ 

In his “Epistemo-Critical Prologue” to the Trauerspiel work, Benjamin 

proposes a method for his study that operates as an alternative to nineteenth-

century philosophical forms based on the concept of the system. He describes the 

latter as a philosophical method pre-determined to “ensnare truth”: 

Inasmuch as it is determined by this concept of system, philosophy is in danger of 

accommodating itself to a syncretism which weaves a spider’s web between separate kinds 

of knowledge in an attempt to ensnare truth as if it were something that came flying in 

from outside.55 

Such a “didactic mechanism,” as he saw it, failed the need for philosophical 

projects to “continually confront the question of (re)presentation.”56 Wishing to 

avoid submitting his objects of study to an encapsulating, prescribed theoretical 

system, Benjamin instead looked to earlier forms such as the esoteric essay, 

tractatus or treatise – forms that had been disregarded by the nineteenth century 

academy – as more appropriate vehicles for presenting his reflections on singular 

works of art and the fragments of thought that gather around them. In the 

Trauerspiel study, the quest for the elusive truth of the particular and the specific – 

the truth towards which language is directed in Benjamin’s handling – renounces 

the universal sign of genuine knowledge boasted by more geometrico.57  
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Making detours characterizes a crucial element of his method, since detour 

is a procedure that allows for chance and therefore opens a way to the inaccessible 

in thought. Benjamin elaborates his notion of ‘detour’ in the prologue, where he 

writes that: “[The] method is essentially presentation. Method is detour [Umweg]. 

Presentation as detour – such is the methodological nature of the treatise.”58 The 

pattern of the process of thought is traced, in the Trauerspiel study, by “tirelessly 

[…] mak[ing] new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to its original 

object.”59 According to Benjamin scholar Hans-Jost Frey, this method of 

continually returning to the same object, of replacing a step-wise, systematic 

approach with a discontinuous, circuitous one, “guarantees no discovery” but “the 

method of searching consists in making room for luck”: “Presentation [Frey 

writes] is a procedure for finding truth, which cannot be sought.”60 

This method also sets up a spatial understanding of an analysis of an 

artwork, in which object and subject (work-critic) are reciprocally transformative 

within a wider set of relations – neither bound to an inner ‘essence.’ This can be 

seen through the ways in which Klee’s Novus Angelus, for example, becomes 

transformed through different moments of its immersion and illumination in 

Benjamin’s thought in relation to the currency of his aesthetic, theological or 

political preoccupations. In this way, the image becomes a site for a history of 

assembled meanings or a gathering of questions – a constellation, to use 

Benjamin’s term – in which objects or artworks, divorced from their original 

context, illuminate fragments of meaning in the contemporary moment. It is in 

the afterlives of works that this contemporary moment continues to be reactivated 

and re-articulated in response to ever-changing critical, social and political 

environments by subsequent commentators, readers, viewers, artists and curators. 

This avenue is explored further in chapter one, where I understand ‘delay’ in 

relation to the afterlives of a particular work, namely Robert Morris’s 21.3 

(1964/1994). I will return to this take on ‘delay’ in the sub-section “Delay, lecture” 

(below). 

This spatial mode suggested by ‘method as detour’ gains ever more 

complex possibilities in Benjamin’s work for the Arcades Project, in which the use of 

montage recalls and complicates detour as method.61 The philosophical method, 

based on circuitousness, discontinuity and interruption, gives form to Benjamin’s 

anti-positivistic approach to history as an ethico-political domain. For example, a 

key spatial figure in Benjamin’s writing – the city as labyrinth – imagines history 
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as a kind of tactical meandering through space rather than a progressive march 

through time to a designated endpoint. In 1932, during a spell in Ibiza the year 

before “Agesilaus Santander,” Benjamin wrote “A Berlin Chronicle,” which 

recalled his earliest wanderings through the Berlin of his childhood. These 

memories are filtered through his experience of the city of Paris, which provides a 

labyrinthine ur-form for the Arcades project. “Paris,” he wrote, “taught me this art 

of straying; it fulfilled a dream that had shown its first traces in the labyrinths on 

the blotting pages of my first school exercise books.”62 The most radical 

manifestations of this ‘art of straying’ develop via the montage principles of One-

Way Street (the collection of aphoristic Denkbilder published the same year as the 

Trauerspiel study) through to the Arcades work.63 The principle English translators of 

Arcades (Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin) describe the work as “the 

blueprint for an unimaginably massive and labyrinthine architecture – a dream 

city, in effect.”64 What the allegory of the labyrinth, and its condensation in the 

Paris arcades, catacombs and masses proposes is a resistance to any centralized 

perspective or enfranchised ‘point of view’ as cultural geographer Jessica Dubow 

argues: 

[I]t is a space that disavows all conditions of being observable to a point external to it.

[…] Propelled only by the agitations of the crowd and swept up by wave upon wave of

sense stimuli, there is nothing, no environing marker, to orient the body or grant the

(cultural) meaning of progress to its movement. Instead, here the body must give over to

the detour and its indeterminations, to the lacunary and sporadic, to the interval and flux

of its phenomena. And so to wander the city in the manner of Benjamin is not just to

invoke a certain kind of space: one in which one moves not efficiently but intensely, not

positively but peripatetically. It is also to talk of a space that precludes the production of

optics and panoptics; or rather, is one that lies below the formal level at which the visual

might begin.65

This aspect is important to my study and is pertinent to my critique of 

‘Panofskian’ perspective as a foundation of art history, which is a thematic strand 

of chapter one via Robert Morris’s work 21.3. 

The labyrinth offers a powerful analogy for a non-perspectival concept of 

thought – a way of resisting against the “Archimedean point” (or ideal vantage 

point) that Panofsky sought66 and moving towards the dialectical or “Copernican 

turn of remembrance” (historical perception as awakened consciousness in the 
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present moment) as Benjamin formulates it.67 What does it embody insofar as a 

method or practice of writing is concerned? We might start by returning to the 

idiosyncratic challenge of Benjamin’s ‘method as detour.’ Umweg (detour) is built 

out of Weg (way or path) and the preposition um (around or about or, as a prefix, 

circum- ). Method also encapsulates a ‘way’ or path, since the Greek methodos is 

made up of meta- + hodos (way). So maybe we have to revise ‘method as detour’ as 

a way of thinking (a path) prior to its completion by the ‘meta-’ – less of an 

abstraction, more of a practical manifestation of thinking marked by an internal 

resistance to authoritative systems at a time when Benjamin had come to view 

such systems with suspicion, as he makes clear in the prologue to Origin discussed 

above. 

This spatialized thinking of method as a ‘way’ – a way towards clearing a 

path – offers an analogy for internal resistance to Method as a procedure designed 

to prescribe how that ‘way’ is laid out and controlled. This “clearing of a path” is 

referred to by Derrida as an architectural event existing before “architectonics,” 

which he defines as an “art of systems, as an art therefore suitable for the rational 

organization of complete branches of knowledge.”68 Instead, thinking as a way 

(odos) cannot be reduced to the definition of method (methodos). Or, we might say 

that the ‘way’ is the deconstructive catalyst within method, just as ‘detour’ 

destabilizes any concept of method as systematic procedure. The architecturality 

of architectural thinking, in Derrida’s understanding, is deconstructive not in the 

sense of any opposition to construction, but in the way it allows the possibility of 

destabilizing such oppositions. Derrida then points to how this connects 

deconstruction to writing, and writing as a labyrinth, since this spatialized thinking 

is: 

[…] thinking in terms of a path, of the opening up of a way which – without knowing 

where it will lead to – inscribes its traces. […] This writing is truly like a labyrinth since it 

has neither beginning nor end. One is always on the move.69 

§ 

I began this section ‘Method as Detour’ by referring to chapter three, in which 

‘detour’ plays a particular role. I am going to carry on this reverse chronology 

below by mentioning a few points salient to each of the chapters in turn, starting 
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with chapter three and ending on chapter one, by which point, after a few more 

detours, we will almost be ready to begin again. 
§ 

Detour,	  essay	  

The ancient labyrinth was also a trap, but one that required cunning and 

patience to build or escape from, or merely to endure. If it has neither beginning 

nor end, its interest and complication as a trope for a kind of writing lies in the 

potentiality opened up by digression or detour. This links to the character of the 

essay – the literary form which, via its reinvention at the hands of Benjamin and 

others allied to the Frankfurt School, forms a backdrop for the filmic writing or 

essayistic film-making of The Otolith Group – specifically, the Group’s Otolith 

Trilogy films (2003, 2007 and 2009) – in chapter three. Here, I argue for essays – 

and by extension essayistic films – as sites for a kind of writing that reserves a 

distinct space for reading: a labyrinthine space that allows for multiple exit and 

entry points, and subsequently alternative and multiple readings. This enlivened 

role of reading produced by the essayistic film may be thought of as an intensive 

‘detour’ through a density of signs, writing, image and sound material. 

In Adorno’s analysis of the literary essay published in 1958 (“The Essay as 

Form”), the form mediates the contours of thinking as a motor of its conceptual 

organization rather than eliminating or subsuming that process, as is generally the 

case in traditional thought. As Adorno understands it: 

In the essay, concepts do not build a continuum of operations, thought does not advance 

in a single direction, rather the aspects of the argument interweave as in a carpet. The 

fruitfulness of the thoughts depends on the density of this texture. Actually, the thinker 

does not think, but rather transforms himself into an arena of intellectual experience, 

without simplifying it. While even traditional thought draws its impulses from such 

experience, such thought by its form eliminates the remembrance of these impulses. The 

essay, on the other hand, takes them as its model, without simply imitating them as 

reflected form; it mediates them through its own conceptual organization; it proceeds, so 

to speak, methodically unmethodically.70 

For Adorno, the essay promises a potential to reconfigure the way philosophical 

thought is presumed and presented, disrupting its representation as authoritative, 

universal, totalising and subsumptive.71 Against a scientific order of concepts, 
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Adorno praised the willingness of the essayist to explore the marginal, transitory 

and ephemeral, often by way of self-reflexive detours and digressions.72 As 

Adorno, and later Roland Barthes, who referred to his own essay-writing habit as 

an “ambiguous genre,” would admit, the form of the essay resists submission to 

the ‘laws’ of scientific or theoretical order.73 Like Benjamin, Barthes insisted on 

the character of the presentation of his discursive thinking as a method of 

loosening the inevitable hold of discourse as an imposition of power. In writing, 

this method may take the form of fragmentation and in teaching, Barthes writes, 

as “digression, or, to put it in a preciously ambiguous word, excursion.”74 

This conception proposes a scene of encounter rather than (causal) 

recognition – a space rather than a ground – in which the reader, student, listener 

or viewer is invited to enter (or depart) the space of ‘reading’ as though entering a 

labyrinth. This sense of movement, of mobility, within the practice of writing to 

which Barthes’s “excursion” alludes, has affinities with Derrida’s analysis of the 

“architecturality” of writing, where writing is thought of as a ‘way’ that can’t be 

confined to a systematic method. These itinerant modalities can be allied to 

Benjamin’s means of spatializing the world through his recurrent themes of ruins, 

labyrinths, passages, crowds and so on. Here, space is privileged over a conception 

of time framed as linear progression, and the constrictive and limiting perspective 

that this model of conceptualizing time (as sequential, progressive, directed 

towards particular ends) suggests. In this context, my encounter with The Otolith 

Group’s films also reflects Benjamin’s insistence – against historicism – on reading 

history “against the grain.”75 

In this chapter, I focus mainly on Otilith III (2009), which is a film 

stemming from the idea of an unmade film. Otilith III’s point of departure is a 

script outline by the Bengali director Satyajit Ray written in 1967. The Otolith 

Group’s film in response to Ray’s unrealised screenplay is a re-animation (the 

Group call it a ‘premake’) of the unrealised potential of the unmade film, in which 

the characters of Ray’s film have escaped from the draft screenplay to pursue the 

director and confront him about his failure to make ‘their’ film. I understand the 

mode of ‘detour’ here – a characteristic feature of the essay – as largely concerned 

with dynamic states of incompletion: the unrealisable heart of the work. Otilith III 

‘performs’ this unrealizability, enacting Giorgio Agamben’s idea that every work is 

“the broken cast of a work never penned, and destined to remain so.”76 
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I also connect the fragmentary use of montage in the film and its complex 

filmic architecture of sound, image and word with the fracturing and 

deconstructive potential of filmic ‘adaptation’ as productive ‘refraction,’ which 

film theorist Tim Corrigan reads as “ultimately an act of criticism.”77 I view this as 

another materialisation of Benjamin’s theorisation of ‘criticizability’ and 

‘translatability’ as transformative acts of ‘reading’ (in contrast to closed forms of 

interpretation). Continuing the theme of ‘reading,’ I consider the Otolith Trilogy 

films as labyrinthine spaces of an expanded form of ‘reading’ – an idea proposed 

by The Otolith Group when they refer to their films as a multiple spaces to be “re-

watched/re-entered.”78 I also discuss how The Otolith Group pragmatically 

constructs a space of reading through an ‘integrated practice’ of critical 

production, which includes research projects, pedagogical and curatorial 

platforms, publishing and film distribution. Towards the end of the chapter, I turn 

to The Otolith Group’s ongoing concern with the value and status of the image. 

In what I regard to be another manifestation, in the realm of digital media, of the 

productive ‘refraction’ (or ‘criticizability’) that Corrigan discusses, I look at the 

circulation of digital images in ‘pirate archives,’ and the way these “poor images” 

(Hito Steyerl)79 challenge the traditional status and value of the document in state 

archives (and therefore the way we conceive of history). 

Hesitation,	  study	  

Benjamin suggests that the labyrinth can also be thought of as a space of 

hesitation, as he implies in a few lines drawn from his fragments on Baudelaire in 

“Central Park” (1938-9): “The labyrinth is the home of the hesitant. The path of 

someone shy of arrival at a goal easily takes the form of a labyrinth.”80 I relate 

‘hesitation’ in chapter two to a complex moment in Bethan Huws’s practice when 

she withdraws from the exhibition circuit for a number of years. After finding 

herself unable to articulate her position in relation to an exhibition commissioned 

by curator Julian Heynen for the Museum Haus Esters in Krefeld (Haus Esters 

Piece, 1993), she devoted herself to study: to the activity of reading and note-taking 

that allowed her to reflect on her own work to date, as well as ask more 

fundamental questions such as “What is an artwork?” and “What is an artist?” 

The unresolved notes and sketches produced during this period of withdrawal and 
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her ensuing struggle to articulate her position as an artist were later gathered 

together as a work to be exhibited: Origin and Source. 

In my reading of the various implications of this work, I relate ‘hesitation’ 

to Benjamin’s understanding of ‘idleness’ in ‘convolute m’ of the Arcades project as 

a trope for the creative-critical work of study. I am interested here in the 

potentiality of study – ‘idleness’ – prior to its foreclosure as ‘output’ (for example, 

this PhD dissertation). The process of navigating the labyrinthine space of study is 

already implied in Benjamin’s ‘method as detour’ manifest in writing that 

negotiates a middle position “between researcher and artist.”81 This in-between, 

fluctuating position feeds into a consideration of both the artist as researcher and 

the instability this ambiguous position lends to the ‘work’ (bearing in mind ‘work’ 

as a verbal proposition) of art. It also suggests the space of study as a threshold 

experience – a space suspended between action and inaction in which the 

possibility of illumination is imminent. “The reader, the thinker, the person who 

waits for things, the person who takes things easy,” Benjamin writes in his 

“Surrealism” essay of 1929, “– these are just as much types of illumine as the 

opium-eater, the dreamer, the person intoxicated by drugs.”82 The ‘hesitation’ I 

discuss in chapter two, then, implies a gathering of questions – a space of ongoing 

and potentially limitless research – rather than any definitive resolution or 

hermeneutical closure, or an artwork conceived as a coherent entity. 

In this chapter, I emphasise the relational, indeterminate and incomplete 

character of Origin and Source as the condition of the work of art as simultaneously 

suspension and potentiality. ‘Hesitation’ is seen as a threshold condition, where 

the accumulation of speculative questions (and doubt, failure, indecision, collapse) 

is implicated in the process of artistic re-search as an experimental method. Both 

artworks themselves and the space of the studio (as study) are encountered as 

domains of speculation characterised by the question rather than the statement. 

This challenges the ideological boundedness of both the work, and the body of 

work (or the corpus of the artist). This also leads to a revised conception of ‘origin,’ 

which is no longer thought of as a unified coherence at the centre of the work, but, 

rather, the variations, modulations and transformations in the space of the 

absence of this centre. 

§
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Delay,	  lecture	  

This condition of incompletion is a recurring motif throughout the 

dissertation, and in chapter one, as mentioned above, this is encountered as the 

delay registered in the afterlives of a work. These afterlives, which could also be 

thought of as the potentiality of delay in the process of an artwork’s reception, 

constitute contemporary encounters with and re-inscription of an artwork’s 

particularity in the present. Benjamin implies this in his famous essay on 

translation where he understands timely and ongoing encounters with artworks as 

a condition of their “everlasting continued existence amongst subsequent 

generations” where, through translation, “the life of the original attains its (ever-

renewed) latest, most comprehensive development.”83 In his dissertation on 

Romantic thought in criticism, Benjamin discusses how the artwork is animated 

by furnishing a critical occasion for unfolding reflection.84 To put it another way, 

a renewed understanding of ‘understanding’ is momentarily evinced by the work 

of art, so an artwork’s meaning cannot be thought of as fixed in an eternal point in 

the past. These aspects question both the ‘history’ of art history and the integrity 

of the artwork as a bounded entity allied to an individual artist’s intention. In this 

chapter, the latter is linked to Panofsky’s “Iconography and Iconology,” in which 

‘artistic intention’ is a primary key to his project for an a priori, epistemologically 

grounded analysis of artworks. By contrast, Benjamin’s idea of the ‘afterlives’ of 

artworks displaces intentionality as the primary source for a work’s meaning or 

effect, since works are recognised differently according to the particular contours 

of the time of their encounter. This encounter with the work in the present 

contrasts to Panofsky’s iconological method of re-creation of a work of art “as it 

existed in its own time and place.”85 In his 1937 essay on Eduard Fuchs, Benjamin 

deposes an assumed unity of art and its historicist supporting structure based on 

an eternal image of the past. Instead, Benjamin emphasises a work’s after-history 

as the prism through which its fore-history is illuminated: 

For the dialectical historian concerned with works of art, these works integrate their fore-

history as well as their after-history; and it is by virtue of their after-history that their fore-

history is recognizable as involved in a continuous process of change. Works teach him 

[sic] how their function outlives their creator and how the artist’s intentions are left 

behind. They demonstrate how the reception of a work by its contemporaries is part of 
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the effect that the work of art has on us today. They further show that this effect depends 

on an encounter not just with the work of art alone but with the history which has allowed 

the work to come down to our own age.86 

While Panofsky understood that an art historian’s perspective would inevitably be 

influenced by his or her own attitude, experience and historical situation, he 

cautioned art historians to curb the force of their own subjective biases in their 

scholarly accounts.87 Panofsky argues that in order “[t]o grasp reality we have to 

detach ourselves from the present.” This construction of a standpoint was a 

constituent part of establishing the ‘correct’ historical distance.88 Returning once 

again to Benjamin’s Origin prologue, we can see that the establishment of a work’s 

‘meaning’ – central to Panofsky’s methodological project – is replaced by a search 

for ‘truth’ in Benjamin’s thinking. This ‘truth’ cannot necessarily be sought or 

found, since it has no basis in systematic knowledge (which, theoretically, can be 

applied to the work of art): the ‘search’ is the matter of practice more than theory. 

In short, Benjamin’s ‘method as detour’ is disruptive and conditional where 

Panofsky’s systematic method of classification is constructive and ‘universal.’  

In chapter one, Panofsky enters the stage via Robert Morris’s 1964 dance 

piece 21.3, first performed in a programme of dancers associated with the Cage-

influenced Judson Dance Theatre. In 21.3 Morris, dressed as a generic academic, 

lip-synched to a dead-pan recording of the opening section of Panofsky’s 

methodological essay “Iconography and Iconology.” This performance (or 

‘dance’) in the form of a lecture was later reproduced as a film by Babette 

Mangolte for the occasion of a major retrospective of Morris’s work at the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York in 1994, which travelled to the 

Deichtorhallen in Hamburg and the Musée National d’Art Moderne in Paris. As 

in the other chapters, the work is treated as a fragment within a wider critical 

constellation: the particular set of afterlives that this work animates plays into 

some of the themes that I draw out as a particular set of concerns, problems or 

sites of resistance for this research. These include ‘art history’ and ‘Panofsky’ as 

I’ve already indicated as well as how the unstable status of the object – 21.3 as a 

spatio-temporal event (dance-performance, performance-lecture) or virtual 

archive (as documentation, film re-make) – calls into question normative 

assumptions contained in the traditional ‘history’ of art history and its 

concomitant models of authorship and objectivity. The character of the work also 
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brushes up against various recent ‘turns’ in cultural analysis connected to 

performativity, theatricality, discursivity and education: encounters that I 

elaborate on in the chapter. These so-called turns likewise call for a re-thinking of 

normative models of art, objectivity and authorship, and in amongst this critical 

constellation Morris’s scepticism, embodied in 21.3, illuminates an atmosphere of 

crisis – the decisive point arguably required for criticism.89 

I will note here that in my consideration of Morris’s work, ‘Panofsky’ is 

taken in a very limited sense – that is, as representative of the introduction of a 

foundational structure for art history in the Anglo-American (or the English-

speaking) context. Thus I am not interested in the implications of Panofsky’s work 

as a whole, but merely insofar as his methodological essay is important to the 

presentation of a unified disciplinary structure for art history in relation to art’s 

resistance to such structures.90 Why Panofsky should be lumbered with this 

representative character is also not a central focus of this analysis except to bear in 

mind why an artist and nascent art history scholar of the 1960s (Morris) might 

choose to resist a Panofskian order of art analysis, and why some contemporary 

art historians have revisited Panofsky as both point of origin and departure – a 

foundational figure as well as a target for critique.91 

Taking the ‘performative turn’ as an example of the several ‘turns’ I 

referred to above, clearly we can see that ‘performance,’ as an object of this ‘turn,’ 

refutes a number of precepts that are key for Panofsky’s experience as an historian 

of the Italian Renaissance. In basic terms, performance is no longer based on a 

confrontation with an actual, static, physical object such as a painting, a building, 

or a piece of sculpture and a tradition founded on a structure that distinguished 

and classified such objects. Also, by highlighting identity as a problem or multiple 

(and fluctuating) condition, performance complicates a stable sense of selfhood, on 

which an art-historical study of individual biographies forming a canonical line of 

great artists is based. Morris’s performance sits amongst a particular intertwining 

of John Cage’s compositional techniques, dancers associated with the Judson 

Church, and minimalist sculpture, so it offers an idiosyncratic take as a 

metacritical vector amongst this gathering of ideas and practices. As a “theoretical 

object,” it contributes to recent discussions surrounding the interconnections 

between visual art, performance, dance and theatre and how the history of these 

cross-fertilizations have affected critical vocabularies for art and the way the 

history of twentieth-century art itself can be regarded and rewritten.92 As a 
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marginal work in relation to a canonical framing of ‘Morris’ as a minimalist, the 

work offers an alternative perspective on the ways in which Morris is both caught 

up in and resistant to such framing. 

§
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Further	  matters	  of	  critical	  distance	  

Panofsky’s preoccupation with the proper vantage point – the correct 

distance – from which to view art is also an issue that has been raised recently in 

art criticism, often in relation to both the ‘performativity’ and embodied character 

of critical writing. While the question of perspective – the ‘proper’ vantage point – 

is a major theme of chapter one, as outlined above, ‘perspective,’ as a normative 

representational device, signifies a fixity of position and disciplinary control that is 

a point of resistances for all the ‘cases’ I discuss in the PhD. In order to bring this 

into better relief, I want to say a few things about different aspects of distance and 

proximity in critical (and art historical) writing. These relate to the threshold 

conditions of hesitation, delay and detour in terms of how they register marginal, 

relation positions – in other words, how they signify in spatial terms. 

Benjamin’s critical writing offers a pre-history for a recent interest in 

‘performative’ critical encounters with art and an allied inclination towards 

collapsing positions of critical distance that claim a privileged or ‘authoritative’ 

viewpoint. In his introduction to After Criticism: New Responses to Art and Performance, 

Gavin Butt links this recent shift in the practice of criticism to the ‘theatricality’ of 

certain art circles of the 1950s and 1960s in America.93 Robert Morris’s practice, 

straddling dance and minimalism in the first half of the 1960s, is one example that 

reflects the cross-fertilization to which Butt refers. (Incidentally, just as the satirical 

mimicry of ‘Panofsky’ in 21.3 enacts the subsidence of the traditional authority of 

the art historian, Morris’s “Notes on Sculpture” published in Artforum in 1966-7 – 

which became a foundational text for critical discussions surrounding minimalist 

art – was initially intended as a parody of Greenbergian formalist criticism.)94  

Contrary to traditional assertions of a supposedly neutral or disinterested 

perspective, recent theoretical writing on art and performance practice often 

claims a performative mode in which, as Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson 

describe in their introduction to Performing the Body/Performing the Text, both artists 

and viewers are “caught up within the complex and fraught operations of 

representation – entangled in intersubjective spaces of desire, projection, and 

identification.” Jones and Stephenson discuss how this engagement with the 

notion of performativity “highlights the open-endedness of interpretation, which 

must thus be understood as a process rather than an act with a final goal.”95 This 



29 

engagement with a certain ‘theatricality,’ which emerged in forms of art as 

seemingly diverse as minimalism, happenings, body art, pop events and dance was 

a quality famously attacked by Michael Fried in his 1967 essay “Art and 

Objecthood”96 – a critique that in part drew its terms (in negative form) from 

Morris’s “Notes on Sculpture.” Jones and Stephenson propose that Fried’s distaste 

for what he perceived to be the theatrical bent in minimalism and its effect of 

setting a scene that “includes the beholder,”97 has been recuperated by art 

historians and critics, inspired by theatrical modes in art practice, who are intent 

on seeing “the act of interpretation itself as a kind of performance.”98 Butt, 

following a similar line of argument, suggests that “the theatrical turn taken by 

Western art since the 1960s has highlighted the experience of art as a profoundly 

embodied experience,” hence the “disinterested and disembodied” critical 

positioning of modernist critics like Fried and Clement Greenberg becomes 

incommensurate with this new “model of spectatorship” which encourages an 

“opening out of critical subjectivity to its embodied – and performative – conditions 

of production.”99 

Benjamin graphically illustrates an awakening of new possibilities for 

critical distance and its fragmentation in an excerpt from One-way Street called 

“These Spaces for Rent.”100 Criticism has apparently been evicted from ‘these 

spaces,’ at least the kind of criticism “at home in a world where perspectives and 

prospects matter, where it was still possible to take a stance.” Instead the spaces 

become available to advertising hoardings and sales patter. Like cinema, billboard 

images subject us to a new mercantile look as they chivvy and bombard us with 

dynamic images, “bringing things dangerously close, right in our face, the way a 

car, in the cinema, hugely increasing in size on the screen, comes quivering 

towards us.” Impartiality and contemplative distance is shattered by this onslaught 

which produces a new kind of attention, a new object of and for criticism. 

Attention is drawn not by the advertiser’s message, but rather to the environment 

– the social context – it illuminates: “What is it ultimately, that makes advertising 

so superior to criticism? Not what the red electric text up on the screen says – the 

pool of fire that mirrors it on the asphalt.”101 Of course this has not been the first 

time that the experience of the metropolitan street has produced a new kind of 

critical observer: consider too Benjamin’s image of Baudelaire’s flâneur:
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The street becomes a dwelling place for the flâneur; he is as much at home among house 

façades as a citizen is within his four walls. To him, a shiny enamelled shop sign is at least 

as good a wall ornament as an oil painting is to a bourgeois in his living room. Buildings’ 

walls are the desk against which he presses his notebooks; newsstands are his libraries; and 

café terraces are the balconies from which he looks down on his household after his work 

is done.102 

These new objects, the city, its façades, shop signs, newsstands and cafés allow for 

a different kind of proximity – an embodied experience where the critic-poet uses 

newspapers rather than ancient tomes as reference material and walls become 

desks to press one’s notebooks against – the city is encountered as a physical 

presence. Both of these thought experiments show a reversal of the conventions of 

critical inquiry as a distanced, disembodied contemplation, since a new object and 

the event of its emergence (in this case, the urban metropolis) insists on a different 

mode of critical attention – criticism has to work to ‘invent’ the objects it 

encounters.103 

This is something that also marks Fried’s confrontation with the theatrical 

effect of the objects of minimalism and its apparent preoccupation with the 

“duration of the experience”104 that deems minimalism ‘non-art.’ In other terms, this is 

a way of saying that the traditional aesthetic terms of the (modernist) critic are 

confronted and denied: the residue of the transcendental vantage point has to 

make way for the specificity of the artwork and the time of its experience – the 

very space of critical encounter – which requires its own, constantly renewed set of 

vocabularies and terms. Performance and installation practices in art, according to 

Butt’s argument, are examples of events – new objects – that have, like 

Baudelaire’s experience of the city, pressed the critic to perform in different and 

unpredictable ways. Surely this is the decisive point of the permanent (and 

necessary) crisis of criticism? Butt refers to Derrida to claim the crux of this 

decisive point of criticism, which is, paradoxically, its undecideable and 

indeterminate character. “Thus,” Butt writes, quoting Derrida: 

…the decision “must remain heterogeneous to all knowledge as such, to all theoretical or 

reportive determination, even if it may and must be preceded by all possible science and 

conscience. The latter are unable to determine the leap of decision without transforming 

it into the irresponsible application of a programme”.105  
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Butt emphasises the indeterminacies of the critical event to characterise Derrida’s 

mode of critical address, which always lies at the limits of conventional 

understanding and prescribed knowledge – structures that had also been the target 

of Benjamin’s mode of critical resistance.  

Again, we might briefly return to Benjamin’s prologue to Origin to think 

about how his writing sets out a space for alternative performances of reading art 

and history. For example, the method of contemplation Benjamin adopts for the 

study exhibits its own peculiar type of momentum – one that calls for a continual 

pausing for breath. This urgent need to continually begin anew, to re-think, 

eschews the form of cohesive, linear temporal structure that ‘naturalizes’ history as 

a progressive pursuit. Instead, Benjamin presents a discontinuous, interrupted and 

circuitous structure because, for him: 

This continual pausing for breath is the mode most proper to the process of 

contemplation. For by pursuing different levels of meaning in its examination of one 

single object it receives both the incentive to begin again and the justification for its 

irregular rhythm.106 

This method of stops and starts has the advantage of “forc[ing] the reader to 

pause and reflect,”107 unlike the seamless performance of the authoritative guide 

to the systematic concept in which the reader is rendered a passive consumer of a 

purportedly universal knowledge possessed by the author. Instead, Benjamin 

elicits active contemplation from the reader in the gaps, discontinuities and limens 

enacted in his writing through detour, montage and imagistic language. The 

systematic application of interpretation gives way to a sense of ideas gathering 

around the object of study, furnishing it with a multitude of angles rather than a 

singular, authoritative perspective.  

Rolf Tiedemann has described Benjamin’s act of authorial withdrawal in 

the Arcades project in his introduction to the first publication of Passagen-Werk in 

Germany in 1982: 

Benjamin’s intention was to bring together theory and materials, quotations and 

interpretation, in a new constellation compared to contemporary methods of 

representation. The quotations and the materials would bear the full weight of the 

project; theory and interpretation would have to withdraw in an ascetic manner.108 
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In a famous exchange of letters with Theodor Adorno on the proposed form of 

Arcades study, Adorno was dubious of this withdrawal Tiedemann identifies, and 

advised Benjamin to “articulate his own interpretation and express the content of 

his dialectic in conceptual language” and complained of Benjamin’s “wide-eyed 

presentation of mere facts.”109 But, on the contrary, in one of the most important 

fragments on the method of the Arcades project, Benjamin identifies his position 

with that of the ragpicker: 

Method of this project: literary montage. I needn’t say anything. Merely show. I shall 

purloin no valuables, appropriate no ingenious formulations. But the rags, the refuse – 

these I will not inventory but allow, in the only way possible, to come into their own: by 

making use of them. [N1a, 8]110 

While Benjamin’s method – his ‘performance’ – effects, to some degree, a 

disappearance (or masking) of the writer’s authorial self, it also prompts the reader 

to become an active player within the performance of the text. Hans Jost-Frey 

links Benjamin’s preoccupation with ‘presentation’ in the Trauerspiel prologue to 

what he calls the “theatrical performance” in the Arcades project seen through, for 

example, the constellation of roles attributed to Baudelaire, of the poet and the 

conspirator as well as the flâneur, bohemian, dandy and ragpicker: the latter a role 

Benjamin favours for himself. The point of this role-playing, argues Frey, is that it 

allows the poet – and the critic – to move about incognito.111 In this way, the 

authorial position is displaced and multiplied. For the reader, responding to this 

theatricalized authorial mobility means literally reading between the lines, paying 

attention to the interrelations, discontinuities and caesurae evident in his 

presentation as well as how this is being shown. As Benjamin exposes his mode of 

presentation, so the reader is obliged to attend to its discontinuous, non-linear 

unfolding and the way in which it problematizes representation through the 

performativity of its presentation. 

This links to experiments with forms of writing, particularly from the 

1960s on, by both artists and critics who have attempted to destabilize power 

relations by disrupting the hierarchical position of theory over practice. In a 1972 

conversation with Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze spoke of “a new relationship 

between theory and practice” – one that was no longer a “process of totalization” 

but, rather, “far more partial and fragmentary”: “Practice is a set of relays from 
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one theoretical point to another, and theory is a relay from one practice to 

another”.112 In 1981, Rosalind Krauss was called on to defend the alleged 

“threat” that structuralist and poststructuralist critical theory posed to literary 

criticism, and even the concept of literature itself. She argues that the writing of 

authors such as Barthes and Derrida gives rise to a critical practice she calls the 

“paraliterary”, which she refers to as a “theatricalized” space where “criticism 

finds itself caught in a dramatic web of many voices, citations, asides, 

divigations”113 – a description that could well fit the Arcades project. 

In this PhD, hesitation, delay and detour are considered as conditions in 

relation to contemporary art practice as well as the practice of writing about art. 

These conditions might be said to be implicit in any type of practice, in the sense 

of ‘practice’ as an embodiment of processes such as experimentation, rehearsal 

and repetition – processes that entail measures of failure and potentiality. Paying 

attention to the operations of hesitation, delay and detour within the processes of 

art practice obviates the notion of the art object as a finite, fixed, unified entity 

transcending the circumstances of its production and reception. Rather than 

applying theory to a fixed object, my research is concerned with the traces of 

movements leading up to and out of the work – hesitations and delays on the 

threshold of myriad decisions leading towards (or away from) a final form; detours 

around the sites of meaning. In other words, I am interested in art works that 

reveal and reflect on the process of their own creation and how that process is 

subject to the vagaries, uncertainty and doubt concerning the status of the object 

itself. ‘Hesitation,’ ‘delay’ and ‘detour’ intimate a certain slipperiness of meaning, 

so a resistance to being named, grasped or determined, as well as a resistance to 

integration or closure, is implicit to the practices and art works I discuss. Rather 

than considering hesitation, delay and detour as negative conditions (redolent of, 

say, weakness or passivity), I suggest that they open up an interrogative critical 

space, a space of potentiality, embodied by the spectator’s performative encounter 

with the ‘event’ of art. 

§ 

Benjamin’s commitment to micrological thinking – a method of study that 

resists both universalisms and transcendent aesthetic concerns by focusing on 

aberrant, inconspicuous details – is also a useful point of reference for this study. 

Choosing to focus on a single ‘work’ in each chapter confirms a desire to resist 
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normative classifications or terminological categorisations and allows me to 

expand on eccentric details of each work in relation to a collection of disparate 

cultural and theoretical references. The artworks under discussion here are more 

minor than canonical – transitional and dispersed rather than collectable and 

cataloguable – and the following commentaries on each is intended to reflect as 

well as explore these conditions. The three works have not been chosen to 

illustrate a line of influence or to characterise a particular periodic or stylistic 

tendency (although these may be obliquely discerned). Rather, the works have 

been chosen for their particular relation and conditional qualities, which allow a 

re-opening of basic questions about ‘the work’ as well as the nature of the work of 

thinking about the artwork. 

Some of Benjamin’s comments on this critical imperative can be found in 

a review of the first volume of the Kunstwissenschaftliche Forschungen [Research Essays 

in the Study of Art]: an art-historical yearbook containing studies by scholars of 

the Vienna School. The review was published in the literary pages of the 

Frankfurter Zeitung in 1933 under the pseudonym Detlef Holz.114 In it, Benjamin 

offers an appreciation for a new type of (art-historical) researcher who eschews, as 

he writes: “the eye for the ‘all encompassing whole’ or the eye for the 

‘comprehensive context,’ (which mediocrity has claimed for itself) but rather [has] 

the capacity to be at home in marginal domains.”115 Unsurprisingly, given the 

attention paid to forms of reflection and contemplation in The Concept of Criticism in 

German Romanticism and the Trauerspiel study, Benjamin praises the yearbook 

authors’ awareness that “headway can be made only if one considers 

contemplation of one’s own activity – a new awareness – not as a constraint but as 

an impetus to rigorous study.”116 His critique is underlined by what he perceived 

to be an inability, on the part of Heinrich Wöfflin, to overcome “the dualism of a 

flat, universalising history of art of ‘all cultures and times,’ on the one hand, and 

an academic aesthetic on the other.”117 Rather, Benjamin privileges the 

micrological study of the individual artwork (beyond intrinsic formal concerns and 

towards a materialist reorientation of history) and a “manner of approaching art 

[which holds] ‘esteem for the insignificant,’ ”118 This attention paid to the 

insignificant is aimed at “neither the nuance of new stimuli nor the characteristic 

trait” used to bolster up ever more complex taxonomies. Rather, according to 

Benjamin, “it is the inconspicuous […] which survives in works and which 

constitutes the point where the content reaches the breaking point for the 
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authentic researcher.”119 By challenging a drive to produce a ‘work’ in terms of a 

consistent identity and to work at the limits of content understands that the critical 

moment of the idea in art cannot be collapsed into generic concepts. Arguably, 

the latter is a site of art’s resistance to the propositions, contextual constructions, 

institutions and markets that work to catch, to capture, to fix. The power these 

assert can certainly not be held distinct from how art is produced and consumed, 

and in the examples I have chosen it is clear how the artworks operate in relation 

to particular ideological constructs, including Art (and) History, authorship, the 

museum, the exhibition, the catalogue, the book and cinema. The artworks I 

discuss exemplify a tendency to act as a destabilising factor in relation to these 

constructs, where ‘resistance’ follows Michel Foucault’s identification of the term 

as “an element of the strategic relation that is power,” recognized as “always 

relying on the situation that it combats.”120 

§ 

Regarding the titles of my three chapters – ‘Lecture,’ ‘Study’ and ‘Essay’ – 

as verbs, I consider the selected works of art as a way of ‘doing something’: giving 

a lecture; studying or doing research; and essaying. As nouns, the words exhibit an 

affinity with the sites and practices of pedagogy. However, the forms of 

presentation I investigate tend to problematize or derail the instrumentality of the 

academy and the prescriptions of established or reified curricula. By thinking 

through these activities as practices engaged with process (rather than procedures, 

or established ways of doing something), I intend to reflect the non-linearity of 

practice as process. I consider elements of uncertainty, doubt and chance implied 

in hesitation, delay and detour as immanent processes in art practice as well as 

critical encounters. 

In my study I hope to perform a particular relationship between the act of 

writing and the art work which mitigates against the distancing effects of a form of 

art history or criticism based on the (pre)determination of an artwork’s historical 

‘locus’ and identity. I use ‘hesitation,’ ‘delay’ and ‘detour’ to modulate a method 

that attempts to speak, in certain ways, to the actualization of the art-making 

process as well as the process of making meaning (which is neither prescribed nor 

fixed). A method that takes detour, hesitation and delay as shaping features denies 

the reader or writer a fixed position or point of view, since the notion of a 

predetermined perspective is under constant question and negotiation. The kind 
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of constantly shifting vantage point that Benjamin indicates suggests an unstable 

ground – its character is shot through with the nagging doubt of irresolution. 

§
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Definitively	  unfinished	  

The unfinished and (one imagines) unfinishable Arcades project 

distinguishes the study as a choreographic space of experimentation, a reflection 

of a restless form of thought Benjamin described as a “contradictory and mobile 

whole.”121 Likewise, irresolution and incompletion are conditions that operate as 

tools often co-opted by artists to radically rewrite (post)modernity from within in 

the 20th century, from Benjamin’s Dada contemporaries122 to the situationists and 

the conceptual artists in the 1960s, to a renewed interest in relational and 

discursive art practices in the 1990s, and the legacy of these practices in the first 

decades of the 21st century. In the art field, Marcel Duchamp, the artist who 

famously referred to The bride stripped bare by her bachelors, even (The Large Glass) as 

‘definitively unfinished’ after he stopped working on it in 1923, stands as a sentinel 

over this dismantling, dispersive tendency at the heart of modernity, in which 

identity is subject to disintegration, loss, multiplication and masquerade (Benjamin 

conceived of the inner image of oneself as “a set of pure improvisations from one 

minute to the next. It is determined, so to speak, entirely by the masks that are 

made available to it.”)123 All manner of hesitations, delays and detours figure the 

myriad repetitions, returns and ‘turns’ to forms (or deformations) of the never-

ending discursivity implied by these conditions. I have already implied certain 

aspects of ‘unfinishedness’ in relation to Benjamin: for example, his allegorical 

readings of ruins and fragments, implying rupture of or resistance to meaning, and 

his understanding of the afterlives of artworks and the incomplete work of history. 

Benjamin’s allegorical method was revisited in the 1980s by (among others) Craig 

Owens, in his essay “The Allegorical Impulse” (1980), which retrieved the critical 

potential of allegory in relation to postmodern tendencies among particular artists, 

finding precedent in what Marcel Duchamp identified as the “allegorical 

appearance” of The Large Glass. As Owens indicates: “Allegory is consistently 

attracted to the fragmentary, the imperfect, the incomplete – an affinity which 

finds its most comprehensive expression in the ruin, which Benjamin identified as 

the allegorical emblem par excellence.”124 Quoting from Benjamin’s The Origin of 

German Tragic Drama, Owens locates the “‘common practice’ of allegory ‘to pile up 

fragments ceaselessly, without any strict idea of a goal.’” He then makes a link 

“between allegory and contemporary art: in strategies of accumulation, the 
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paratactic work composed by the simple placement of ‘one thing after 

another.’”125 Such parataxis is a method evident in Benjamin’s Arcades project, 

since it presents its material as a “constellation,”126 rather than in a hierarchical or 

propositional manner. Again, this cumulative method is one of incompletion, 

since the process of accumulation is potentially limitless. As form (or informe), we 

might regard it as ontologically slippery – an unnameable thing subject to the 

precariousness of its own choreography, which presents itself as a complexity of 

shifting relations. These two aspects – ontological ambiguity and relational 

complexity – are also characteristics of the artworks addressed in this thesis. To 

some extent, all three works resist naming since it is difficult to place them readily 

in any taxonomic category or meaningful periodic frame 127 – all three works 

operate as an agglomeration of disparate times. Challenging ‘naming’ suggests a 

reluctance towards “…fitting an object or situation to an appropriate category, 

announcing its proper identity;” a point art historian Richard Shiff makes in his 

essay “Doubt.”128 Rather, Shiff argues, an encompassing concept of identity fails 

to take into account the realities of the “constant state of change […] the 

inconsistencies, irrationalities and emotions of the human equation.”129 This 

unbinding of identity (taking itself as subject to a process of constant flux) also 

demands the writer to hesitate before ‘naming’ its object and binding it to fixed 

interpretations. This is something that I bear in mind in my encounters with each 

of the artworks I discuss within the dynamics of their wider contexts, which I do 

not aim to fix or settle. The politics of categorically demarcating art – a distinct 

concern since mid 20th century theatrical or durational ‘turns’ – are considered as 

an ongoing contemporary preoccupation with the uncertainties of ‘process’ rather 

than ‘product.’  

§ 

Making a brief excursus to Duchamp’s activities of almost a century ago, 

and his ‘definitively unfinished’ Large Glass, shows that such interests are nothing 

new. The ambiguous, unresolved status of the work is elaborated in an extensive 

collection of ninety-four enigmatic notes, published in facsimile form in 1934, and 

known as The Green Box (fig. 4). In one of the notes, Duchamp offers “Delay in 

Glass” as a “kind of subtitle” for The Large Glass. A process of deformation can be 

seen at play here: an unravelling of the illusion of ‘painting’ as a fixed form, or an 

object restricted to a generic order. In his notes, Duchamp counselled himself to 
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“use ‘delay’ instead of picture or painting; picture on glass becomes delay in glass 

– but delay in glass does not mean picture on glass.” The significance, rather, lies 

in their “indecisive reunion.”130 This ‘intermedial’ aspect of the Large Glass 

colludes with the issuing of the notes themselves in The Green Box so that, as 

Duchamp explained in an interview with Robert Lebel, “the Glass is not to be 

looked at for itself but only as a function of the catalogue I never made.”131 Bethan 

Huws’s Origin and Source is likewise the remains of, or model for, an unmade 

catalogue and indeed Duchamp is a constant reference point throughout her 

work, most comprehensively in her presentation in 2014 of a large compendium 

of notes, sketches and photographs inscribed and attached to reproductions of 

Duchamp’s works in Reading Duchamp.132 The Otolith Group also cite Duchamp 

when they refer to how Otolith III consciously mines a definitively unfinished 

condition. The point of departure of the film itself is an unrealized film treatment 

titled “The Alien,” drafted by the Bengali director Satyajit Ray in 1967, and 

Otolith Group member Kodwo Eshun has remarked on how the group sought to 

take “this unfinished and unmade status seriously […] to find this form that could 

evoke this idea of this definitively unfinished status.” 133 As a film about making a 

film about an unmade film, the work performs a critical dissolution of its absent 

origin. According to art historian T. J. Demos, the film becomes “a provisional 

network of unrealized films”134 as well as a site of resistance to cinema understood 

as a seamless, unitary form. Robert Morris was a key figure in terms of 

Duchamp’s delayed mid-century reception in the American context and the 

ushering in of conceptual art, according to art historian Benjamin Buchloh.135 

Morris’s extensive re-workings of Duchamp’s readymades, often in response to The 

Green Box notations, are most evident in his object sculptures of 1960-1965, which 

he referred to as “process type objects.”136 The adoption of the Panofsky persona 

and his text in 21.3 is itself a Duchampian gesture of appropriation and 

masquerade. Given the deep shadow Duchamp casts across twentieth century art 

discourse these Duchampian links are no surprise. Here I am not inclined to heave 

the existing weight of Duchamp scholarship: permit me to allow Duchamp to 

remain a shadow of a ghost in this study. (It is for a braver soul to connect the dots 

between Duchamp and Benjamin, who were born five years apart: 1887 and 1892 

respectively). Summarily, some leitmotifs in my study that may be linked to 

Duchamp include his preoccupation with transitory figures of thinking and ways
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of working that continually test the conventions of the artwork and the artist, and 

the structural parameters and essentializing determinations that uphold both.  

A couple of brief examples worth mentioning here are the “voyage 

sculptures” – particularly wry instances of the effects of Duchamp’s experience of 

expatriation and displacement, which T.J. Demos has written about in terms of 

the exilic condition of the readymades. One such object that embodies a process 

of disintegrating identity is Sculpture for Traveling (1918) – a kind of nomadic 

‘sculpture’ made out of coloured rubber bathing caps cut up, stretched out and 

glued together, then attached to the corners of a room with variable lengths of 

string so that the piece could be adapted to suit any space, and could remain until 

the rubber material rotted altogether. As the title suggests, the work was designed 

to travel in a suitcase, which indeed it did on trips from New York to Buenos Aires 

in 1918, and on a trip to Paris in 1919.137 Unhappy Readymade (1918) was a work he 

mailed from Buenos Aires to his newly-wed sister (to artist Jean Crotti) in Paris 

that consisted (ironically) of a geometry textbook designed to be suspended by 

strings on the balcony of his sister’s apartment, open to the elements. Duchamp 

explained that “the wind had to go through the book, choose its own problems, 

turn and tear out its pages”.138 While both of these “voyage sculptures” might be 

said to be ‘completed’ once they have undergone their own disintegration, 

metaphorically they persist, since the fragments and memories re-enter the world 

to carry on a life of their own (through the agency of new readers, interpreters or 

makers). So beyond the material nature of the object and its disintegration, it is 

the artist’s (and receiver’s) own memories as well as the myriad commentaries, 

(mis)translations and (re)interpretations that inform its potentially ‘unfinished’ 

status, alongside its fragile status as a material object. Indeed, delayed encounters 

or inscriptions are the making of the readymade, not the act of choosing them, as 

Duchamp implies in one of his notes in the Green Box: 

Specifications for “Readymades” 

by planning for a moment to come (on such a day, such a date such a minute), to inscribe a 

readymade” – The readymade can later be looked for. – (with all kinds of delays) 

The important thing then is just this matter of timing, this snapshot effect, like a speech 

delivered on no matter what occasion but at such and such an hour. It is a kind of 

rendezvous.139 
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The belated reception of Duchamp’s early twentieth century innovations in mid-

century America via Robert Motherwell,140 Jasper Johns, Robert Morris et al., 

alongside Duchamp’s own capricious memories in his 1960s interviews, is just one 

example of the critical device of ‘delay’ in the history of art (seizing and 

remoulding moments of the past in the present) that is of interest here. 

§ 

Fig. 4.  Marcel Duchamp, The Green Box, September 1934 
Facsimile notes for the Large Glass in a green flocked cardboard box; deluxe edition 
dedicated to Maria Martins (included in the box is a copy of The Blind Man and a 
preparatory drawing for the Large Glass); The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art; gift of 
Phyllis C. Wattis. 
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Of	  resistance	  

Hesitation, delay and detour operate as destabilising elements within the 

process of creative reflection and production: a mode of critical resistance, 

practised by Benjamin, that acts to disrupt and obstruct the fixed and the 

doctrinaire.141 This resistance implies the elusive and problematic aspects of art 

practice and production that resist analysis. Serving a model of thinking that 

proposes an ambivalence at the heart of expression, it draws on the same vein as 

Benjamin’s understanding of the ‘inexpressive’ (and Giorgio Agamben’s of the 

‘inoperative’). That is, hesitation, delay and detour are leitmotifs in the relational 

space between potentiality and impotentiality, caution and hindsight, mobility and 

stasis, enablement and restriction, ability and inability, knowing and unknowing, 

doing and undoing. This internal resistance is a field of tension: a suspension 

immanent to the creative process that is marked by a gathering of questions, 

alternatives and variations. Similar to the entropy of failure, this suspension is 

temporary – it imagines and provides the conditions for something generative and 

productive rather than the finality of an ending. In a fundamental sense, this is an 

experimental environment – a place of emergence – in that it holds the possibility 

of unlocking future conditions.142 It speaks to an ungraspable intercourse in the 

present between past and future. Perhaps we could think of it as a medium, an 

atmosphere, an ambience.  

In a recent book on the philosophy of resistance, Howard Caygill discusses 

how resistance is a practice that has to be continually reinvented, and therefore 

cannot be reduced to a concept: 

A philosophy of resistance has itself to resist the pressure of concept-formation, of 

reducing the practices of resistance to a single concept amenable to legitimation and 

appropriation to the very state-form that it began by defying.143 

Resistance cannot become ‘a Resistance’ – likewise art resists a unity subsumed 

under the designation ‘Art.’ In Caygill’s words (following Kant), “…the individual 

case does not only demand a change in the concept or rule or judgement, but 

actively resists its subsumption under such a concept or rule.”144 

Derrida has written about the resistance of resistance to analysis in his 

Resistances of Psychoanalysis (1996), as Caygill paraphrases: 
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The Derridean dream of resistance is also the dream of resistance or the resistant, 

unanalysable dream in which analysis falters and breaks off. Every point where resistance 

is encountered reveals itself to be already a counter-resistance, thus definitionally eluding 

any thought of a unitary and pure Resistance.145 

Using delay, hesitation and detour as tools to mine the creative act and its critical 

core in a way that reflects this resistance of resistance to analysis, this PhD acts as 

a mustering point for a minor archive of resistance circling around contemporary 

art and our critical encounters with it. 

§
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For Watt found now himself in the midst of things which, if they 

consented to be named, did so as it were with reluctance. And the 

state in which Watt found himself resisted formulation in a way no 

state had ever done, in which Watt had ever found himself, and 

Watt found himself in a great many states, in his day. 

Samuel Beckett, Watt 

 

 

But since each of us, like anyone else, is already various people, it 

gets rather crowded. 

Gilles Deleuze, “Letter to a Harsh Critic,” Negotiations, 1972-1990 

 

 

To define how the author function is exercised is not equivalent to 

saying the author doesn’t exist. … So let us hold back our tears. 

Michel Foucault, Dits and écrits 1954-1988 

 

 

This work has to develop to the highest degree the art of citing 

without quotation marks. Its theory is intimately related to that of 

montage. [N1, 10] 

Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project 
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Fig. 5. Robert Morris performing 21.3, Surplus Dance Theater (sur+), Stage 73, 
New York, February 1964. 
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Preamble	  

As indicated in the introduction, ‘delay’ in this chapter is suggested as a 

structural conception in history in which the past is re-inscribed and re-translated 

in the (ungraspable) present. This can be perceived as the dynamic effects or 

permutations of a work’s ‘after-lives,’ with reference to Benjamin’s 1923 essay 

“The Task of the Translator.” The effect of ‘after-lives’ in relation to Robert 

Morris’s performance piece 21.3 can be registered as a ‘return’ in the sense of (for 

example) the re-inscription of Marcel Duchamp’s Dada works by Morris and 

other artists in the late fifties and early sixties, or in the effect of the ‘return’ of the 

sixties in contemporary art and curatorial practice since the 1980s. The latter, 

framed as a recuperation or periodization of the sixties as an era, is a problematic 

underlying this chapter and touches on multiple strands. Broadly speaking, the 

somewhat slippery character of Morris’s 21.3 – a performance-dance-lecture – 

makes it difficult to classify within an art history couched as a history of ‘art’ 

objects, or things identified as ‘art’ within an aesthetic frame. The character of the 

performance as out-of-context, out-of-time, fragmentary, transitory and so on is 

an issue confronted in recent historical work on performance and dance in a 

‘visual’ art context since this new kind of object – like Baudelaire’s metropolis – 

requires different kinds of attention, handling and methodological tools, 

challenging historical models based on lineages of precious objects fixed in time. 

This latter model has been associated with the foundations of modern (Anglo-

American) art history represented by Erwin Panofksy, who also provides the 

central figure as the subject of parody in Morris’s performance. 

Further connections propose alternative afterlives for the piece. 21.3 was 

originally performed in the context of Cage-influenced ‘new dance’ of the early 

sixties, and the links of this context to minimalism has motivated contemporary 

dance and art historians to reassess (and in some cases shore up) the position of 

minimalism as the key paradigm shift of post-war art practice. Alongside 

reconsiderations of the sixties via performance and dance, the piece has also been 

re-appropriated (as a ‘lecture-performance’) through renewed interest in 

pedagogical and discursive practices in art and curatorial contexts. Finally, the 

work was re-made as a film by Babette Mangolte created for Morris’s 1994 

retrospective at the Guggenheim in New York, The Mind/Body Problem, after which 
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it entered into the museum’s permanent collection (along with three more films by 

Mangolte re-creating dances by Morris dating from 1963 to 1965).1 These events 

raise issues to do with the ‘collecting’ of performance as a historical methodology. 

I also ask questions to do with the ‘necessity’ of a monographic – or retrospective 

– statement as a representational form. The internal resistance in Morris’s work to 

integrating its errant tendencies into a monographic, retrospective proposition 

both highlights and critiques the pervasiveness of the legitimising authority of the 

individual (generally male, white, Western) artist at a time when (one would have 

thought) such a placeholder had been thoroughly deconstructed. 

Following the lead of Benjamin’s critique of history, art historian James 

Meyer conceives of the sixties as a past forever unfinished, which has the effect of a 

“force-field or delayed reaction”2 in the present. This is essentially a critique of the 

recent “impulse to historicize sixties practice” that, according to Meyer: 

…entails a revival of such traditional art historical formats as chronological narrative and 

the monograph, the gathering of testimonial (interviews with artists, dealers and critics), 

and intensive archival research. The rapidly rising market value of sixties practice, and 

the spectacularization of the minimal and postminimal installation at Dia: Beacon, the 

largest contemporary art museum in the world, suggest a further integration of these once 

radical tendencies.3 

It is within this overriding frame that I interrogate Morris’s 21.3 as a critical 

constellation that illuminates multiple and contesting histories and theoretical 

positions in relation to its afterlives and various ‘(re)turns’ in contemporary art 

histories and critical thought. Using plural and heterogeneous readings of 21.3 as 

a vehicle, I consider how this particular performance and its afterlives serve as a 

critical apparatus to model a breakdown of a type of art history understood as a 

knowledge system ingrained with a conservative tendency to construct the artist 

and the artwork – the period in which it emerged, or the stylistic tendency with 

which it apparently coheres – as cohesive unities. This begins with a reading of 

fragments of documentation of 21.3 as a way into Panofsky’s iconological system 

and its critique, including how Benjamin’s own critique of history complicates and 

unravels the embedded historicism in Panofsky’s approach. Morris’s piece, and its 

place within a network of histories relating performance, dance and minimalism in 

the sixties to more recent performative and discursive ‘turns,’ which can 
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themselves be read in relation to efforts to historicize and revisit sixties art 

practice, acts as a way of thinking around the limits and values of art (in and as) 

‘history.’ 

§ 

Fig. 6.  Annotated programme for Surplus Dance Theater programme ‘sur+’ at Stage 73, New York, 
10 and 17 February 1964. 
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21.3	  

A photograph of a bespectacled man in jacket and tie, partially obscured 

by a protruding microphone mounted on a lectern. (fig. 5) As if captured in mid-

speech pause, the mouth is partially open and the eyes appeal to an unseen 

audience. This obdurate gaze has a performative import, expressing something 

like: ‘I am addressing you, the audience, and in my authority as lecturer I aim to 

demonstrate something, to provide you with an exposition of my own making.’ 

These codes are taken as read if we construe the photograph as a straightforward 

document of an authoritative figure performing a particular social function – to 

communicate, to inform, to instruct, to persuade. The microphone, the jug of 

water and glass, and the hands gripping the edges of the lectern, imply a body 

attached to the prosthetic accoutrements of that function. 

The caption tells us that this is a photograph of the artist Robert Morris, 

performing 21.3 as part of a programme by the short-lived Surplus Dance 

Theater (sur+) at Stage 73 in New York City in February 1964 (fig. 6). Bearing 

this in mind, we can now surmise that the photograph is documentation of a 

‘dance’ – of what variety is unclear. 

Let’s remember the scene. It is a February evening in a theatre in uptown 

Manhattan in 1964. In the midst of a programme of choreography by a group of 

casually clothed ‘new dance’ practitioners, a soberly dressed man walks up to a 

lectern and proceeds to go through the motions of delivering a lecture. His lips 

move, but he does not speak. The sound the audience hears is a recording of the 

artist reading, in an expressionless monotone, the opening section of a well-known 

lecture by the art historian Erwin Panofsky. The passage is the first few pages from 

the introductory chapter to Panofsky’s 1939 publication Studies in Iconology: 

Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance – an anthology based on the papers 

Panofsky gave during his Mary Flexner lectureship at Bryn Mawr College (1937-

38).4

The opening of Panofsky’s paper evokes the everyday gesture (in 1939 at 

least) of a man raising his hat to greet another in the street. The greeting figure is 

then subjected to stepwise analysis revealing distinct layers of meaning from 

primary formal recognition, to secondary readings of convention, to the final 

understanding of the intrinsic import of the gesture – a demonstration designed to 
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model Panofsky’s analytic method for the study of meaning in the visual arts. With 

kindly, didactic precision and clarity of purpose, Panofsky’s anecdote lays the base 

for his systematic programme for the use of iconology in the interpretation of 

Renaissance art – a system that emerged as a founding document for the 

humanistic discipline of art history in the English-speaking (Anglo-American) 

world.5 

In Morris’s performance, all minimal gestures related to the presentation 

of the lecture – placing hands on the lectern, folding arms, glancing upwards or 

out to the audience, adjusting glasses, taking a glass of water, riffling through 

papers and so on – are carefully choreographed and formalised, confusing, in 

effect, the order of Panofsky’s own model, which promotes the primacy of 

meaning over form. Over the course of this short performance by “the pedantic 

professor mouthing Panofsky”6 the movements of mouth and body become 

steadily out-of-synch with the sound recording, lending parody to the spectacle of 

the object-body.7 In Mangolte’s film version, which features an actor, Michael 

Stella,8 to play Morris’s part, this is marked at around the halfway point when the 

sound of water being poured from a pitcher into a glass is distinctly out of time 

with the image of Stella pouring the water – if an audience had not been aware of 

the performance’s device up till this point, the conceit is clear from here on in. 

Using this disjunctive technique, the primacy of the ‘original’ speech seems 

overwritten by the formalised gestural cues, dictated by the choreography, such 

that the coherency of Panofsky’s text becomes somewhat unstuck as we become 

acutely aware of mechanical movements that would normally be spontaneous and 

unconscious. This slight adjustment in the ‘natural’ relationship between speech 

and gesture is reflected in Morris’s spare description of the performance: 

Habit patterns and mannerisms of a lecturer arranged in general A.B.A. patterns. The 

simultaneity of speech and its attendant motions pried apart, slightly.9 

Morris’s appropriation of the text and his codification of the incidental 

gestures accompanying the delivery of the speech perform a subtle fraying of 

Panofsky’s model, calling tradition to account and refusing a conventional author-

subject position. The ‘author’ is apparently neutralised,10 any univocal sense to the 

‘I’ is disavowed and the author is effectively dehumanised. This resistance to 

“theological meaning” – Roland Barthes’s term for “the ‘message’ of the Author-
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God”11 – operates in Morris’s performance through the use of cited text and 

choreographed gesture: both indicate a dislocation of identity and a curiously 

ambiguous sense of suspended agency.12 The artist, in his ‘art 

historian/automaton’ guise as well as the audience, by dint of the fact that the 

mediated reading becomes progressively undone, are doubly distanced from the 

authority of the spoken word that the structures governing the (conventional) 

lecture represents. The standard performance of the lecture as a ritualized 

exchange of information from (active) sender to (passive) addressee is both 

highlighted and short-circuited in Morris’s ‘dance’. Through the duration of the 

performance, then, the generic figure of the lecturer we see in the photograph – a 

double for Panofsky, the ‘master of Princeton’ – is presented as a readymade 

construct stripped of the principle of didactic authority that presupposes a unified, 

stable subject producing a rational, coherent argument. Might we not think of the 

delay enacted in the performance – the increasingly perceptible yet subtle lag 

between the recorded words and their accompanying gestures – as providing, to 

use Walter Benjamin’s words, “…the spur to a productive scepticism”?13 

Morris’s performance reprieves the early-twentieth century avant-garde 

habit for prising language, and other power structures, apart. This is enacted, in a 

form of parody, through the performer’s submission to the rules set by Morris’s 

choreography, which stipulates the precise actions to be performed alongside the 

script or ‘score’ of Panofsky’s text. Consider the detailed instructions marking the 

performer’s actions marked on the lecture script: “right hand on stand,” “look at 

ceiling,” “left hand on hip,” “look around blankly,” “shift 3 times on feet,” and so 

on (see fig. 8). The absurdity of this mechanical submission to bodily gestures sets 

up a resistance to the ‘laws’ of governing systems indicated by Gilles Deleuze as a 

“too perfect attention to detail”: a tactic that gives way to a mocking form of play: 

There are two known ways to overturn moral law. One is ascending towards the 

principles: challenging the law as secondary, derived, borrowed, or ‘general’, denouncing 

it as involving a second-hand principle which diverts an original force or usurps an 

original power. The other way, by contrast, is to overturn the law by descending towards 

the consequences, to which one submits with a too-perfect attention to detail. By adopting 

the law, a falsely submissive soul manages to evade it and to taste pleasures it was 

supposed to forbid. We can see this in demonstration by absurdity and working to rule, 

but also in some forms of masochistic behaviour which mock by submission.14 
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Such a tactical resistance indicates an expression of the “productive scepticism” to 

critical authority that Benjamin alerts us to, and Morris enacts in 21.3. 

An object of Benjamin’s scepticism, as set out in the “Epistemo-Critical 

Prologue” to his Trauerspiel study, are the universal generalities assumed by 

systemic classification of works of art – “the deductive concept of genre in the 

philosophy of art”15 – which offers a conveniently uniform and natural, 

evolutionary impression of history based on aesthetic genres. Benjamin admits 

that “[t]he impossibility of the deductive elaboration of artistic forms and the 

consequent invalidation of the rule as a critical authority” provides the “spur to a 

productive scepticism.”16 Benjamin turns his argument on a re-reading of the 

problem of origin, which he differentiates from ‘genesis.’ According to Benjamin’s 

understanding, “[o]rigin is an eddy in the stream of becoming, and in its current it 

swallows the material involved in the process of genesis.” Further, he writes, “[o]n 

the one hand [that which is original] needs to be recognized as a process of 

restoration and re-establishment, but, on the other hand, and precisely because of 

this, as something imperfect and incomplete.”17 Here, Benjamin understands the 

original work as less a verifiable and bounded entity than an effect of its historical 

unfolding, or how it resonates or survives – if only in fragmentary form – through 

history: in other words, the potentiality of a work’s ‘afterlife.’18 This is crucial to 

recognising the critical confrontation with the originary force of authoritative 

structures happening at the time of Morris’s performance (the sixties) when the 

foundation of what constituted ‘Art’ and ‘Artist’ was a particularly pressing 

question. 

These questions form a backdrop to this enquiry, which resonates through 

the narrowcast of 21.3 and the various afterlives to which it forms a relation: the 

question of ‘Panofsky,’ pedagogy and meaning; the diversified role of the artist as 

a critical actor within broader discursive, curatorial and educational contexts from 

the sixties on; and the challenge to conventional art historical models raised by 

both this diversified role and the significance of performance and pedagogy within 

contemporary art and curatorial projects. The recasting and preservation of 21.3 

as a film is relevant to how the construction and use of history was put under 

pressure by the emergence of theories and histories of performance in the 1990s 

(notably via the work of Peggy Phelan and Judith Butler) and the questions these 

intellectual endeavours raised about the vexed issue of authorship and originality 

that had marked the preceding century (or more). While by the 1990s, we might 
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think that the idea of the dispersed or decentred author might be taken as read, 

the prevailing form of the ‘one-man’ retrospective suggests that major 

contemporary museum institutions were (and are) still very much in the business 

of protecting the authority of the individual artist as a commodity in line with the 

market. In the context of The Mind/Body Problem, which I return to at the end of 

the chapter, Morris and his work acts as an irritant to the institutionally 

legitimised, if flawed, project of systemizing an artist’s body of work as an ‘organic’ 

development. As in the relationship between 21.3 and foundational art history 

(‘Panofsky’), with The Mind/Body Problem Morris plays at the threshold of this 

hierarchical structure in order to perform subtle acts of sabotage. 

§ 

Fig. 7:  Publicity photo for Surplus Dance Theater, February 1964; 
(l. to r.) Deborah Hay, Robert Rauschenberg, Lucinda Childs, 
Robert Morris, Alex Hay, Jill Johnston and Yvonne Rainer; photo 
by Al Giese. 
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Fig. 8. First page of annotated choreographic score for 21.3 by Robert Morris, 1964. 

When an acquaintance greets me on the street by removing his hat, 

what I see from a formal point of view is nothing but the change of 

certain details within a configuration forming part of the general 

pattern of colour, lines and volumes which constitute my world of 

vision. When I identify, as I automatically do, this configuration as 

object (gentleman), and the change of detail as an event (hat removing), I 

have already overstepped the limits of purely formal perception and 

entered a first sphere of subject matter or meaning. 

Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance.19 
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Delay:	  histories’	  afterlives	  

Before I return to the specific context of 21.3 and its ‘afterlives,’ I want to 

elaborate a little on ‘afterlife’ as a figure of thought in Benjamin’s writings in 

relation to both history and authorship – the larger themes running through this 

chapter. This provides a backdrop to how I approach 21.3 as a relational node 

between its after-history and fore-history, as indicated in the introduction (see 

“Delay, lecture). Here I view the condition of ‘delay’ as intrinsic to the artwork. 

Inevitably ‘delay’ surrounds an artwork’s reception, and an accumulation of these 

‘delays’ feeds into the future lives of the artwork in which the original intention of 

the artist is less important than the effect of an artwork in a specific circumstance 

and social environment. This affects both the constellation of meanings that an 

artwork illuminates at any one time, but also how it is approached as an historical 

object (one no longer considered ‘fixed’ in a certain moment and place in the 

past). Taking these aspects into account, conclusive interpretations of the makeup 

of the artwork remain contingent – definitive meanings are forever delayed. 

For Walter Benjamin, the conception of ‘afterlife’ is fundamental to his 

rethinking of history, as he noted in convolute N of the Arcades Project: 

Historical ‘understanding’ is to be grasped, in principle, as an afterlife of that which is 

understood; and what has been recognized in the analysis of the ‘afterlife of works’ […] is 

therefore considered the foundation of history in general.20 

Philosopher Andrew Benjamin elaborates this point, which he claims to be, in 

effect, a disavowal of “the march of teleological time implicit, for example, in 

Kant’s construal of the relationship between history and the Enlightenment”: 

The point being made here [by W. Benjamin] is a redefinition of history. Within that 

redefinition history becomes a continuity of the reworking of what is already there. This 

reworking is occasioned by the interruption of the given. With that interruption what is 

given comes to be given again and in so doing has an “afterlife.” It is, of course, never 

given again as the “same.” This is a process without conclusion. Or at least it is a process 

whose conclusions are always strategic and provisional.21 

In 21.3, Morris iterates this “interruption of the given” to which Andrew 

Benjamin alludes – the given being a certain conception of art history associated 
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with Erwin Panofsky’s text, which Morris replays as an epistemological 

readymade or a received set of terms (mis)translated by a mock-ponderous and 

critically ambiguous gesture of ironic disavowal. This motif of ‘interruption’ 

reorients an understanding of the neo-Kantian standpoint of a symbolic order of 

history held by Panofsky: a view that led him towards the conclusion, in a short 

text from 1927 entitled “Reflections on Historical Time,” that “…it becomes clear 

the extent to which and in what sense a continuous temporal order of artistic 

phenomena is possible despite differences of type, generation and quality.”22 This 

humanist structure for art history, with the Renaissance at its heart and Giorgio 

Vasari as its founding father, maps out a framework for a discipline’s birth and 

evolution whose identity is built around advancement towards a particular 

endpoint/rebirth – a “continuous temporal order” in Panofsky’s words. Through 

his reading of historical materialism, Benjamin disrupts such an ideal order. 

“Overcoming the concept of ‘progress’ ” Benjamin observes, “and overcoming the 

concept of ‘period of decline’ are two sides of one and the same thing.”23 This 

appeal to ‘overcome’ the concept of progress as a model for history calls for 

critical historians to complicate, reassemble and re-create ‘history’ anew in order 

to project an alternative dynamic to the temporal order. 

Such a call for an alternative dynamic appears in recent critiques of ‘art 

history.’ In these, two historical figures are often given walk-on parts to represent a 

discourse of ‘setting in motion,’ (‘meaning’ as a dynamic mode) on the one hand, 

and a discourse of ‘settling accounts’ (‘the meant’) on the other: these are, 

respectively, Aby Warburg24 and Erwin Panofsky. One significant point of 

difference is revealed by their differing attitudes towards time and history. 

Panofsky admits his regulatory habit of apportioning history in his introduction to 

his 1957 book Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism: 

The historian cannot help dividing his material into “periods,” nicely defined in the Oxford 

Dictionary as “distinguishable portions of history.” To be distinguishable, each of these 

portions has to have a certain unity; and if the historian wishes to verify this unity instead 

of merely presupposing it, he must needs try to discover intrinsic analogies between such 

overtly disparate phenomena as the arts, literature, philosophy, social and political 

currents, religious movements, etc.25 

Later on in the essay, Panofsky strongly implies that his conviction that the 

historian “cannot help” such a mental habit is underlined by the Scholastic sense 
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of a “ ‘principle that regulates the act’ principium importans ordinem ad actum,”26 or a 

structure for determining meaning.27 Contrary to Panofsky’s pronouncement that 

“[a]ll modern writing on history is permeated by the idea of evolution,”28 some 

forty odd years earlier Warburg had already cautioned against the too easy 

adoption of historical evolution based on convenient chronologies and typologies, 

“somewhere between the schematicisms of political history and the dogmatic faith 

in genius.”29 Rather than an evolutionary model of history, Warburg brings the 

atemporality of a burgeoning anthropological approach to bear on the history of 

art, drawing on an other time of ‘sur-vival’ (Nachleben) in which liminal and aberrant 

forms of multiple, often unlocatable, pasts can be observed in the present.30 Or, as 

art historian Georges Didi-Huberman formulates it, a concern with a “play of – or 

a knot of – heterogeneous temporalities – a knot of anachronisms” registering the 

ghosts of the past as symptoms surviving in the present. (I return to Didi-

Huberman’s idea of the anachronistic, polychronistic and heterochronistic 

character of art objects and its challenge to a normative ‘history’ implanted in 

‘traditional’ art history in the section “Contemporary lessons: in spaces of delay.”) 

In Warburg’s hands, complicating how time is understood is a means for 

deconstructing concepts and structures of ‘progress’ and historical ‘development’ – 

concerns also fundamental to Benjamin’s work. Of Warburg, in this respect, Didi-

Huberman writes that: 

By recognising the need to broaden canonical models of history – narrative models, 

models of temporal continuity, models of objective realization – by directing himself little 

by little toward a theory of the memory of forms made up of leaps and latencies, Aby 

Warburg decisively broke with notions of ‘progress’ and historical ‘development’.31  

As I discuss later in this chapter, Didi-Huberman’s reading of ‘anachronisms’ in 

Warburg’s theory of forms and symbols offers a temporally impure model of 

objects in history. I also link this to Giorgio Agamben’s understanding of the time 

of the ‘now’ as constituting a discontinuity – a caesura – that is unable to be 

comprehended through the concept of chronological time. Thus both Didi-

Huberman’s view of a history of anachronistic objects, unable to be properly fixed 

in time, and Agamben’s ‘contemporariness’ – the ‘ungraspable now’ – interprets 

history in terms of temporal discontinuities and disunities in which a cultural object 
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embodies a complex relational dynamic between past and future projections, 

altering the order of an evolutionary model of history.  

Benjamin’s perception of the ‘translatability’ of a work and the modalities 

of a work’s ‘afterlife’ or ‘future lives’ can also be connected to such disruptions of 

teleological order. This links back to Benjamin’s re-conception of ‘origin’ in the 

“Epistemo-Critical Prologue” to the Trauerspiel study, in which the original work is 

subject to a process of historical unfolding and therefore cannot be conceived as a 

fixed entity bound by a definitive meaning. It also connects to his understanding 

of the ‘criticizability’ of an artwork – the elicitation of criticism inherent to the 

work – which he enlarges on in his dissertation on German Romantic criticism, as 

discussed in the introduction to this PhD. In his 1923 “The Task of the 

Translator,” his preface to his translation of Baudelaire’s “Tableaux Parisiens,” 

Benjamin asserts that it is in translation that the “life of the original attains its 

(ever-renewed) latest, most comprehensive development.”32 Weber broadens out 

‘translatability’ as a mode that: 

…functions in [Benjamin’s] writings as a kind of paradigm indicating the necessity of 

defining a work or construct that would be not be self-contained or lasting, but rather 

‘only’ the stopping-place of an ongoing movement. 

For Benjamin, Weber argues, “translatability is the never realizable potential of a 

meaning and as such constitutes a way – a way of signifying – rather than a 

what.”33 If I can open out the specifics of translation to ‘translatability’ as a version 

of reading works in general – or ‘critizability’ – I would suggest that this has 

implications for how a work is thought through and therefore how we might write 

through rather than write about a work. The latter implies that the work is complete 

and writing about it is a matter of unlocking or decoding its meaning – writing in 

this case has a semantic function. Writing through recognises the work of 

(re)reading and (re)writing as always being alert to its own as well as the work’s 

relational, speculative character. So, to return to Weber’s reading again, rather 

than the general conception of meaning as “a self-contained, self-standing 

universally valid entity, one that precedes the words that express it,” Weber writes 

that, for Benjamin: 
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Translation’s way to go, by contrast, leads in the direction of other words and other 

meanings, exposing a complex multidimensional network of signification in which word-

occurrences are inevitably inscribed.34 

Translation happens at a particular time and place, where the present and past 

forge a conceptual relation and where the ambiguity of the “complex 

multidimensional network of signification” that Weber refers to is set in motion – it 

is not ‘settled,’ as an account might be settled, once and for all. In Weber’s study, 

the significance of Benjamin’s notion of translatability is intimately linked to his 

other ‘-abilities,’ namely ‘reproducibility’ and ‘criticizability,’ since:  

[…]the individual work is considered neither self-contained nor self-sufficient; it acquires 

significance only through what comes after it in order to become what alone it can never 

be. What is this “being” that requires the subsequent intervention of something else, 

something other – whether criticism, translation, or technical reproduction – in order to 

become “itself”? Perhaps as good an answer would be: significance. A work can only 

“work,” do its work, have effects, be significant, insofar as it goes outside itself and is 

transformed, by and into something else, something other. This is why “to signify” is not 

simply the same as to “be important.” To signify is to be transformed.35 

If we take on this particular mode of thinking about meaning, we have to admit 

meaning as a dynamic mode that is forever delayed from what is ‘meant,’ and that 

in art critical terms this delayed reaction can be construed as a response to a past 

that continues to be activated in the present (and future ‘presents’) and therefore 

cannot be prescribed or foreclosed. It also critiques a theory based on 

‘intentionality,’ such as Panofsky’s, since – to follow Weber – by signifying, a work 

is transformed. Through the mode of such permutations, the authority of an 

artist’s original intention is thus displaced as the work (the ‘sur-vivor’) presents an 

agency of its own. 

In perceiving history and the artwork, the importance Benjamin’s assigns 

to ‘after-life,’ ‘sur-vival,’ and ‘continuing life’/‘life after the original’ (Nachleben, 

Überleben and Fortleben) in the translation essay bears a little more scrutiny in 

relation to how these terms work as figures of thought. Of the three words that 

Benjamin uses to convey the concept of the ‘after-life’ of a work – Nachleben, 

Überleben and Fortleben – it is the latter, most obscure German word Fortleben (the 

other two – ‘after-life’ and ‘survival’ – were in common usage at the time) that 

Benjamin uses to transport the idea he is struggling to present in the translation 

essay.  
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According to translator and academic Caroline Disler, Fortleben – literally ‘forth 

life’ (implying a continuation of life rather than life after death) – proposes a far 

more dynamic, and radical, conception than either Nachleben or Überleben since, 

she writes: 

Fortleben is transformation and renewal of the living. […] There has been no death, no 

damage, no catastrophe to the original. There is no afterlife. There is no survival. Neither 

is there a simple continuation of the original that was. There is Fortleben, metamorphosis, 

evolution, transformation, renewal, renovation, supplementation. And, translation is a 

sign of this Fortleben stage. Herein lies one of Walter Benjamin’s most revolutionary ideas. 

Not only has the origin of a literary work nothing to do with its creation or realization at 

the hands of its author or artist, but in its Fortleben, by definition, the original itself actually 

changes. The original is not a fixed, stable text.36 

This assessment, distinctly Derridean in its emphases, recalls Derrida’s own 

reading of Benjamin’s “The Task of the Translator” in his “Des Tours de 

Babel.”37 Here Derrida speaks of the “strange debt” that burdens the ‘task’ 

(Aufgabe) of the translator, which is in the end not one of restitution of the text but of 

transformation: 

If the structure of the work is “sur-vival,” the debt does not engage in relation to a 

hypothetical subject-author of the original text – dead or mortal, the dead man, or 

“dummy,” of the text – but to something else that represents the formal law in the 

immanence of the original text. Then the debt does not involve restitution of a copy or a 

good image, a faithful representation of the original: the latter, the survivor, is itself in the 

process of transformation. The original gives itself in modifying itself; it lives and lives on 

in mutation: “For in its survival, which would not merit the name if it were not mutation 

and renewal of something living, the original is modified. Even for words that are 

solidified there is still a postmaturation.”38 

If we think of 21.3 as a ‘translation’ of Panofsky’s text, it is certainly not in the 

spirit of Benjamin’s ideal of translation since Morris’s appears to be a translation 

in bad faith: a parody, a mockery. But it holds as a transformation, mutation, 

deformation or supplementation of the text, drawing out and distorting aspects of 

the original text in a way the author never intended. In this sense it performs, 

apparently in a spirit of refusal or negation, Benjamin’s deconstruction of 

common metaphors of translation theories, such as ‘resemblance’ or ‘faithfulness’ 

to (or ‘restitution’ of) the original. Panofsky’s text is concentrated, doubled and 
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distorted through the performance, and in this way it demands renewed scrutiny 

and new readings effectually re-situated in the alternative ‘after-lives’ to which the 

performance relates: in this spirit, critic Seth Kim-Cohen reads the piece as a 

productive complication rather than a negation of Panofsky’s position.39 

Cultural historian and critic Maurice Berger’s 1989 Labyrinths: Robert 

Morris, Minimalism and the 196040 is a book that sought to re-examine the 

conventional picture of Morris’s work of the 1960s in light of his dance pieces and 

activism. This, arguably, prompted the reinstatement of the dance pieces in the 

Morris ‘canon’ represented by the Guggenheim retrospective, since little critical 

attention appears to have been paid to Morris’s dances prior to Berger’s study. 

He promotes Morris’s critique of Panofsky as primarily negative in character: 

…as 21.3 demonstrates [Morris’s] theatre is one of negation: negation of the avant-gardist 

concept of originality; negation of logic and reason; negation of the desire to assign 

uniform cultural meanings to diverse phenomena; negation of a worldview that distrusts 

the unfamiliar and the unconventional. Morris’s travesty suggests that the meaning of 

experience or event and the understanding of the self is dependent as much on external as 

a priori situations. In direct contrast to the iconological thinking of Panofsky, Morris’s 

critique of art historical method implies that we must turn not to the private space of 

memory and knowledge but to the public space of experience to define our place in the 

world.41 

Further, Berger sees Morris’s parody as prophetic since, he argued, frequently art 

historians persisted in using conventional models and methodologies – historicist, 

formalist – to assess, categorise and ultimately reduce the diversity of work 

associated with Minimalist rubrics (including Morris’s own). Placing Morris’s work 

of the 1960s in a broader political context, Berger wished to extend an analysis of 

Minimalism in terms of a wider “critical ‘epistemological’ break with the cultural 

practices of late modernism”42 and, following T. J. Clark’s analysis of modern art 

as articulations of wider social and political conditions, draws ‘Morris’ and 

‘Panofsky’ into critical discussions of art history, politics and authorship in the 

eighties. 

To lend further context to Morris’s (dis)engagement with art history 

enacted in 21.3, later on in the chapter I will discuss how the critique of Panofsky’s 

methodology was significant to Morris’s thinking in the sixties in particular 

through the appearance of art historian and archeaologist George Kubler’s The 
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Shape of Time in 1962 – a book that heavily influenced Morris’s masters dissertation 

(in art history) on Constantin Brancusi. According to the assessment of Kubler 

himself, his analysis of time and history in The Shape of Time would come to 

promise artists a release from the “pigeon-holes of art history”43 – a promise 

particularly close to Morris’s heart. 

§ 

In the next section, I begin again with 21.3 in order to flesh out the 

occasion of its initial performance with critical, heuristic and discursive clusters 

that suggest a fore-history to later permutations of the work’s reception as a 

prototypical ‘performance-lecture.’ This latter refers to a hybrid form across 

theatre, dance and ‘visual art’ circles that approaches teaching methodology 

through performative means, often deploying inventive and experimental methods 

of presentation and address to contest systems of knowledge. Here I aim to 

articulate a Fortleben for 21.3 that gathers around a renewed interest in discursivity 

and critical/radical pedagogy. This interest is given prominence in the 

‘educational turn’ associated with art and curatorial practice since the nineties. 

§



77 

Figs. 9 & 10.  Michael Stella in reconstruction of 21.3 at Television Studio, Hunter College, New 
York. Film by Babette Mangolte, in collaboration with Robert Morris, 1993; first exhibited in The 
Mind/Body Problem exhibition at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and the Guggenheim 
Museum SoHo, January-April 1994. 
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Fortleben:	  dance,	  performance,	  pedagogy,	  discourse	  

Morris performed 21.3 on two occasions. The first time was at Stage 73 in 

Manhattan as part of a series of dance evenings organised by choreographer and 

dancer Steve Paxton under the auspices of the short-lived Surplus Dance Theater, 

(fig. 7) a group drawn largely from the circle of dancers that had been based at the 

Judson Memorial Church opposite Washington Square Park in Greenwich 

Village since around 1961. The second was later that year at the Moderna Museet 

in Stockholm in a programme of performances by Yvonne Rainer and Morris. In 

between these performances and the film re-creations by Mangolte in 1993, which 

were preceded by Berger’s re-appraisal of the dance pieces in Labyrinths, 21.3 

remained largely in obscurity. Even Morris himself didn’t elaborate on the piece 

in an article outlining his own work as a dancer/choreographer to date, published 

in the Tulane Drama Review in 196544 – the same year that Morris removed himself 

from the contemporary dance arena altogether (at the behest of his then partner 

Yvonne Rainer).45 Yet this marginal performance harbours a curious import to 

certain contemporary concerns surrounding the making, curating and thinking of 

the junctures between visual and performance-based art. Not only does Morris’s 

deadpan play of resistance to Panofsky’s rubric resonate with approaches made by 

art historians and cultural analysts over the past few decades seeking to 

problematize the fixed subject-object geometry that Panofsky’s doctrinal method 

tends to privilege, but also a greater understanding of the dance context out of 

which 21.3 emerged chimes with recent attention paid to dance, and the wider 

backdrop of performance, as significant referents in contemporary visual art 

practice.46 Further, Morris’s deployment of the pedagogical form of the lecture 

bridges the discursive environments of the 1960s, most frequently associated with 

conceptual art and its cognates, and the more recent participatory and relational 

practices – particularly those that promote conversational, dialogic or pedagogical 

activities – that propose a discursive plane superimposing the spaces and activities 

of the museum, gallery, academy and art school.47 In this PhD, this interest is 

registered through the re-positioning of artists as researchers, and of art as 

research, which the artworks I discuss reflect. This current section pursues an 

array of references to various educational connections coinciding with 21.3 in 

order to suggest how the work, primarily in relation to the context of the Judson 
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Dance Theatre, points to an ‘unlearning’ immanent to art practice that sets ‘art’ 

and ‘education’ in a dynamic tension. By ‘unlearning,’ I am referring to a drive in 

art practice to enact a resistance to pre-formulated habits, conventions and traits 

inscribed in traditional educational structures that are designed to promote the 

maintenance of a regularised and stable social world. The deconstructive function 

of art in this dialectic relates to the critical conditions apparent in the more recent 

‘educational’ or ‘discursive’ turns in art and curatorial practice, in which power 

relations in academic and art institutions are placed under scrutiny, often using 

experimental models to encourage critical thinking and to ‘unlearn’ (for example) 

canonical structures and epistemological givens embedded in institutional orders. 

The productive tensions created when artistic procedures are co-opted by gallery 

educators or curators producing alternative educational models within art 

institutions, or when artists claim a distinct agency in relation to the pedagogical 

function of art institutions, speak to the Fortleben of 21.3. The fore-history of this 

after-life gains particular relief in relation to the discursive practice of the Judson 

circle and John Cage, and to Morris’s affiliation with Hunter College (New York) 

as a masters student and lecturer of art history in the mid-sixties. 

§ 

Morris’s (dis)engagement with a disciplinary framework (art history) and 

performance of a pedagogical form of address (the lecture) in 21.3 coincides, 

historically, with the rapidly increasing number (in Western Europe and America 

at least) of artists in higher education from the 1960s on – as students, lecturers 

and visiting artists.48 Morris himself studied art history at Hunter College, 

completing a masters dissertation on Brancusi in 1967. Effects of this critical mass 

of artists within higher educational establishments were an interest on the part of 

artists in interrogating received art-historical and critical vocabularies and a 

disruption of entrenched art world hierarchies through a greater mutability of the 

roles of artist, critic, curator and historian. Morris’s sustained practice of writing,49 

intertwined with the more explicitly political aspects of his practice through the 

sixties and beyond, is testament to these shifts. In the British context, art critic 

John Roberts argues that artist-writers such as Art & Language and Victor Burgin 

contributed to the “radical theorizing of visual culture” through their sustained 

“internal critique of modernism in the late sixties […] provid[ing] the ideological 

lead in the critique of traditional art history,”50 – a lead that Maurice Berger also 
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attributes to Morris. This has had a wide-ranging effect, which is still very much in 

evidence today in, for example, the self-reflexive criticality of art history itself; the 

emergence of visual culture as a broader critical field of attention; in recent 

historiographical attention that has been paid to radical art educational contexts;51 

as well as in the question of art-as-research/artists-as-researchers that has 

accompanied the emergence of ‘practice-led’ or ‘practice-based’ PhDs within art 

colleges in the UK, Western Europe, North America, Australasia and beyond.52 

At stake in the use of the lecture or other similar pedagogical forms (the 

performance-demonstration or the rehearsal, for example) by artists and dancers 

since the 1960s is the conflicted role(s) of the artist, the sites of (inter)discursivity 

between artist-(‘lecturer’ or ‘instructor’) and audience, and the structures of 

authority within which Art is implicated, at the crossroads between museum and 

academy. At the margins of the visual arts, dance and theatre, like Robert Morris 

in 21.3, artists such as Carolee Schneemann (Naked Action Lecture, ICA, London, 

1968),53 Yvonne Rainer (Performance Demonstration, Performing Arts Library, 

Lincoln Centre, New York, September 16, 1968),54 Bruce McLean (There’s a 

Sculpture on my Shoulder, Situations, 1971),55 Gilbert & George and Bruce McLean 

(Impressions of the Art World, St. Martins School of Art, 1971),56 Robert Smithson 

(Hotel Palenque, architectural faculty, University of Utah, 1972),57 Chris Burden 

(Shadow, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio, April 26, 1976)58 and Joseph 

Beuys (numerous lectures from the early ’70s on)59 put the conventions of the 

lecture or related pedagogical formats to the test. These performances prompted 

questions related to overweening authority at play in disciplinary systems of 

control, including art education and museum institutions, and the paradoxical or 

ambivalent position of the artist in relation to those systems. For example, in the 

performances cited above, ‘art history’ as a method becomes a target for Morris 

and Schneemann, ‘archaeology’ for Smithson; Rainer undoes the prescribed 

language and illusionism of classical dance as well as the perceived rigidity and 

theatricality of the modern American dance ‘academy’;60 McLean and Gilbert 

and George humorously deflate what they perceive to be the overblown bombast 

of a previous generation’s artistic vocabulary; and Burden and Beuys interrogate 

and test the conflicted role of the artist as a producer of discourse in relation to art 

educational institutions and the wider public domain. These examples generally 

resist what a conventional lecture might be said to represent: ‘unlearning’ rather 

than learning is rehearsed; indiscipline rather than discipline sets the tone; 
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‘undoing’ rather than reproducing the prevailing discourse of the (art) institution 

or academy is the key. 

An important precursor to such work was John Cage, who used aleatory 

processes analogous to those in his musical compositions, such as structures based 

on chance operations, in numerous lectures including his well-known 1949 

“Lecture on Nothing” (Artists’ Club, 8th Street, New York), his 1954 lecture “45’ 

for a Speaker” at the Composers’ Concourse in London, 61 and the Rutgers 

Lecture in Darmstadt in 1958 (which was largely a set of questions left 

unanswered).62 As Cage explained in his introduction to Silence, his 1961 

anthology of writings and lectures:  

My intention has been, often, to say what I had to say in a way that would exemplify it; 

that would, conceivably, permit the listener to experience what I had to say rather than 

just hear about it.63 

Cage’s approach to the lectures not only presented a cross-fertilization of his 

customary activities – composing, performing, writing, teaching – which was to be 

so influential to the theatricality of a younger generation of artists from the late 

fifties on,64 but also a model of teaching that rests on the speculations and 

reflections of the audience – in other words, the audience is provoked to actively 

engage with the experience, rather than passively absorb information. The event 

of the performance of the lecture, then, can be conceived as a site of critical 

exchange rather than a one-way transmission of knowledge. 

Cage was one of the twin sentinels of the historical avant-garde (the other 

being, unsurprisingly, Marcel Duchamp) who stood behind Morris’s work65 and, 

indeed, a reasonable share of the most prominent New York artists of the 1960s.66 

His influence was directly marked on the Judson Dance Theatre group, which 

grew out of a composition/choreography workshop initially held at Merce 

Cunningham’s studio by Cage’s student, the composer Robert Dunn.67 Through 

the vehicle of the workshop, Cage’s understanding of the interplay of art and life 

and his strategic use of chance processes (among other things) were transposed 

into the Judson dance scene: the scene in which 21.3, and Morris’s other dances, 

were subsequently presented.68 Much of the methodology passed on by Robert 

Dunn, such as the use of instructions and rules to dictate compositions, chance-led 

sequences and structures, movement built around play or the completion of tasks, 
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the adoption of ‘everyday’ movement (walking, running, sitting, falling), and the 

appropriation of ‘found’ scores as structuring devices, aimed at the relinquishment 

of the dancer’s authorial control and expressions of individual personality and 

style. This reflected Cage’s lack of sympathy with, say, the stereotypical or iconic 

view of the ego-obsessed Abstract Expressionist artist, whose process of creation 

was inextricably bound up with the artist’s internal psyche and subjective 

expression.69 Against this expression of the ‘artist-as-master,’ Cage turned 

attention outward rather than inward as proposed by his most famous 

composition, the ‘silent’ piece 4’33’’. “Music is all around us,” Cage wrote. “If 

only we had ears. There would be no need for concert halls.”70 The ‘what’, 

‘where,’ or ‘when’ of the work become questions for the audience as much as the 

artist, and this was essential to ‘unlearning’ traditional hierarchies preserved by 

the museum, gallery or academy as much as the concert hall. Likewise, the Judson 

circle brought to bear a process of ‘unlearning’ the conventions of a classical 

tradition that was now seen to embody the standards and taste of a rather too 

‘pure’ formality: an illusionism that separated performers and audience as well as 

the boundary between ‘art’ and ‘life’. Such ‘unlearning’ was, of course, also has 

parallels in the way (‘visual’) artists were seeking to dismantle the idealist view of 

Modernism as an exemplification of autonomous aesthetic value held by Clement 

Greenberg.71 The porosity represented by the cross-fertilization of dancers, artists 

and musicians associated with the Judson Dance Theatre is symptomatic of the 

dismantling of Greenberg’s precept of art’s medium-specificity – in the Judson 

circle, sculptors and painters choreographed and designed sets, dancers wrote and 

recited, musicians danced and produced theatrical events. Art – or dance – was 

not considered separate from the social sphere (including the educational field), 

nor was it distinct from the time of a work’s unfolding or the process by which it 

was produced. Greenberg’s insistence on visual art as “instantaneous” and 

experienced as a “unity,” a “visual whole,” is eroded through a Cagean 

elaboration of the impurities of time.72 Greenberg’s definition of Modernism in 

terms of a recognition “that aesthetic experience no longer needs to be justified in 

terms other than its own, that art is an end in itself and that the aesthetic is an 

autonomous value” and his view that “art doesn’t have to teach”73 is 

problematized by Cage’s investment in learning manifest in his theatrical lectures 

and method of teaching ‘against the grain,’ which eschewed socially agreed 

conventions concerning the transmissibility of prescribed or ‘given’ knowledge. 



83 

This interest permeated Dunn’s classes and the Judson group’s subsequent 

public performances as well as Allan Kaprow’s ideas on “the education of the un-

artist”74 and Robert Filliou’s work on teaching, learning, participation and 

performance.75 Cage contributed an interview to Filliou’s 1970 book on the 

subject, which elaborates his position as a catalyst in which the teaching situation 

provides the conditions for activating what was previously unknown or 

unknowable: 

I think, first of all, we need a situation in which nothing is being transmitted: no one is 

learning anything that was known before. They must be learning things that were, until 

this situation arose, so to speak, unknown or unknowable: that it was due to the fact of the 

person coming together with other people or, so to speak, coming together with himself, 

that this new knowledge which had not been known before could become known.76 

Similarly, Dunn relates that in his classes he strove to make “a ‘clearing,’ a sort of 

‘space of nothing,’ in which things could appear and grow in their own nature.”77 

Although it is impossible to generalise about the diverse dance modes the 

members of the workshop would go on to practise and produce, one prevailing 

methodology Dunn iterated in his teaching was linked to the aleatory processes 

derived from Cage’s compositional techniques. As Dunn later recalled: “I came to 

believe very well that chance is a form of choreography, of dance notation. You 

set up a table of possibilities. Those dice, as you throw them, are writing. They tell 

you what to do next.”78 This workshop space can be thought of as a space of 

research – a kind of laboratory or studio – and linked to recent concerns with 

‘artistic research’ as a process immanent to practice (diminishing an emphasis on 

‘output,’ ‘spectacle’ or ‘product’ as representative of the work of art). A variant of 

this idea is illustrated by a comment Simone Forti once made to distinguish her 

own work from that of another dance colleague who was to go on to form a large, 

touring company: “Oh, she [the friend with the big company] got into 

development. I stayed with research.”79 

Anticipating some of the later lecture-performances by contemporary 

artists and dancers from the 1990s on,80 one of the pieces Yvonne Rainer 

presented at the first public showing of Dunn’s workshop group (“A Concert of 

Dance” at Judson Church in 1962)81 was a kind of dance-recitation called Ordinary 

Dance. In it she performed a series of unrelated movement phrases including 
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repetitive details of ‘everyday’ movement as well as “fragments of observed 

behaviour in different kinds of people – a ballerina demonstrating classical 

movements, a woman hallucinating on the subway.”82 These were performed 

alongside (but did not correspond to) Rainer’s recitation of an abbreviated 

autobiography listing her addresses in San Francisco, Berkeley, Chicago and New 

York interspersed with the names of her grade school teachers, alongside sounds 

(“whack, whack, whack”) and other enigmatic, poetic details (“After the moon-

milked water shock: Bank treatment.”)83 This amalgamation of the spoken word 

into the realm of dance offered an alternative to the mute artist/dancer, but also 

realigned dance within a discursive environment of its own that dispelled classical 

ballet’s reliance on literary models or narrative frames. Ordinary Dance raises the 

problem of ‘reading,’ since the unrelated, repetitive and fragmentary montage of 

elements refuses a stability or closure of meaning promised by Panofsky’s 

iconological system (which I return to in more detail later in the chapter): a 

problem or question also raised by 21.3 albeit in a far cooler, more minimal guise. 

Rainer soon extended the divergent mode of expression developed in 

Ordinary Dance to a discursive situation that grew out of Dunn’s classes after they 

ended in the fall of 1962. While a number of dancers, artists and musicians 

(including Rainer) associated with the Cunningham Studio-Living Theater 

building were setting up a new choreography workshop, which would eventually 

find a home in the basement gymnasium of the Judson Church,84 choreographer 

James Waring and Beat poet Diane di Prima – who had worked together at The 

Living Theater and were co-founders of the New York Poets’ Theatre – organised 

a Monday night lecture series designed to complement the workshop.85 Rainer 

was invited to deliver a lecture as part of the series, and she used the opportunity 

to present a chance-structured presentation using a conglomeration of methods 

akin to Cage’s lectures as well as the use of cut-ups – a method for writing poetry 

used by the Dadaists86 and subsequently the Beats. The lecture drew on texts 

written on sheets of coloured construction paper that had been generated for 

Robert Dunn’s class and were now picked out at random to provide content for 

the lecture. The aleatory structure allowed her, according to dance historian Sally 

Banes, to “demonstrate and talk about her method simultaneously”: an approach 

also used by Cage. Rainer’s monologue variously manifested the use of chance as 

well as providing manifestoes for the use of chance; it presented images via 

personal revelations and bodily movement as well as proposing how chance 
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operations and images influenced each other. The performance was also activated 

through movement directions such as “jump rope” and “stark hand action while 

trying to speak – ‘you,’ ‘I,’ ‘I know what’s wrong,’ etc.” and the script was 

punctuated by absurdist utterances like “giddyap-giddyap,” “ah ha ha,” “hip-hip-

hooray.”87 This disjunctive interplay between words and movements, in which 

neither is subordinated to the other, suggests not only an effort on the part of the 

dancers to experiment with and forge new vocabularies and terms of reference for 

a future mode of dance but also to liberate dance from a submission to illusionistic 

or narrative-bound theatre. This expanded identity for dance is not one that is 

easily available to the imposition of discrete categories. On the contrary, we might 

recognise in this brief sketch of Rainer’s 1962 lecture the cross-contamination and 

destabilization of ‘theatricality’ and theoretical discourse within the visual arts that 

marked what the critical theorist Vangelis Athanassopoulos describes as “the 

transformation of the artistic object into a linguistic proposition” characteristic of 

the discursive and performative experimentations of the art of the ’60s and ’70s, 

releasing a “new, experimental and transdisciplinary creative potential [which] 

puts into question the established divisions between visual arts, performing arts 

and theoretical discourse.”88 

Referring to Antonin Artaud’s writings, Athanassopoulos indicates how we 

might read ‘discourse’ and ‘theatre’ in this context as not referring to any “specific 

tradition, or to an autonomous aesthetic form but rather to a synthetic impulse or 

a generic principle which emerged from ‘in-between’ the arts.”89 While this 

theatre/discourse nexus in part explains the (re)emergence of the lecture-

performance at the crossroads of the visual and the performing arts, 

Athanassopoulos argues that the break between traditional and modern theatre 

should be further unpicked in order to clarify the status of and relations between 

‘discourse’ and ‘theatre’ here. Artaud’s call for an autonomous identity for modern 

theatre is predicated on breaking with the subordination of the gesture of 

performance and staging to speech and the written text in traditional theatre. If, as 

Artaud writes, “theatre must become a kind of experimental manifestation of the 

deep-seated identity between the abstract and the concrete” this is because 

“gesture culture also exists side by side with word culture.”90 According to Artaud, 

in order to unlock the potential of a “language of direct communication” this 

gestural aspect must be brought to the fore: “This new language’s grammar is 

undiscovered as yet. Gesture is its substance and mind or, if you like, its alpha and 
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omega. It springs from a NEED for speech rather than preformed speech.”91 

Artaud’s “experimental manifestation” then, bears some resemblance to Cage’s 

situation of learning the “unknown or unknowable” out of ‘nothing,’ in which 

knowledge is not preformed, and therefore the authority of logos does not 

(necessarily) prevail: nor can the body and mind be considered as mutually 

exclusive but rather as mutually bound up – each (de)composing each other. 

Rainer’s experimental dance lectures combining discontinuous and, to use Cage’s 

formulation, ‘indeterminate’ orders of word, gesture and movement also suggest a 

need to unlock the potentiality of a new dissonant language insubordinate to a 

prescribed script and what Artaud calls “restricted, diagrammatized terminology.” 

To paraphrase Artaud, dance and theatre, like speech, needs to be emancipated.92 

For Artaud, a return to the spatiality, materiality and visuality of staging would 

serve to disarm discourse as the primary authority accounting for words and 

meaning so that “the logical discursive side of words would disappear beneath 

their physical, affective side.” He underlines his point with a visual metaphor: 

“Then this literary language is reconstituted, comes alive, and besides, the objects 

themselves begin to speak, just as they do in some Old Masters’ canvases.”93 

Athanassopoulos draws on Artaud’s point, via Craig Owens’s and Derrida’s 

writings on contemporary theatre and Artaud respectively94 in order to approach 

the extended force field from which the lecture-performance springs. 

Athanassopoulos sites this emergence in terms of the tension between ‘discourse’ 

and the ‘performative act’: 

Artaud’s aim was not simply to invert the traditional subordination of the body to the 

mind but rather to undo their separation. If theatre is to be identified with the sensuous, 

physical side of language as opposed to its intellectual one, it is because this opposition is 

no longer relevant once verbal discourse has lost its authority and ‘objects themselves 

begin to speak.’ That a visual metaphor should take account for this reunification 

underlines the metaphorical value invested in visuality in the shift from representation to 

presentation which characterises modern theatre (and which Owens diagnosed in authors 

as different as Artaud and Brecht). As a metaphor of the reintegration of the senses, visual 

experience is no longer (or not yet) opposed to corporeality and physical presence but it 

works to emancipate theatre from the written text (hence a performative rather than 

representational conception of image and discourse). 

Owens’s interpretation of Fried’s polemical argument on the one hand and Artaud’s 

writings on the other, enable us to bring to the fore the fact that the lecture-performance 
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format is inscribed inside a different set of traditions from the one that itself created, 

carrying an internal tension or contradiction between discourse as a performative act and 

performative act as something that escapes discourse […] 

‘Discourse,’ in Athanassopoulos’s argument, is redrawn as an “experimental and 

deconstructive agent” and it is within this potentially deconstructive form of 

discourse that he situates the lecture-performance. Ultimately what he emphasises 

is the “contradictory character of the status of discourse, i.e. the fact that, in its 

encounter with contemporary performance, discourse is turned against itself, exposing 

the fundamentally problematic character of knowledge.”95 

Athanassopoulos broadly places the lecture-performance within wider 

tendencies in contemporary art-critical practices that seek to question and 

complicate what he calls the “fundamentally problematic character of 

knowledge,” in which the rules and agency of ‘discourse’ are at stake. The 

modality of ‘delays’ conditioning artworks, as I have suggested, is likewise a way of 

approaching this problematic character of knowledge. This is so in terms of both 

how indeterminacies and ambiguities of a work of art erode the certainties of an 

eternal and universal understanding of knowledge, and how works of art are 

conditioned by a multiplicity of times – a cluster of delays – which questions an 

understanding of history as fixed and completed in the past. In the next section, I 

look at 21.3 in relation to more recent ‘lecture-performance’ that activate 

‘discourse’ (in Athanassopoulos’s sense) as an active agent to interrogate structures 

of knowledge to set meaning in motion. Like Athanassopoulos, I want to avoid 

delineating the so-called lecture-performance as some kind of generic tendency or 

branded style in contemporary art and to locate 21.3 as a progenitor of this 

genealogy. It is evident though, as discussed in the next section, that both versions 

of 21.3 – the original performance and the film re-make – have to some extent 

been appropriated into this context.  

§
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Fig. 11.  Programme for A Short History of Performance Part II: The Lecture as a Work of Art, 
Whitechapel Gallery, London, 18-23 November 2003. 
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Between	  lecture	  and	  performance	  

Contributing to recent discussions of the ‘educational turn’ in 

contemporary curatorial, art and performance practice, Mick Wilson and Paul 

O’Neill point to ‘counter-rhetorical’ tactics designed to resist and challenge 

(‘unlearn’) dominant institutional hierarchies based on both an (art) historiography 

and economic instrumentalism focused on heroic individualism.96 Aspects of a 

fore-history to this recent ‘educational turn’ can be located around the heightened 

presence of artists in the academies in the sixties, and an allied interest in 

contesting normative educational models, as outlined in the previous section. A 

broader backdrop lies in the history of modernist and avant-garde challenges to 

the academy dating from, say, the rejection of academic methods by nineteenth 

century plein air artists through to experimental initiatives based round the 

Bauhaus in Germany and the Black Mountain College in America in the 

twentieth century (to name just two prominent examples among many, many 

others). As Wilson and O’Neill write of this history of resistance and radical 

innovation in art education: “…the renegotiation of the terms of art and of the 

conditions of possibility of the artwork leads to an attempt to reconstruct art 

education according to radically new principles.”97 This emphasis on a Fortleben of 

the “conditions of possibility of the artwork” in the framework of art education 

lends ‘education-ability’ to Benjamin’s list of ‘-abilities’ discussed previously 

(‘criticizability,’ ‘translatability’…) since it suggests the role of the artwork as a 

model for radical ways of thinking, prompting alternative ways of teaching and 

learning and, in turn, new vocabularies for thinking through the artwork (that in 

turn has no doubt exceeded such vocabularies and is in the process of producing 

new ones). 

Summarily, of the ‘educational turn’ in contemporary art, Wilson and 

O’Neill refer to “the ways in which educational formats, methods, programmes, 

models, terms have become pervasive in contemporary art and its attendant 

critical frameworks.”98 They also cite resistance to the term ‘educational turn’ 

amongst its key protagonists as perhaps “intrinsic to the logic of critical practices 

that seek to evade recuperation and co-option by ‘creative economy’ discourses, 

institutional agendas and market branding.”99 The presence of this internal 

resistance to concept formation represented by the term ‘educational turn’ is 
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countered by a dialectical understanding of the figure of the ‘turn’ which “may be 

connected with a range of imagery pertaining to the path, to conversion, to 

reversal and even to revolution or overturning.”100 Through these metaphors, 

‘turn’ takes on a spatial logic implied in ‘hesitation,’ ‘delay,’ and ‘detour’: that is, 

in Wilson and O’Neill’s formulation: 

…this verbal noun [‘turn’] can usefully posit a processual dynamic rather than a fixed 

condition or stable state. With this rhetoric of ‘turning,’ there is also an invocation of flux 

and the shifting of territories, stabilities and normative positions.101 

Among this loose realm of activity, or ‘turning,’ 21.3 has been cited as part 

of the fore-history, even a ‘seminal’ example of, the intermedial, interdisciplinary 

form of what has come to be known as the ‘performance-lecture’ (or ‘lecture-

performance’). This practice of lecture as performance has been deployed by a 

diverse range of contemporary artists, dancers and theatre practitioners since the 

nineties. 102 The network of its ‘fore-history’ could include Cage, Rainer, Morris, 

Beuys, Smithson, Schneemann et al., as indicated in the previous section, as well 

as a vast, heterogeneous cornucopia of critical resistances including Artaud’s 

improvised lectures, Bertholt Brecht’s epic theatre and its strategies of ‘re-

functioning’ (Umfunktionierung), Duchamp’s lectures, interviews and role-playing, 

Dada poetry and sound performances, Stéphan Mallarmé’s salons, and all 

manner of other activities presenting audiences with errant discourses at the limits 

of language and meaning. 

To refer to a more localized sense of how the more recent designation 

‘lecture-performance’ operates, I agree with Athanassopoulos that it is 

troublesome and reductive to assign the format its “own genealogy, history, range 

of action and key figures, treating it like a specific and more or less autonomous 

genre.” Such a canonical reading, he argues, would seem to foreclose the creative 

potential for lectures performed by artists, dancers, theatre practitioners and 

others to “…question the assumptions underlying such categorizations of an 

otherwise ‘in-between’ and experimental field.”103 

In very general terms, then, ‘lecture-performance’ indicates how the form 

of the lecture has been appropriated by artists (among others) as a means for 

interrogating and often disabling the type of formal address the lecture represents 

as a functional instrument of communication in an institutional context. 
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Transposing the lecture as a particular type of performance into the frame of the 

gallery or theatre also inserts the artist/performer as a dissenting or dissembling 

voice, which tends to contest or critically expose the tension between the 

paradoxically “regulatory and emancipatory” educational mission of the art 

institution.104 

21.3 was specifically linked to this recent interest in the possibilities of the 

lecture form as performance through its inclusion in the 2003 Whitechapel 

Gallery, London, project “A Short History of Performance, Part II: The Lecture 

as a Work of Art” (18-23 November 2003). 21.3 was presented alongside 

exhibitions, screenings and performances of talks and lectures by Andrea Fraser, 

Carey Young, Martha Rosler, Inventory, Mark Dion, The Atlas Group and 

Joseph Beuys – a programme designed, according to co-curator Andrea Tarsia, to 

take “the pedagogical framework of the lecture as its starting point not as a means 

of interpreting art, but as a medium of art in itself.”105 For the Whitechapel 

project, this ‘medium’ was thought of as a tactical method for exposing and 

contesting the systems of knowledge on which the exhibition and gallery are 

based, including, as Tarsia explains, “the relations of gender, class and race, as 

well as the economic and social histories that underpin them.”106 In other words, 

the authority and authenticity of certain modes of public address, including the 

lecture, were staged by the artists in “A Short History of Performance, Part II,” 

but not in a way that served the dissemination of knowledge or the straightforward 

function of communication. Rather, the lecture format was re-functioned as a way 

of focusing critically on the ideological underpinnings of knowledge, or the way 

that knowledge is constructed. Like other contemporary performance lectures, 

those presented in the Whitechapel project tended towards producing a 

disjunctive mode of articulation in which the lecture presentation embodies the 

internal contradiction between ‘discourse’ and the ‘performative act.’ 

Two of the contributors to “A Short History of Performance, Part II”  – 

Mark Dion and the Atlas Group – obliquely relate to 21.3 in the way that they too 

adopt a professorial stance by mimicking the theatrics and rhetoric of the lecture 

in order to expose the mechanics of how knowledge is constructed. In Mark 

Dion’s performance Notes for a Dystopian Dictionary, which was developed specifically 

for “A Short History of Performance, Part II,” the artist took on the character of 

an academic to present an illustrated talk on the A to Z of ecology and politics. By 

utilising his customary penchant for interrogating and rupturing the taxonomic 
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order of the nineteenth-century Natural History museum and its ingrained 

understandings of the nature-culture dichotomy, Dion’s performance sought to 

blur the line between the production of knowledge and material culture in science 

and art.107 In The Loudest Muttering is Over: Documents from the Atlas Group Archive 

(1998- ), a restaging of an earlier lecture, Walid Raad presented the ‘Atlas Group’ 

archives that purportedly represent ongoing research by the Group into the 

contemporary history of Lebanon. Behind the scholarly façade of the lecturer and 

his accoutrements lies the conceit that the Atlas Group is an imaginary foundation 

and that the documents in the archive – supposedly relating to events on the 

margins of the Lebanese civil wars (1975-91) – are more or less fictional, having 

been manufactured by Raad himself and attributed to various invented 

individuals. Artefacts such as photographic slides, pages from notebooks and video 

fragments are connected to characters such as Dr. Fadl Fakhouri, a leading 

historian of Lebanese history, or the ex-hostage Souheil Bachar. Their findings or 

evidence are related to actual circumstances relevant to conflicts in Lebanon: the 

use of car bombs, say, or accounts of captivity or other types of experience in the 

context of war. The performance is in some respects a hybrid caricature of Raad’s 

own experience of presenting papers at conferences and talks, wearing the hats of 

both the tenured academic lecturer and the visiting artist, though the element of 

caricature in his Atlas Group lectures can remain relatively invisible to audiences 

caught unawares. Raad believes that the audience’s ability to take the figure of the 

lecturer on trust confirms “…the weighty associations with authority and 

authenticity of certain modes of address (the lecture, the conference) and display 

(the white walls of a museum or gallery, vinyl text, the picture frame) […]”108 The 

mingling of fiction and non-fiction in the gathering and narrating of history that 

the Atlas Group’s presentations engages and critiques is mirrored in the lectures 

and complicated by the audience response, which have included plants directed 

by Raad to ask questions during the customary question and answer session at the 

end of the talk. Raad answers these staged questions as well as unscripted ones by 

members of the public who may or may not be in on the artist’s ruse.109 

Both Raad’s and Dion’s lectures destabilise the situation in which the 

paradigmatic object is positioned in the centre of a theoretical order based on 

disciplinary demarcations. Instead, the anomalies of the marginal case are brought 

to the fore in order to interrogate the ideological underpinnings of dominant 

historical narratives that determine how natural or cultural objects are categorised 
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and analysed. As well as exposing the repressions of the didactic function of 

institutions, Raad’s and Dion’s performances allow for multivalent versions of how 

history (both cultural and natural) is to be read and written, bringing the subject 

and methods of history into question. In this way, both artists are in the business 

of de-structuring and disordering what is proper to the discourse of (natural and 

cultural) history and what it is meant to represent (which includes themselves as 

‘artists’).110 A tactic shared by Raad, Dion and Morris in these examples is to 

introduce dis-order to dominant discourses by mimicking the pose of authority 

associated with those discourses, infecting the prevailing order with confusion and 

instability. This kind of ambiguous – often resistant – dynamic becomes more 

prominent in art practice from the sixties on, with greater numbers of artists 

involved in higher academic work, as suggested earlier. Art historian Hans Belting 

picks up on a similar problematic in his essay “The End of the History of Art?” 

when he refers to the confusion that enters the ordered discourse of art history 

when: 

…[t]he artist encroaches on the territory reserved for the critic and at the same time rivals 

the privilege of the historian. His [sic] act of representation simultaneously resembles and 

contradicts the critic’s or historian’s act of representation.111 

This encroachment threatens the authority of the critic and the historian on their 

own territory, since the base of ‘expertise’ and the conventions of the appropriate, 

‘objective’ distance that both the critic and historian traditionally claimed are cast 

into doubt – doubly so in a performance of the role, when the artist-actor 

effectively dissolves into the event of the artwork and neither artist nor artwork 

can be retrieved whole as coherent objects for inspection. 

One facet of this dissembling attitude of the artist as ‘lecturer’ is a 

disruption of logic of the lecture as a straightforward exposition of a given subject 

in which a one-way transfer of information is communicated from master to pupil. 

As shown in the film version of 21.3, Morris – using a deliberately regimented, 

rule-bound modus operandus – short-circuits such a model (an ideology) of 

communication, by way of a delay in the relation between sound and image, 

which alerts the audience to the external armature of gestures over and above the 

internal, seemingly ‘natural’ logic of the argument. In this way it enacts and 

iterates a breakdown of the continuity of tradition in order to expose its (often 
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hidden) traces. This dialectical approach suggests an affinity with Brechtian 

didactics in epic theatre, in which the constructed character of the actor’s gesture 

is made clear to the audience, short-circuiting the illusory character of traditional 

theatre in order to open to (and de-legislate) the audience’s critical faculty. In epic 

theatre, the construction needs to be recognised as such so it can be held up as an 

example for critical inspection: as Benjamin relays, in Brecht’s epic theatre “ ‘[t]o 

make gestures quotable’ is the actor’s most important achievement.” According to 

Benjamin, in epic theatre there is a “constant dialectic between the action which is 

shown on stage and the attitude of showing an action on stage.”112 In 21.3, the 

gesture of the actor copies and replays the ‘natural’ authorial gestures, detaching 

this display of authority from Panofsky’s text. In this way, the performance 

questions what the character of that authority (and that text) might be. In 

Brechtian terms, the appropriated text is ‘re-functioned’ and offered an alternative 

‘after-life’ by way of its altered reception. The artifice of Morris’s game 

temporarily stops Panofsky’s systematic text in its tracks, presenting what 

Benjamin famously attributed to epic theatre: “the dialectic at a standstill.”113  

Effectively working within the troubled dualism between mind and body, 

we might say that Morris’s work 21.3 is purposefully ‘undecideable’ in the 

Derridean sense. Can we, for example, speak of Morris’s gesture as purely a 

negation of the text, or is it a kind of revalidation of it, or is it both at the same 

time?114 To complicate matters, we might align Morris’s gesture of negation with 

Benjamin’s (paradoxically characterless) ‘destructive character’ who “has no 

interest in being understood” and whose destructive urges are provided with “an 

all-embracing spectacle of the deepest harmony.”115 Benjamin finds in Brecht a 

model for this ‘undecideable’ tension between apparent opposites that he identifies 

in the ‘destructive character.’116 In his “Conversations with Brecht,” Benjamin 

reports that Brecht reflected that “in the course of a conversation on Baudelaire 

last night: ‘I’m not against the asocial, you know; I’m against the non-social’ “117 

and that Brecht wished posterity to recall him as a “moderate manic.”118 Models for 

Benjamin’s ‘destructive character’ invariably carry such oxymoronic constructions 

as a productive dynamic, captured also in couplings such as “profane 

illumination” and “holy sober.”119 An allied paradox, relevant here, is the one 

Benjamin assigns to Karl Krauss in his 1931 essay on the satirist. Benjamin 

redeems Krauss’s apparent misanthropy by highlighting the force of this 
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‘destructive character’ as one who is able to wrest a utopian collective thinking out 

of an impoverished humanity: 

Work as a supervised task – its model being political and technical work – […] is abrasive 

to what is already achieved and critical towards its conditions, and is in all this opposite to 

the work of the dilettante luxuriating in creation. His work is innocent and pure, 

consuming and purifying masterliness. And therefore the monster [Unmensch] stands 

among us as the messenger of the more real humanism. 

 This idea of the destructive messenger anticipates Benjamin’s reading of Klee’s 

Novus Angelus, to which he refers later in the passage: “One must have […] seen 

Klee’s New Angel (who preferred to free men by taking from them, rather than 

make them happy by giving to them) to understand a humanity that proves itself 

by destruction.”120 

In a roundabout way, what I’m struggling to get to here is a simple point 

and a more complicated one: both implying a liquidation of concepts proposed in 

Panofsky’s “Iconography and Iconology,” that is, the concept of authorial 

intention at the base of meaning in art as fundamental to the structure of 

humanist art history, and a certain view of iconography and iconology as exercises 

in ‘decoding,’ or ‘fixing’ intentional meaning. The simple point is that the device 

at play in 21.3 registers the meaning of Panofsky’s text as not fully stable, 

graspable, determined or final: in other words, it opens the text up to the realm of 

the ‘undecideable’ alluded to above. The more complicated idea is one that relates 

to Richard J. Williams claims about the anti-humanist rhetoric of 21.3, following 

Morris’s own contemptuous reference in the introduction to his collected writings 

(published to coincide with the Guggenheim retrospective) to “the rotting sack of 

humanism”: 

Within that sack one of the first things I set out to shatter for myself was the unity of the 

subject – both with itself and with a monolithic, coherent style prescribed to flow from this 

ideological oppression.121 

This point is clear, but might we not think of Morris attitude here less in the light 

of anti-humanism (as Williams views it) and more as post- or a-humanism (think of 

Brecht’s distinction between the asocial and the non-social). In this, we might view 

21.3 as strategically operating in the mode of Benjamin’s ‘destructive character.’ 
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In his negation of Panofsky’s text, and in attempting to shatter what he names 

“the unity of the subject” within the “sack of humanism” Morris seeks to unbind 

himself from “this ideological oppression.” Could we then see the mechanical 

lecturer in 21.3 as a sibling of Benjamin’s ‘destructive messenger,’ hidden behind 

lectern, tweed jacket and glasses, “innocent and pure, consuming and purifying 

masterliness. […] [The Unmensch standing] among us as the messenger of the more 

real humanism.”122 

§ 

To place this more broadly in the present argument: where does Panofksy 

sit in relation to contemporary art, critical and curatorial practice as well as the 

writing of art history in the present – a writing that now embraces, uneasily, the 

intertwined historical material and contemporary concerns linking dance, 

performance and the art object (a cluster nascent in 21.3)? Or more simply, what 

is ‘Panofsky’ doing in 21.3 and what does his methodological text say to the 

history of art and practice now? A preliminary answer might be that the 

appearance of performance and dance, in the ambit of ‘visual’ arts, disrupts the 

kind of system that Panofsky proposes in “Iconography and Iconology” – a system 

that presupposes that it is possible, through the work of interpretation and given 

the appropriate historical distance, to return to the original work and to retrieve 

its intentional meaning. In the case of a performance, clearly, the ‘original’ is 

forever absent. The remake of 21.3, hovering somewhere between performance 

documentation (of a performance-dance choreographed by Morris and performed 

by Michael Stella), historical reconstruction (of the 1964 performance), 

conservation project facilitated by the Guggenheim, and film collaboration 

between Mangolte and Morris, is difficult to name as an object as such and can 

hardly, if at all, be categorized according to individual style or period, as a 

Panofskyan system would require. Instead, it is a conglomeration of times and 

spaces, as is the 1964 performance: a palimpsest, a constellation. 

21.3 exhibits its instability as an object through its makeup as traces of the 

original performance (a photograph, sound recording, choreographic notation, 

programme) and through its re-making for the permanent collection of the 

Guggenheim and for distribution and exhibition elsewhere, changing the status of 

the performance as a ‘unique’ event that is fundamentally excluded from the 

economy of collecting. The various mediations that condition 21.3, including its 
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own re-making, complicates what Peggy Phelan refers to as the “promise of 

[performance’s] own ontology”: 

Performance’s only life is in the present. Performance cannot be saved, recorded, 

documented, or otherwise participate in the representations of representations: once it 

does so, it becomes something other than performance. To the degree that performance 

attempts to enter the economy of reproduction it betrays and lessens the promise of its 

own ontology.123 

Removed from the authenticity of the live performance that Phelan emphasises 

and increasingly subject to history, performance reveals itself as a different kind of 

object – a mediated and conditional one marked by the partial and contradictory 

forces of memory, document, dispersal, re-inscription and reproduction. This 

forgoes the promise of ‘presentness’ that Phelan claims for performance and 

instead retraces the historicity of the performance event and its mediation through 

representation and memory. In his introduction to the 2012 anthology Perform, 

Repeat, Record: Live Art in History, Adrian Heathfield the complexity of time that 

performance occupies as “a temporal paradox: it exists both now and then, it 

leaves and lasts; its tendencies toward disappearance and dematerialization are 

countered by its capacities to adhere, mark, and trace itself otherwise.”124 

The Guggenheim’s commissioning of Mangolte’s films of Morris’s dance 

pieces of the sixties accords with Heathfield’s account of the “historical and 

institutional incorporation” of performance over the past thirty odd years. 

“[B]etween the 1980s and the 2010s,” he writes, “there has been a global 

information explosion and there have been profound shifts in the physical status of 

the commodity and expansions and transformations in the scenes of performance 

production and scholarship.”125 In fact, the mise en scène of the accession of Four 

Pieces by Morris (films of re-creations of Morris’s dances from 1963-65): 21.3, Site, 

Waterman Switch and Arizona) into the Guggenheim collection is a near perfect re-

creation of the shifts Heathfield indicates. In correspondence with Mangolte on 

the commission, Thomas Krens, then director of the Guggenheim and co-curator 

of Morris’s retrospective The Mind/Body Problem wrote that: 

[…] from a long-term perspective, one of my greatest interests in the idea of recreating 

the performances is not only that they would be shown within the context of the 

exhibition [The Mind/Body Problem], but that they could enter the permanent collection 
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involving Bob’s work, or other work of that period. For us, the idea of adding a 

performance to a permanent museum collection of objects poses interesting issues and 

possibilities.126 

The work of re-making Morris’s dances for the permanent collection would later 

became a test case for a group of Guggenheim conservators and other interested 

parties working to preserve immaterial pieces and work in media likely to become 

obsolete. This working group – The Variable Media Network – emerged from the 

Guggenheim Museum’s efforts to preserve its collection of conceptual, minimalist 

and video art, and in a conference in 2001 the network presented their case study 

on Site (originally performed by Carolee Schneemann and Morris in 1964), from 

Mangolte’s Four Pieces by Morris, during the “Session on Performative Artworks” 

(31 March, 2010).127 This practical research focus shows ‘delay’ as a material 

concern as well as a theoretical one, issuing a challenge to traditional approaches 

to conservation, collection management and the value and status these accord to 

the precious, autonomous, materially bound art object.128 In turn, these material 

considerations inevitably return to issues of authorship, authenticity, autonomy, 

originality, documentation, memory and the construction of history.129 

Suffice to say that re-making or reconstructing historical performances of 

the sixties – like Morris’s dances – and historical events in general, has been of 

interest not only from a conservation point of view, but also within contemporary 

art practice as an artistic mode for revisiting and critically reflecting on memories 

and media representations of past events, and thus how history is (re)constructed 

(Jeremy Deller’s The Battle of Orgreave of 2001 is just one prominent example). 

Referring specifically to the reenactment of earlier ‘classic’ performances of the 

sixties and seventies – such as Mike Kelly and Paul McCarthy’s Fresh Acconci 

(1997), based on film and video recordings of Acconci’s works from the early 

seventies (1997) – curator Sven Lütticken claims that “the essence of a 

performance or event lies in the reproductions that gave it an afterlife – photos, 

films and descriptions.”130 Developing a similar argument, performance scholar 

Philip Ausander thinks about this afterlife of performance documentation as itself 

performative.131 He adopts the term ‘reactivation’ from Walter Benjamin’s famous 

essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproducibility,” in which 

Benjamin describes how reproduction displaces, but also reactivates, the art work: 
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The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a lover of art; the choral 

production, performed in an auditorium or in open air, resounds in the living room. […] 

[I]n permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular

situation, [the technique of reproduction] reactivates the object reproduced.132

Similarly, through its documentation and other traces, performance may be 

‘reactivated’ and this act of reactivation – crucially for Auslander and in keeping 

with Benjamin’s challenge to historicism – unfolds in ‘future presents.’ The 

reactivation in reproduction or reproducibility links back to the way I have been 

invoking Fortleben as a condition of translatability and critizability in Benjamin’s 

thinking. Auslander understands this ‘reactivation’ as a way of thinking of 

‘understanding’ (through reading, interpretation) as an event: as an open dialogue 

between the interpreter and the thing being interpreted, which again calls to mind 

Benjamin’s concept of German Romantic criticism. For his part, Auslander takes 

up Hans-Georg Gadamer’s notion of contemporaneity133 elaborated in Truth and 

Method in order to understand how we engage with performance through 

reactivating it from documentation. As Auslander describes: 

For Gadamer, interpretation is neither a process of extracting a meaning from something 

that is simply there, waiting to be discovered, nor a matter of imposing one’s own ideas on 

the thing. Rather, meaning is a never-finished dialogue between the interpreter and the 

thing being interpreted. Gadamer says, “Understanding proves to be an event.” In this 

sense, understanding is performative; it exists in and through an engagement with 

something, not as the end result of a finite process of interpretation.134 

Indeed, such engagements or reactivations are necessary in situations where the 

‘authentic’ presence of an actual ‘object’ is absent (as it clearly is in performance) 

and the condition of its documentation is fragmentary, partial and contingent. 

This necessity provokes us to look for ways of thinking historiography differently, 

or to conceive of modes to unravel what Benjamin identified as “the ‘once upon a 

time’ of classical historiography, or the type of history that showed things ‘as they 

really were’…”135 Instead, (re)constructing the history of performance is itself 

‘performative,’ as Auslander implies, illuminating and activating memories, things 

and discourses that are necessarily partial, contingent, fractured and incomplete. 

This mode of reading the work as a condition of its afterlives is particularly 

suggestive since the work necessarily escapes any myth of intentionality, originality 
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or intrinsic meaning that a Panofskyan order of history and meaning imposes. 

21.3, in this account, can be taken as an allegory for the constellation of 

temporalities embedded in an artwork through the way it acts out delay, 

displacement and deformation. This can be seen through the way the 

documentation of the original performance as well as the film re-make is 

reinscribed in history, and ‘reactivated’ as a critical event. 

Before leaving these issues of the documentation and re-creation of 

performances and their relation to (art) history and its institutions, it is worth 

noting Babette Mangolte’s position as both the filmmaker of the 1993 Four Pieces by 

Morris and as a documentary photographer of ‘avant-garde’ theatre (for example, 

the plays of Richard Foreman and Robert Wilson), dance (especially Trisha 

Brown and Yvonne Rainer) and performance art in New York in the seventies. 

Her methodology for the earlier photographic documentation was adapted from 

the premises of chance and automatic techniques summarized by her motto: 

“Shoot first and think later.”136 For Mangolte, the production of these 

documentary photographs aimed for “absolute objectivity” – “documentation” 

rather than “interpretation.” She writes that: 

The justification for shooting the photographs was solely that they should exist. How the 

photographs could be used was left vague because they were made for others who would 

make sense of them, if not now then sometime in the future. Making that work visible for 

my contemporaries was not my primary impulse. On the contrary, I felt that the 

originality of the work would be understood only ay a future date and perhaps my 

photographs would help that discovery.137 

In other words, Mangolte’s saw her documents as contributions to an ongoing 

archive that would (perhaps) later provide an accurate record of a practice that 

could not yet be appended to traditional formats or compositional rules. To a 

certain extent then, this documentary work furnished the performances with a 

significance for a future history. 

For the films of Morris’s pieces – performances Mangolte had never seen – 

an awareness of detachment and the potential for re-invention were required to 

create a particular mise-en-scène of the performance. Unlike photography, which 

was “immediate and reactive,” Mangolte observed, “[f]ilm had to be 

preconceptualized before shooting.” In the case of 21.3, Mangolte’s film 

compounds the delayed and multiple temporalities already present in the 
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performance: for example, the slippages effected through the device of lip-

synching, and the doubling of temporal zones (‘Panofsky’ in 1939/‘Morris’ in 

1964). While the film adopts the black and white of the iconic photograph of the 

performance (fig. 5), its carefully composed framing shots bear no relation to 

rough and fragmentary filmic documents of the sixties. Mangolte’s film uses the 

original recording of Morris’s voice, but the actor is clearly not being asked to 

mimic Morris’s appearance (figs. 9 & 10). There is a ‘period feel’ about the dress 

perhaps, but the period is not entirely specific. That said, the glasses have a 

recognizably late eighties-early nineties feel about them, referencing the time 

immediately before the film was shot. Likewise, a contemporary lapel microphone 

in the film has replaced the more cumbersome one mounted on the podium in the 

photograph of the initial performance. These subtle differences highlight the 

fracturing and multiplicity of temporalities in the performance, such that the 

critical filters of interpretation and mediation (how is performance received and 

approached in and as art history?) is added to documentation as a method of 

preservation for archival purposes, so that ‘documentation,’ in turn, is highlighted 

as a performative act. 

As in the case of 21.3, performance (including its mediating documents) is 

an object that is exemplary in its presentation of time as layered, disjunctive, 

multiple and non-chronological. This feeds into a concern, shared by 

contemporary art historians and cultural theorists, for producing models of time 

alternative to ones based on unidirectional progress, linearity and teleological 

trajectories, which I introduce in the next section. As a bridge figure, I refer to 

George Kubler’s archaeological understanding of the ‘shape’ of time (from his 

1962 book The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History of Things), which was significant 

to Morris’s masters dissertation in art history. Kubler fused archaeological and art 

historical attitudes to time, emphasizing in particular modes of disjunction as well 

as continuity over long time durations.138 The ‘shape’ of time also implies a 

spatialized understanding of history, indicating Kubler’s interest in understanding 

the flow of time through spatial forms. By opening up a rationalized post-

Enlightenment concept of time that traditionally undergirded a method of 

arraying artifacts and styles in chronological frameworks, Kubler’s archaeological 

emphasized difference and discontinuities in order to rethink temporality apart 

from historicism, a concern shared by Benjamin and Warburg, as well as many 

contemporary art historians and cultural analysts. Benjamin, for example, was 
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drawn to the figure of the archaeologist who, like the collector, is less interested in 

appending cultural objects to an existing historical timeline and more concerned 

with how the things themselves capture and elicit patterns of change in 

idiosyncratic ways, disconnected to models of history founded on evolution or 

progress, or a regulating philosophy guided by abstract concepts that tend to have 

a normative and universalizing function. Challenges to the evolutionary or 

progressive model of history is of most concern to me in the next section, 

particularly in light of related work by contemporary art historians and Kubler. 

After that, I turn to recent theorizations of the ‘contemporary,’ which also 

complicate and ask us to re-think existing models and perceptions of ‘history.’ 

§ 

Fig. 12. Robert Morris, In the Realm of the Carceral: Inmate Work Project – Perpetual 
Construction and Dismantling of the Labyrinth, 1978. Ink on paper. 
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Art	  history	  and	  its	  discontents	  

Almost 90 years after Benjamin published his Trauerspiel study, Keith 

Moxey is among a number of art historians to reconsider this problem of historical 

time versus time disrupted and displaced by multivalent ‘afterlives’ and ‘survivals.’ 

Moxey’s critique of traditional art historical methodologies in his 2013 book Visual 

Time: The Image in History, for example, considers time as ‘heterochronic’ rather 

than universal, revisiting territory familiar to readers of Benjamin’s “Theses on 

History” in its concern for overthrowing teleological order and the linear, 

developmental schemes of historicism. Moxey joins other art historians, including 

Georges Didi-Huberman, Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood, and cultural 

theorists such as Giorgio Agamben and Mieke Bal, in their various attempts to 

reconsider time as ‘heterochronic,’ ‘polychronic’ or ‘anachronic’ in order to 

understand works of art in terms of their condition of temporal instability, and to 

recall the past – in the spirit of Benjamin – as a condition of the present.139 And 

for Benjamin this re-collection – this “dialectical image” – is always a 

constellation,140 not a causal or one-directional relation, but more, as Didi-

Huberman has it, “the productive collision between the Now and an unexpected, 

reinvented Then.”141 Moxey’s book asks whether art history can conceive of time 

in a way that is alternative to the conventional habit of “…attempting to lend 

order to the chronological location of the objects it calls its own.” According to 

Moxey, this effort to contain or tame art objects means that they become 

“embedded in metonymic horizons,” thus allowing the historian to “acquire the 

distance deemed necessary for so-called historical interpretation.”142 This criticism 

of an art historical schemata that serves to locate works chronologically and study 

them from the ‘necessary’ distance is commonly directed towards Panofsky’s 

methods, in which an appropriate ‘historical’ distance – an objectivity determined 

by rational perspective established by the art of the Italian Renaissance – is seen to 

be fundamental to (American) art history. Following the historiographies of 

Michael Podro and Michael Anne Holly, Stephen Melville summarises this 

version of Panofskyan objectivity in the following basic points: 

1. Panofsky imagines appropriate distance to be integral to the work of the history of art.

2. The model for such appropriate distance is established first of all in the art of the

Italian Renaissance.
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3. This appropriate distance is characterized by a clear distinction between subject and

object and thus also a correct understanding of the relation between motif and content.

4. The model for such objectivity is given by the practice of rational perspective.143

Moxey’s emphasis on a heterochronic model argues for alternative approaches to 

constituting objectivity in art history. The emphasis on heterochrony, Moxey 

argues, accounts for “multiple modernities,” thus disrupting a model of time based 

on temporal progress – a narrative that dominates through exclusion and 

suppression of difference.144 The privileged relationship to time in the progressive 

model of history, according to Moxey, is dictated by a: 

…[m]odernism [that] finds it necessary to believe that time is going somewhere – perhaps 

even that it has an end. It cannot accept that there might be more than one “shape” of 

time, for its global dominance depends on the negation of any alternative.145 

Moxey’s interest in tracking alternative ‘shapes’ of time to critically engage with 

the (well-rehearsed) collapse of grand modernist narratives recalls the title of 

George Kubler’s 1962 book and its analysis of broader structures of time that 

challenged the perspective of historicist models in studies of cultural objects. As 

mentioned earlier, Kubler’s analysis in The Shape of Time had direct relevance to 

Morris’s own art historical studies during the mid-sixties. 

Between 1963 and 1996 Morris took a master’s degree at Hunter College, 

New York. His dissertation, “Form-classes in the Work of Constantin Brancusi,” 

supervised by E. C. Goossen and William Rubin, drew on Kubler’s book in terms 

of its methodological approach. The reference to “form-classes” in the title is a 

direct reference to Kubler’s work. Morris also drew on Kubler’s understanding of 

historical sequence as a process of continuous change rather than a succession of 

more or less identifiable styles, thus rethinking the type of narrative model 

favoured by Panofsky.146 As a nascent art historian, Morris was also teaching art 

history at Hunter College at the time – the title 21.3 was appropriated from the 

course code of one of his seminars, so 21.3 may be thought of as a self-parody as 

well as a parody of Panofsky.147 These autobiographical details provide a context 

for Morris’s citation of, and resistance to, a certain (Panofskyan) understanding of 

the subject of art within the frame of iconology and art history. In Kubler’s 

withering appraisal, iconology had become a reductive schemata resembling “an 

index of literary themes arranged by titles of pictures” due to the precedence of 
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the word over the image in iconological interpretation. This was inadequate to 

Kubler’s own studies of the artefacts of the pre-literate Mochica or Nazca peoples 

of ancient America where “in the absence of literature […] we are obliged to 

overlook conventional meaning. There is no coeval verbal plane to which the 

image can be reduced or transformed.”148 Kubler’s dim view of the iconologists 

(“the diligent detectives of texts and meanings”) is mirrored in his summation of 

the students of form and the deficiencies found in style-based generalizations. “If 

the former [iconology] reduces things to skeletal meanings, the latter [formalism] 

submerges them in streams of abstract terms and conceptions which mean less 

and less the more they are used.”149 Kubler’s objections to art-historical narratives 

based on the apparatuses of meaning, style, aesthetic ideals and periodization was, 

at least in a general sense, of considerable appeal to Morris and many other artists 

of the 1960s. In a lecture twenty years after the publication of The Shape of Time, 

Kubler recalled the book’s influence on artists: 

Throughout these twenty years, painters, musicians, architects, and sculptors have read 

The Shape of Time. […] Their appreciation may be related to their being released, as artists, 

from the rigid hierarchies enshrined by the textbook industry or, as it was once expressed, 

the “pigeon-holes of art history”.150 

According to Kubler, in order to reconfigure the shape of historical time, 

which is “intermittent and variable,” the historian needs “a criterion that is not a 

mere transfer by analogy from biological science.”151 For, as he writes: 

However useful it is for pedagogical purposes, the biological metaphor of style as a 

sequence of life-stages was historically misleading, for it bestowed upon the flux of events 

the shapes and behaviour of organisms.152 

For the biological model, generally associated with a Vasarian cycle of growth, 

maturity and decay,153 Kubler substitutes “a system of metaphors drawn from 

physical science”: 

…especially if we are dealing in art with the transmission of some kind of energy; with 

impulses, generating centres, and relay points; with increments and losses in transit; with 

resistances and transformers in the circuit. In short, the language of electrodynamics 
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might have suited us better than the language of botany; and Michael Faraday might 

have been a better mentor than Linnaeus for the study of material culture.154 

Kubler’s system of “impulses, generating centres, and relay points; with 

increments and losses in transit; with resistances and transformers in the circuit” 

bears a relationship to Warburg’s and Benjamin’s interest in a work’s survivals or 

afterlives (and mutations, renewals and disappearances) over and above the 

primacy of ‘originality’ as its defining (or intentional) source of meaning or value. 

Rather, the interpretive activity of the historian of objects needs to take into 

account the transmission of ‘energy’ across time, or in Benjamin’s terms the 

‘translatability’ of an object’s or work’s potential meanings, or the potentiality of 

relations of meanings across multiplicities of time, all of which exceeds a Linnean 

taxonomy. 

Kubler translates the term ‘original’ into the ‘prime object,’ which he 

understands as an elusive category, generally referring to something that has been 

lost or is absent but still perceivable: he likens this to black holes or dead stars. 

Since the originating context of ‘dead stars’ has disappeared, he surmises, “[w]e 

know of their existence only indirectly, by their perturbations, and by the 

immense detritus of derivative stuff left in their paths.”155 In other words, as well 

as refuting an art history based on a canon of values typified by the masterpiece 

(the ‘prime object’ is a mutation: it may be a marginal case, a sketch, a mistake, or 

an unplanned outcome of an experiment), Kubler’s theory of historical sequences 

based on primes and replicas is situated around the deficiencies and contingencies 

of what is currently available or perceivable.  

While Kubler’s shifts in terminology are often compelling, his reliance on 

morphological sequencing have led some, including Morris himself, to conclude 

that the re-reading of history in The Shape of Time was not as radical as the author 

made it out to be.156 Nevertheless, Kubler’s provocations and inversions of some 

of the foundational principles of art history as a discipline have something to say 

to the ongoing tension between what art historian Hans Belting refers to as “the 

scholarly practice of art history and the contemporary experience of art.”157 

Kubler’s writings emphasize the difficulties and complexities of the 

historian’s place in the present – or actuality – in relation to the object as 

something which can no longer be thought of as self-sufficient, complete and set in 

the past but is rather something more like an emanation from the past, perceived 



107 

anew in the present. Arguing that “the segmentation of history is still an arbitrary 

and conventional matter, governed by no verifiable conception of historical 

entities and their durations,” Kubler attempted, in The Shape of Time, to move 

towards a theory that is able to reckon with the accumulation of history within the 

complexities of the present. In this complex present, he wrote, “at every moment 

the fabric is being undone and a new one is woven to replace the old, while from 

time to time the whole pattern shakes and quivers, settling into new shapes and 

figures.”158 One of Kubler’s favourite metaphors for describing the work of the 

historian within the plurality of the present is his correlation between astronomy 

and history. So, he writes: 

Astronomers look only at old light. There is no other light for them to look at. This old 

light of dead or distant stars was emitted long ago and it reaches us only in the present. 

[…] Hence astronomers and historians have this in common: both are concerned with 

appearances noted in the present but occurring in the past.159 

According to Kubler’s theory, the nature of historical evidence passes through a 

system of re-creations and renewals of events, signals and relays.160 The work of 

art, for Kubler, is a special case since it: 

…is not only the residue of an event but it is its own signal, directly moving other makers 

to repeat or to improve its solution. In visual art, the entire historical series is conveyed by 

such tangible things, unlike written history, which concerns irretrievable events beyond 

physical recovery and signalled only indirectly by texts.161 

Kubler treats “receivers and senders together under the heading of relays,” where 

the ‘sender’ is, say, the artist, and receivers are other artists, art historians, critics, 

interpreters, audiences and so on, and “each relay is the occasion of some 

deformation in the original signal.”162 Elaborating on this point, he explains that: 

Each relay willingly or unwittingly deforms the signal according to his [sic] own historical 

position. The relay transmits a composite signal, composed only in part of the message as 

it was received, and in part of impulses contributed by the relay itself. Historical recall can 

never be complete nor can it be even entirely correct, because of the successive relays that 

deform the message.163 
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Kubler’s thinking on events, signals and relays approaches Benjamin’s thoughts on 

the sur-vivals and after-lives of works of art, which, like Kubler, he offers as a form 

of critical historical thinking opposed to the organic model representing the 

continuities of linearity, descent, and completion. Like Kubler’s ‘relays’ that 

‘deform the message,’ the translation or translatability of a work – in Benjamin’s 

terms – is its continuing unfolding; its ‘life’ or ‘after-life’ relayed through the 

intermediaries of succeeding readers and writers. The work cannot be reduced to 

any original, transcendent closure, but always hovers around the condition of 

what it might be (or can be perceived as at a particular moment). This complication 

of the relation between the subject and the object within the condition of the 

present that Kubler envisions also prefigures certain aspects of current debates on 

the contemporary and contemporaneity within and across the realms of art, 

anthropology, philosophy, critical and political theory, history and elsewhere. 

Some aspects of these debates, particularly in relation to Kubler’s work, are 

highlighted in the next section. 

§
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Contemporary	  lessons:	  in	  a	  space	  of	  delay	  

Giorgio Agamben’s brief essay “What is the Contemporary?”164 is often 

quoted in interdisciplinary enquiries into contemporariness, and some of his 

thoughts on contemporary relations to the ‘shapes’ of time resonate with Kubler’s 

take on the idea. For example, Agamben claims that the question of the 

contemporary condition is one of temporal disjunction – ‘out-of-jointness’ – for, as 

Agamben argues, to have a singular relationship with one’s own time, to attain a 

state of contemporariness, is to relate to time in terms of a certain ‘dys-chrony’: 

Those who are truly contemporary, who truly belong to their time, are those who neither 

perfectly coincide with it nor adjust to its demands. […] [P]recisely through this 

disconnection and this anachronism, they are more capable than others of perceiving and 

grasping their own time.165 

This relation to time through disjunction and anachronism that characterises 

‘contemporariness’ is coupled, in Agamben’s understanding, with an ability to 

perceive the “obscurity of the present.”166 This attempt to grasp the ‘now,’ for 

Agamben, always reveals a discontinuity, a caesura: “…if we try to objectify and 

fix this caesura within chronological time, it reveals itself as ungraspable.”167 

Kubler similarly identifies an ungraspable threshold in his perception of the 

“nature of actuality”: 

Actuality is when the lighthouse is dark between flashes: it is the instant between the ticks 

of the watch: it is the void interval slipping forever through time: the rupture between past 

and future: the gap at the poles of the revolving magnetic field, infinitesimally small but 

ultimately real. It is the interchronic pause when nothing is happening. It is the void 

between events. 

What we know of past time, Kubler elaborates: 

[…]emerges only in signals relayed to us at this instant by innumerable stages and by 

unexpected bearers […] The perception of a signal happens “now,” but its impulse and 

its transmission happened “then.” In any event, the present instant is the plane upon 

which the signals of all being are projected.168 
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Likewise, Agamben understands the ungraspable ‘now’ of contemporariness to 

constitute a complex relationship with other past times and possible future 

projections. Taking fashion as his example, he writes (echoing Benjamin) that it 

can “‘cite,’ and in this way make relevant again, any moment from the past. […] 

It can therefore tie together that which it has inexorably divided – recall, re-evoke, 

and revitalize that which it had declared dead.”169 Another aspect to this 

relationship to the past, for Agamben, is an understanding of the archaic in the 

present – the ‘archaic’ and its close relation arkhē, or origin. Like Benjamin, 

Agamben does not view ‘origin’ as that which is necessarily fixed in the past but 

instead as a condition re-inscribed in the present: 

The origin is not only situated in a chronological past: it is contemporary with historical 

becoming and does not cease to operate within it […] Both this distancing and nearness, 

which define contemporariness, have their foundation in this proximity to the origin that 

nowhere pulses with more force than in the present.170 

Agamben relates the notion of the past as a condition of the present both to 

Foucault (Agamben writes that “…his historical investigations of the past are only 

the shadow cast by his theoretical interrogation of the present”) and to Benjamin 

(“the images of the past indicates that these images may achieve legibility only in a 

determined moment of their history.”)171 These ideas share an affinity with 

Kubler’s image, quoted above, of the mutable actuality of “every moment [in 

which] the fabric is being undone and a new one is woven to replace the old.”172 

Similarly, in Mieke Bal’s work in the field of cultural analysis, the key 

phrase ‘cultural memory in the present’ in cultural-analytical practice is 

understood as ‘performative’ in the sense that it refers to “an activity occurring in 

the present, in which the past is continuously modified and re-described even as it 

continues to shape the future.”173 In a polemic directed towards an “[a]rt history 

[that is] bound to intentionalism,” Bal uses this commitment to a ‘cultural 

memory in the present’ to argue for ways to approach images on their own terms, 

yet always bearing in mind the shadow “we also cast […] over the object.”174 Like 

Kubler, she is intent on finding a way through obstructions to this mission, such as 

reductive oppositions represented by form/content and word/image divisions, or 

the project of iconography as a synthetic method. This is set within the question of 

a challenge to the tradition hierarchy or word over image (again, a feature of 
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Benjamin’s imagistic and montage textual strategies). Bal asks, against a word-

dominated iconography: 

 […] how images produce meaning beyond the obvious, word-by-word, but rather 

uninteresting meanings that texts are so much better suited to express? In this sense, an 

iconographic analysis limited to meanings dictated by theological or political debate, as 

documented in sources, bypasses the key question of how images not only convey the 

master’s message – whether the master is the artist or commissioner – but also articulate 

thought visually. In other words, the question is, how do they think? How can they be 

intelligent but at the same time offer ideas for reflection and debate, ideas in which the 

political and ideological flavour cannot be distinguished from the domain of visuality 

itself?175 

Indeed, she goes on to write, “…a solely iconographic reading off the page of 

meaning is an insult to the work’s visuality and its capacity to make meaning 

through that visuality.”176 Like Kubler, Agamben and Benjamin, Bal argues 

instead for a ‘way’ or ‘migration’ of meaning that is always in the process of 

becoming anew and is thus, as I am arguing here, perpetually in a space of delay: 

[R]espect for the image as immutable object requires acknowledgement of its transformation: it

demands we see it differently. Hence, the artwork is not an immutable object only, but

acts over time and across subjectivities. If the artwork is to be respected on its own terms,

it must be undone and redone again and again.177

Likewise, Didi-Huberman resists an art history that is bound to historicism, and 

rejects the figure of an historian who is compelled to ignore the complicated 

shapes of time where relations of the past are encountered in the present and vice 

versa. Didi-Huberman’s antidote to historicism is his commitment to 

‘anachronism,’ which permits the art historian “[t]o gain access to the stratified 

multiple times, to the survivals, to the longues durées of the more-than-past of 

memory.” According to Didi-Huberman, in order to do this: 

[…] we need the more-than-present of an act of reminiscence: a shock, a tearing of the veil, 

an irruption or appearance of time, what Proust and Benjamin have described so 

eloquently under the category of “involuntary memory.”178 

In Didi-Huberman’s understanding, such an anachronistic moment of realisation, 

contrary to the axioms of the historical method, allows for the emergence of a new 
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historical object and therefore a new problem for art history. This makes 

‘anachronism’ a heuristic condition in which, according to Didi-Huberman, “[t]he 

history of images is a history of objects that are temporally impure, complex, 

overdetermined. It is therefore a history of polychronistic, heterochronistic, or 

anachronistic objects.”179 This plural, disjunctive and discontinuous perception of 

time and the (art) object accommodates a generative move out of the historicity 

associated with modernism. ‘Anachronism’ is a broad-based term for Didi-

Huberman that proposes an alternative model of objectivity for art history, 

resistant to the conventions of chronology and ‘correct’ historical distance. It is, he 

maintains, the condition for all works of art since “in each historical object, all 

times encounter one another, collide, or base themselves plastically on one 

another, bifurcate, or even become entangled with each other.”180 

§ 

Didi-Huberman’s recalibration of an axiomatic art history is his ongoing 

contribution to a ‘contemporary’ art-historical approach that is (broadly) 

concerned with the (dialectical) image as a symptom of the past in the present. As 

a curator, he has worked with contemporary artists on his exhibition based 

around Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas at the Reina Sofia in Madrid in 2010,181 but in 

general the focus of his art-historical research is just as likely to be 

historiographical (Warburg or Panofsky) or the subjects of traditional art history 

(the Renaissance, the Baroque). Given his belief in art history as a study of the 

dynamism of “polychronistic, heterochronistic, or anachronistic objects” and the 

multiple temporalities of historical actuality, it is little wonder that his attention 

has not been drawn to delineating ‘contemporary art’ as a historical category per 

se – a category that, say, signifies a period “in the aftermath of modernity, and the 

passing of the postmodern.”182 In response to this kind of delineation, Antonio 

Negri proposed that the ambiguity of contemporaneity is best thought of as a state 

of rupture between modernity and postmodernity: abbreviated, it is a “break with 

the teleological paradigm of modernity” as well as a field of antagonism, to use 

Negri’s formulation: an “opening toward a spectrum of new possibilities […] 

based on a new potential of resistance and difference.”)183 In a series of talks at the 

Accademia di Brera in Milan in 2006 on contemporary art, Jean-Luc Nancy 

preferred to use the designation ‘art today’ to avoid referencing ‘contemporary 

art’ as what he called a “fixed phrase that belongs in its way to art history.”184 
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While Nancy’s comments in this improvised talk are necessarily speculative, he 

holds in essence a view that returns us to Morris’s attitude towards making art 

objects: that is, the idea that the art object works as an aporetic form of 

questioning or critical doubt. This is crucial to the idea of art as always a ‘new’ 

(different, unconventional, ‘undecidable’) object which prompts ‘new’ (or 

renovated) critical and art historical vocabularies. Nancy starts to express this 

thought by speculating on the difficulty of that persistent aporetic condition: 

[C]ontemporary art could be defined as the opening of a form that is above all a question,

the form of a question. Perhaps a question does not entirely make a world, or a world in

which the circulation of meaning is solely an interrogative and anxious circulation,

sometimes anguished; it’s a difficult world, a fragile world, an unsettling world.185

Robert Morris, like Nancy, envisages the event of art as unfolding in an uncertain, 

unintelligible space, ‘infected’ by questions rather than soothed by answers: 

[…] I would like to float out the notion of an interrogative space, questionable as 

this might be, so that when the examples of the art appear they are coated or 

infected with a kind of question-like aspect.186 

The type of question-like ‘infection’ to which Morris refers stems back at least to 

Marcel Duchamp, according to Nancy. In brief, Nancy’s suggestion that “Art 

today is an art that, above all else, asks ‘What is art?’” recognises a Duchampian 

trope understood as an implicit break with the notion of any prescribed form or 

legitimising con-text for art. Hence Nancy maintains that “[t]he question of art is 

obviously posed as the question of a formation of forms for which no preliminary 

form is given.”187  

From such an indeterminate ground, it is difficult to know how to proceed 

– how a modus operandi for an art historian or cultural analyst committed to the

contemporary might manifest itself. Panofsky reminds us that the term modus

operandi is one used by the scholastics which, in turn, Panofsky uses to justify his

own method for analysing Gothic architecture. For the scholastics, explains

Panofsky:
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This method or procedure follows, as every modus operandi does, from a modus essendi; it 

follows from the very raison d’être of Early and High Scholasticism, which is to establish the 

unity of truth.188 

While this manner of mental habit established by the scholastics may, for 

Panofsky, still have been worth aspiring to – he recognises the “much derided 

schematicism and formalism of Scholastic writing” as the basis for the 

organisational system of division and subdivision apparent in “major works of 

scholarship, especially systems of philosophy and doctoral theses,”189 it is difficult 

to reconcile this method of analysis successfully with Nancy’s notion of the “task of 

art today [as] having to proceed without any schema, without any 

schematicism.”190 This difficulty is part of the enduring challenge that Benjamin’s 

persistent violations of the protocols of received academic discourse and the 

stubbornly unfinished condition of the Arcades project provokes – that ‘method’ 

(here, in art-critical and historical practice) is something to be continuously sought 

rather than pre-formulated and applied. The expansive ‘delay’ in, or resistance to, 

thinking in terms of resolution or closure or to narratives mounted on 

authoritative power bases, is performed in this tentative procession ‘without any 

schema’ – a procession propelled by speculation and questions (detours, delays 

and hesitations). 

§ 

In a conversation with W. J. T. Mitchell in the April 1994 issue of Artforum, 

to coincide with his Guggenheim retrospective, Morris proposes ‘delay’ as a 

conditional resistance to the schematic establishment of meaning through 

interpretation that Panofsky admired in the scholastic method. By contrast, in 

speculative mode, Morris asks his interlocutor: 

Given our obsessive activity as assertive/interpretive beings, could we theorize that what 

separates “art” (the term is another reification) from the rest of things is a “delay,” a 

holding back of closure in the formulation of a theory of truth, an allowance for the play 

of repression to emerge, via transforming phantasy, within and beside the task of 

interpretation? The aesthetic does seem to involve (partly) intellectual puzzlements, 

contradiction and paradox received as pleasure rather than problems – all bubbling up 

within the permissive space of delay, during which theories of truth are held in abeyance.191 

[My italics] 
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Such a sense of delay, Mitchell responds, might best be seen as an indeterminate 

one. This suggests that a work, if it doesn’t disappear altogether or remain 

forgotten, will always be read anew in any potential encounter, and read in an 

unpredictable way, divorced as it is from its original context and originary 

intention. Mitchell wonders whether Morris is: 

[…] thinking of some indeterminate delay, in which a metaphor (or a work of art) might 

become literal, closed, assertive within a theory of truth, but then, for unpredictable 

reasons – a new interpretation or historical context, perhaps – might enter a new delay?192 

Mitchell’s response suggests something akin to Kubler’s theory of ‘relays’ outlined 

earlier. Morris’s initial proposal, though, (“play of repression,” “transforming 

phantasy”) holds something closer to Warburg’s idea (as read by Didi-Huberman) 

of after-life – Nachleben – as a “psychic time” and the Pathosformel as a “psychic 

gesture.”193 Morris prefaced his notion of “assertive/interpretive” beings with the 

idea that “[…] we continually make and interpret assertions, which are all 

produced by moving the body – by moving our mouths, to disturb the air, or our 

hands, marking surfaces.”194 But, in art, such expression is never foreclosed by the 

assertions of meaning – the pleasure of “puzzlements, contradiction and paradox” 

are a condition of the expansive and proliferating “permissive space of delay,” 

according to Morris. Didi-Huberman indicates that the Pathosformel – the gestures 

of extreme or exhausted emotion that Warburg was fascinated by: 

[…] must not be translated in terms of a semantics or semiotics of corporeal gestures, but 

in terms of a psychic symptomology. Pathos formulae are the visible symptoms – corporeal, 

gestural, presented, figured – of a psychic time irreducible to the simple thread of 

rhetorical, sentimental, or individual turns.195 

Leaving the expansive implications of Warburg’s ‘psychic symptomology’ aside, I 

want to invoke Didi-Huberman’s reference to ‘irreducibility’ within the realm of 

interpretation – an irreducibility to a systematic, shared and conventional 

language. This thread leads back to the thought that began Morris’s own musings 

in his interview with Mitchell, which was a question about “art and language, 

visual experience and words.”196 
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Morris refers to the work of Donald Davidson – a philosopher of language 

with whom Morris had an ongoing interaction.197 He refers to Davidson’s essay 

“A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs” in which the philosopher proposes “passing 

theories of meanings” as a way of thinking about “the interpretation of 

malapropisms and other misspoken expressions.” According to Davidson, theories 

based on a systematic, shared and conventional language are inadequate to these 

kinds of expressions since the interpretation of malapropisms and other 

idiosyncratic expressions, Morris writes, “involves us in a situation where 

interpreter and speaker do not share a language ‘governed by rules or 

conventions.’”198 Davidson’s malapropism example is designed to illustrate how 

language in practice continually introduces expressions not contained by prior 

learning. Rather, in a speech transaction, “prior theory” needs to be momentarily 

superseded by the pragmatism of “passing theory,” such that, as Davidson 

proposes: 

As the speaker speaks his piece the interpreter alters his theory, entering hypotheses about 

new names, altering the interpretation of familiar predicates, and revising past 

interpretations of particular utterances in the light of new evidence. 

In other words, as Davidson explains, “the theory we actually use to interpret an 

utterance is geared to the occasion.” This means that interpretation cannot be 

pre-formulated (or only to a certain extent), nor can it be learned and applied for 

the purposes of future exchanges (at least, only in a limited sense). There is no 

chance, as Davidson writes, “of regularizing, or teaching this process”: 

A passing theory is not a theory of what anyone (except perhaps a philosopher) would call 

an actual natural language. “Mastery” of such a language would be useless, since knowing 

a passing theory is only knowing how to interpret a particular utterance on a particular 

occasion. Nor could such a language be said to be learned, or to be governed by 

conventions.199  

This is further complicated in the disconnect between the experience of art and 

the limits of its interpretation – while prior knowledge is a necessary condition, 

this is necessarily fractured and complicated in the performative moment of 

encounter, so any formulation of a theory of interpretation must delay the point 
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and moment of fixity or closure: the ‘mastery’ of meaning is subject to difference 

and deferral. Citing Davidson, Morris explains that: 

The passing theories of meaning that comes into play in such a situation are derived by 

“wit, luck and wisdom from a private vocabulary and grammar,” and there is no “chance 

of regularizing, or teaching this process.”200 

The idea that Morris is moving towards is that art is conditioned by this ‘space of 

delay’ which has the effect of dispersing or suspending conventional 

interpretations based on any schematic unity of meaning (rendered as ‘truth.’) 

Speculative meanings ‘bubbling up’ are contingent on a shared encounter 

somewhere between the art object and the subjectivities of artist and audience – a 

kind of extension of the way the meanings of malapropisms and other misspoken 

expressions are worked out in the situation of the encounter. As Davidson 

indicates, this process cannot be taught using a systematic prior method. Further, 

this space or situation of encounter assumes that intelligence is equally practiced 

(“derived by ‘wit, luck and wisdom’”) in a way that correlates to the teaching 

experiments of Joseph Jacotot: Jacques Rancière’s ‘ignorant schoolmaster.’ 

In his account of his teaching experiments, Rancière relates that Jacotot 

came to the conclusion that the logic of the explicative system had to be 

overturned. Indeed, he surmised, “explication is the myth of pedagogy.”201 

Rather, Jacotot’s students crowded into “a much too small room, lit by only two 

candles, in order to hear: ‘I must teach you that I have nothing to teach you.’”202 

This calls to mind that other emancipatory teacher: Morris’s mentor John Cage 

and his famous words from the 1959 “Lecture on Nothing”: “I have nothing to 

say/ and I am saying it/.”203 The time of the space of (Cage’s) silence is generative 

– not devoid of meaning, but anticipating meaning’s proliferation. If we look to

this space as a model of encountering and experiencing art – as an (unmethodical)

method of reading and interpreting art – we have to see it as one that cannot be

prescribed or ‘properly’ bound by traditional models of intrinsic meaning or

categorical unities – it is rather more akin to a heuristic device or process.

This leads us back to the figure of the fictional master in Morris’s 21.3. As 

we have seen, there is a clear autobiographical marker in the performance piece – 

Morris’s own experience as a budding art historian (that was, of course, to be 

superseded by his activities as an artist). Through his act, Morris inscribes himself, 
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albeit negatively, into a certain discourse of art history. In 21.3, the body of the 

‘art historian’ is re-presented as an empty shell (or a willing receptacle?), since the 

gestures accompanying the lecture are pre-written – choreographed – and the 

lecture script is mediated through a tape recording. Such a dislocation of gesture 

and speech effectively collapses the (Cartesian) opposition between inner/outer or, 

to adopt one of Roland Barthes phrases, “the expressive channel of an interiority” 

represented by the type of acting familiar to traditional Western theatre of the last 

few centuries.204 In the performance of the lecture, perhaps the effect of the words 

and gestural acts coming into and out of focus presented nothing more than 

Morris’s realisation that the career of the art historian wasn’t for him. Or is the 

performance re-presenting a version of the process in which the student (‘Morris’) 

replicates the authoritative discourse of what Rancière would call the ‘master 

explicator’? This latter point infers a form of teaching that Bill Readings, in his 

1996 book The University in Ruins, describes as resulting in “the self-reproduction of 

an autonomous subject.”205 In this type of model, Readings writes:  

The authoritative voice of the magister rests upon his or her (usually his) privileged relation 

to the meaning of knowledge. This relation is secured against any irruption of the pole of 

the addressee – authoritative discourse means that it makes no difference to whom he or 

she is talking. The pole of the addressee is empty, an empty vessel. And the end of the 

process will be a replication of that autonomy, as the student becomes another professor, 

in turn. Thus, student autonomy is the end product of the pedagogical process, which is 

nothing more than the replication of the autonomy of the master.206 

Clearly, for Morris the masters student, the plays of meaning implied by the 

suspension of ‘delay’ produced in ‘art’ (as a space of delay) trumped this one-way 

transmission of knowledge – the process of ‘explicative stultification,’ in Rancière’s 

words, that results in the replication of the master’s authority. The delay between 

word and gesture enacted in 21.3 demonstrates the actor’s inability to faithfully 

reproduce the master’s voice – the palpable delay reveals to the audience that the 

actor is a bit off, a bit out, falling behind. The figure of the ‘lecturer’ is exposed 

simultaneously as nothing more than an empty vessel. 

If we consider 21.3 as a heuristic device, then, could we speak of it as 

something of a ‘warning’ from history regarding the proposition of epistemological 

mastery as an enduring model for an academic study of art? In order to study this 

point, I want to examine further the pedagogical assumptions of Panofsky’s system 
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and its seeming ill-suitedness to much modern and contemporary art, or art 

conditioned by indeterminate forms and structures where undecideability and 

radical instability acts to resist categorisation and naming. 

Again, this can be glossed with reference to Didi-Huberman’s persistent 

championing of the work of Aby Warburg alongside his ongoing critique of Erwin 

Panofsky – the latter being the focus of Didi-Huberman’s book Confronting Images: 

Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art.207 In his foreword to Philippe-Alain 

Michaud’s study of Warburg, Didi-Huberman summarizes Michaud’s take on 

Warburg as an attempt to “set art history in motion.” Warburg, Didi-Huberman 

argues, “shows us what art history […] could become…”: 

…a knowledge-movement of images, a knowledge in extensions, in associative relationships, in 

ever renewed montages, and no longer knowledge in straight lines, in a confined corpus, 

in stabilized typologies. Warburg’s organic conception of his library, his iconographic 

archive – as seen in the extraordinary montages of his atlas Mnemosyne – is enough to show 

us the extent to which setting into motion constituted an essential part of his so-called 

method.208 

For Didi-Huberman, the stakes are high since Warburg’s experiments constituted 

considerable risk: 

To exceed the epistemological framework of the traditional discipline was to gain access to a 

world open to multiple extraordinary relationships, dangerous even to consider: the 

nymph with the serpent (femininity, bestiality), painting with dance (represented 

movement, executed movement), Medici Florence with Native American New Mexico 

(historical past, present-day origins), and so on. This excess no less than this access contains 

something dangerous, something I would call symptomatic. It is dangerous for history itself, 

for its practice and for its temporal models: for symptom diffracts history, unsettling it to 

some degree, since it is in itself a conjunction, a collision of heterogeneous temporalities 

(time of the structure and time of the rending of the structure).209 

I want to reduce Didi-Huberman’s expansive theories down to a simple 

proposition here – how does (over)reading an oddity such as 21.3 unsettle (if at all) 

any “positivist” art history (that lingers today)? Can the ambiguities, 

indeterminacies and paradoxes implicit in historical narratives based on the 

contingent, temporal movement of (say) performance set “art history in motion,” 

or to cite Didi-Huberman, “exceed the epistemolological framework of the 
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traditional discipline”? In order to provide a further context for this problem, I 

want to pause for a moment on Didi-Huberman’s critique of what he calls 

Panofsky’s “rhetoric of certainty.” 

§ 

Fig. 13. Third page of annotated choreographic score for 21.3 by Robert Morris, 1964. 
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Panofsky’s	  “rhetoric	  of	  certainty”	  

Both the 1964 performance and the 1994 film of 21.3 share Morris’s 

recorded voice reading, in an expressionless monotone, the first few pages of 

Panofsky’s introduction to Studies in Iconology of 1939 – the fundamental 

methodological statement that would mark the basis of Panofsky’s art-historical 

career in America.210 The text offers a flavour of the earnest, methodical, didactic 

tone of Panofsky’s paper, which is in keeping with his desire to communicate 

concisely his iconological method to a non-specialist liberal arts college audience 

(faculty as well as undergraduates). This aim is achieved in a careful and effective 

manner by way of an English-language pragmatism shorn of the obscurities of his 

erstwhile German philosophising.211 Didi-Huberman describes his address as: 

[…] a communication that wants to persuade the interlocutor by guiding him or her 

without violence from the simplest (What do I see when someone in the street tips his 

hat?) to the most complex (What is the iconological interpretation of works of art?)212 

Panofsky’s famous ‘charter’ opens with this demonstrative anecdote, indicating the 

most elementary level of vision, identified as the formal level, which then unfolds to 

what he calls the ‘natural’ or ‘primary’ “first sphere of subject matter or meaning”: 

When an acquaintance greets me on the street by removing his hat, what I see from a 

formal point of view is nothing but the change of certain details within a configuration 

forming part of the general pattern of colour, lines and volumes which constitutes my 

world of vision. When I identify, as I automatically do, this configuration as object 

(gentleman), and the change of detail as an event (hat-removing), I have already 

overstepped the limits of purely formal perception and entered a first sphere of subject 

matter or meaning.213 

Panofsky’s disarmingly simple teaching device214 then moves through two further 

layers of interpretation from the recognition of hat-removing as a polite greeting – 

the ‘secondary’ or ‘conventional’ signification (the iconographic level) – towards 

what he names as the “intrinsic meaning or content” (‘iconology’) of a work of art. 

That is: 
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…a unifying principle which underlies both visible event and its intelligible significance, 

and which determines even the form in which the visible event takes shape. This intrinsic 

meaning or content is, normally, as much above this sphere of conscious volition as the 

expressional meaning is beneath this sphere.215 

This summary of the “unifying principle” for “intrinsic meaning,” underpinning 

the end goal of Panofsky’s interpretive method, is where Morris’s script finishes.  

Within the excerpt choreographed by Morris for 21.3 we find out that, 

among other things: the brotherly event of hat-tipping is framed within the 

conventional (gendered masculine, urban, civilized) purview of Western 

modernity. Panofsky informs us that this gesture of greeting is: 

[…] peculiar to the Western world and is a residue of mediaeval chivalry: armed men 

used to remove their helmets to make clear their peaceful intentions and their confidence 

in the peaceful intentions of others. 

 “Others” outside this purview are not expected to be able to interpret the gesture 

in light of its humanistic function – its “intrinsic meaning”: 

Neither an Australian bushman nor an ancient Greek could be expected to realize that 

the lifting of a hat is not only a practical event with certain expressional connotations, but 

also a sign of politeness.”216 

Art historian Francesco Ventrella argues that this: 

…pedagogical scene of iconology can also be viewed as an event in the narrative of 

modernity, one which was actualized by the promise of a solid self, an autonomous and 

impermeable unity bound to other selves by the social contract, and yet aptly distanced 

from the outside and those “others.” […] Some of the most common modernist tropes are 

exhibited here. Beside the speaking self opposed to a seen other, encountered in the 

opening scene of the hat-tipping, Panofsky isolates two more others of modernist art 

history: the colonial other and the historical other. (The complete silence about the third 

other, woman, actually tells us a lot about the collusion between modernity and 

masculinity.) These others are characterized by Panofsky’s use of two nostalgic narratives: 

the bushman sets up the geographical ends of art history, while the ancient Greek 

provides a foil in Western civilization, as a myth of origins.217 

The wider point is that Panofsky’s forensic examination – the initial reduction of 
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the casual greeting of the acquaintance on the street to a formal perception, which 

immediately unfolds into increasingly complex layers of subject matter or 

meaning, from surface to depth – is constructed through the disciplinary necessity 

of distance. W. J. T. Mitchell imagines this distancing in relation to Panofsky’s 

anecdote: 

Panofsky never tips his hat in return; he withdraws into an anatomy of his own perceptual 

and interpretive activity, the three-dimensional interpretation of an object in 

visual/hermeneutic space.218 

According to Ventrella, Panofsky’s ‘objective’ scrutiny displays (or betrays) an 

image of an art historian who: 

…similar to a detective […] has to deploy   a mode of interpretation which cannot 

misinterpret the intentions of the suspected. Any Sherlock Holmes is aware that every 

crime leaves some clues, but what is most interesting about this forensic logic is that the 

body of evidence is identified on the basis of an absence – that of the body.219 

Morris’s performance implies a re-exposure of this absent body – by making of it a 

spectacle through his staged use of gesture, and presenting the body as a kind of 

‘performing object’ in which the body is sundered from the speaking subject – the 

‘logos’ embedded in Panofsky’s reason-based ‘iconology.’ Morris in turn reinstates 

the iconic character of the lecturer as image and body in a move that complicates a 

form of iconology that privileges the word. 

This form of complication is one that interests Mitchell when, in the 

contemporary context, he revisits and revises Panofsky’s primer in order to 

undertake what he describes as “a reconstruction of iconology as a dialectical and 

critical discipline.” Mitchell’s first move is to eschew the possibility, or “hope” as 

Mitchell puts it, for a “scientific theory of visual images.” Rather, he would like to 

reconfigure “the basic ‘object’ of iconology as the encounter of word and image, the 

readable and the visible.”220 According to Mitchell: 

One fundamental problem with iconology is suggested by the roots of the very word, 

promising a discursive science of images, a mastering of the icon by the logos […] The 

icon in iconology is like a repressed memory that keeps returning as an uncontrollable 

symptom.221  
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In 21.3, the artist-lecturer-Panofsky figure re-presents itself as something of a 

secular icon. The figure ‘has the floor’ – the lectern clearly marks the space of his 

enunciation. But his authorial function is undermined as the realm of the logos is 

destabilised through the performance’s effect of mediation, disjunction and 

alienation – the comprehensibility of the recorded words loses focus as the 

performance of the gesture draws our attention over and above the words 

themselves. This destabilisation reproduces a sense of the illegibility of the icon, or 

image, that Mitchell speculates about – icon as uncontrollable symptom or, referring 

back to Didi-Huberman, images as excessive. The body – the image of the body – 

reappears. Or, to paraphrase Mitchell again, the performance proposes what 

should mark a critical iconology, that is, “the resistance of the icon to the logos.”222 

While in the photograph of the performance the figure appears reduced to an 

image of a ‘talking head’ dwarfed by the symbolic accoutrements and technical 

tools that signify the ‘master’s voice’ – the lectern and the domineering phallus of 

a microphone – the speech is rendered impotent. The microphone is not plugged 

in; the lecture’s script is flaccidly rendered through the mediation of recorded 

sound – the sound of Morris’s monotone, expressionless, somehow weak-willed 

voice. The frailties and insecurities of the body are surreptitiously ushered in, 

superficially, shorn of ‘meaningful’ expression. Could this be an expression of 

what Michael Fried would refer to as the “literalist” address to the body? 

“Literalist” was Fried’s name for ‘minimalists’ such as Morris and Donald Judd 

who collapsed definitions of ‘object’ and ‘art,’ eschewing art’s (‘properly’) 

autonomous character and creating an (‘improperly’) ‘theatrical’ relationship 

between minimalist objects in space (no longer ‘art’ according to Fried) and the 

viewer’s experience. Fried argued that: 

Literalism [in other words, minimalism] theatricalized the body, put it endlessly on stage, 

made it uncanny or opaque to itself, hollowed it out, deadened its expressiveness, denied 

its finitude and in a sense its humanness, and so on. There is, I might have said, 

something vaguely monstrous about the body in literalism.223 

A common definition of ‘monstrous’ is ‘deviating from the natural order’ and, 

indeed, such is the complexion of Morris’s critique which acts to expose the body 

as a site of power relations – what is ‘monstrous’ and therefore improper to ‘art’ 
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for Fried becomes a critical tool for Morris. That is, the performance exposes both 

the subjected body, and the process of formulating the body as subject – in short, 

it works on “the level or layer of subjectivity in which discipline infiltrates, 

operates and inheres.”224 This is the possibility of an unsettling of the border 

between word and image, art object or body that Mitchell identifies with Morris’s 

work. That is, a way of rethinking the hierarchical relationship between word and 

image that is consolidated in Panofsky’s methodological statements.  

By striking the art historian ‘dumb,’ Morris is perhaps demonstrating, as 

well as reversing, what Mitchell calls “stereotypes of the social meaning of the 

word-image difference,” that is: 

The “bottom line” of the word-image difference is probably species difference, the 

boundary between the human and the animal, culture and nature, a division that is then 

reinscribed within accounts of intercultural difference. Thus language and speech and 

writing are the attributes of “man.” The image is the medium of the subhuman, of the 

“dumb” brute, the savage, the child, the woman, the masses.225 

In Mangolte’s film of 21.3, Michael Stella depicts the Morris-Panofsky-academic 

figure as ‘dumb,’ in the sense of hollowed out, vacuous, ambivalent, ineffectual 

(also, literally, speechless). This dumb image, paradoxically, speaks, demanding to 

know what it means. A stand-in for a modality of thinking, 21.3 insists on 

structural incompletion, in that its text (in the wider sense) is posed as aporetic – a 

puzzlement rather than a statement. This is what sets it against Panofsky’s 

methodological principles, his (self-authorized) regime of words designed to 

control, as far as possible, the ineffable in art. 

§
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Fig. 14. Erwin Panofsky, ‘Synoptical Table’ in “Iconography and 
Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art,” Meaning in the 
Visual Arts: Papers in and on Art History, 1955. 
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In the middle of Panofksy’s paper is his ‘synoptical table’: the summary 

model he constructs to clarify his proposed method for the discipline of iconology 

(fig. 14). At all positions in the system, including the initial level of “primary or 

natural subject matter,” he sets out to establish an a priori “controlling principle of 

interpretation” (right-hand column). At the final level he insists on a totalizing 

conception relating to the “essential tendencies of the human mind,” which can be 

accessed through the “synthetic intuition” of the (civilised, trained, gentleman) 

iconologist. The table is clearly all about interpretation – the word appears in all 

three columns – and this interpretation has an objective bias: the term subjective 

appears nowhere in the table. This is an important difference from an earlier 

tripartite table (fig. 15) appearing in the 1932 Logos essay “Zur Problem der 

Beschreibung und Inhaltsdeutung von Werken der bildenden Kunst,” [“On the 

Problem of Describing and Interpreting Works of the Visual Arts”]. 

Demonstrating its debt to a Kantian framework and the concomitant subtleties 

surrounding an objective and subjective interface for interpreting works of art, the 

second column of the Logos table indicates the “subjective source of 

interpretation.” (In the 1955 table, this layer of subjective interpretation is 

expressed as intrinsic meaning or content – ‘content’ here surely implies something 

essential or ‘proper’ to the object, distinct from ‘subjective’ meaning). 

Fig. 15. Table from Panofsky, “Zum Problem der Beschreibung und Inhaltsdeutung von Werken 
der bildenden Kunst,” Logos 21 (1932), 103-19. 
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By the time the essay had been revised and translated into the English-language 

version, Panofsky’s neo-Kantian philosophical discourse and rather more abstract 

engagement with the fundamentals of art, which had marked his pre-American 

academic career in Germany, is all but submerged in the American text. Both 

tables move towards the “objective corrective of interpretation” – the title of the 

third column of the Logos table. By objective, as Jaś Elsner and Katharina Lorenz 

formulate it in their analysis of the different versions of the essays: 

Panofsky means the agreed conceptual apparatus and terminology we adduce as 

investigators to “correct” subjective or interpretive excess or – to use his own terminology 

– to “legitimize” interpretation by means of a “higher level of authority.”226

Elsner and Lorenz summarize the shift from the German to the American context 

by noting that: “By 1939, the Kantian framework has effectively been abandoned, 

and instead we have a much more pragmatic offering that lays out a method for 

the study of Renaissance art.”227 Didi-Huberman observes the shift as a reduction 

of the speculative possibilities of the German work: 

From Germany to America: it’s a bit like the moment when the antithesis dies and the 

synthesis – optimist, positive, even positivist in some respects – takes over. It’s a bit like a 

desire to pose all questions having suddenly been replaced by a desire to give all the 

answers.228 

Panofsky’s method, with pedagogical precision, presents what Michael Ann Holly 

calls “sort of hierarchy of art historical investigation”229 in the form of 

predetermined schemata of interpretation which, if taken as a blueprint, does, at 

first glance, appear to reduce the art object to the “rhetoric of certainty” to which 

Didi-Huberman so vigorously objects.230  

To reduce Panofsky to his, primarily didactic, methodological statements, 

which display his belief in a model of objectivity reliant on the ‘proper’ 

perspective, denies the complexities and paradoxes evident in the writing of art 

history itself, including Panofsky’s own of course. On the other hand, it could be 

argued that while Panofsky’s use of the table in the methodological essay gives the 

impression of a ‘scientific’ approach, the details it contains are rather more 

‘undecideable’ than Panofsky might wish for: (Why are ‘meaning’ and ‘content’ 

not sufficiently differentiated? What is intrinsic about meaning? What exactly are the 



129 

essential tendencies of the human mind and how does one go about ‘intuiting’ a 

familiarity with these?) Putting these more nuanced questions aside, and 

acknowledging my reduction of Panofsky as a thoroughly unfair representation of 

his work as a whole, I think it is fair to observe that his systematic approach, 

represented by “Iconography and Iconology,” has been taken, by some, to be 

redolent and representative of disciplinary conventions and constraints. A sense of 

the overweening rationality of Panofsky’s system has seen him re-emerge as a 

problem for certain contemporary art historians who are troubled by the 

alienating conceptual scheme and legitimising frame represented by his ‘synoptical 

table.’231 For example, Didi-Huberman questions what he perceives as Panofsky’s 

constitution of iconology as an “objective science”232 characterized by a “rhetoric 

of certainty” founded on: 

…words, only words, whose specific usage consists of closing gaps, eliding contradictions, 

resolving, without a moment’s hesitation, every aporia proposed by the world of images to 

the world of knowledge. […] [T]hey are nonetheless efficacious at resolving everything, 

which is to say dissolving or suppressing a universe of questions the better to advance, 

optimistic to the point of tyranny, a battalion of answers.233 

How does an art history reinvent itself in order to lend itself to the intransigency of 

an (or any) art object no longer moored by what Panofsky refers to in his table as 

the essential tendencies of the human mind? If an artwork is produced in a space of 

encounter understood as a process that destabilises meaning, enacting a desirous 

play of meaning in a permissive space of delay, can we say that art is conditioned 

by resistance to the “battalion of answers” towards which, according to Didi-

Huberman, Panofsky’s “rhetoric of certainty” strives? In a more pragmatic sense, 

and in the case of Morris’s practice, I wonder how to approach a work that is part 

of an ongoing assault, on the part of the artist, on the art-historical apparatus that 

enlists reductive labels, historical and stylistic categories, generic associations, 

systems of influence and so on to underpin the authority of the academy, museum 

and market, and the legitimizing production of monographs, retrospectives and 

survey exhibitions, within which this dissertation is thoroughly embedded.234 

§ 

In the opening to Benjamin’s methodological preface to his Trauerspielbuch 

– his failed attempt at entering the academic system – Benjamin questions a
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philosophical form based on a universal concept of system, developed in the 

nineteenth century – a concept which tallies with Panofsky’s robust explication of 

systematic interpretation in “Iconography and Iconology.” Contrary to Benjamin, 

Panofsky seems assured by an orderly, systematic universe as the limits of the 

humanities: 

…while science endeavours to transform the chaotic variety of natural phenomena into 

what may be called a cosmos of nature, the humanities endeavour to transform the 

chaotic variety of human records into what may be called a cosmos of culture.235 

As an alternative to a systematic form of philosophy, Benjamin invokes the form of 

the older form of the treatise (or “tractatus”) which, he writes, “…lack[s] the 

conclusiveness of an instruction which could be asserted, like doctrine, by virtue of 

its own authority.”236 Panofsky’s assertive tone in “Iconography and Iconology” 

comes across very much as doctrine, the authority of which Morris’s 21.3 is at 

pains to contaminate.237 Benjamin characterizes the method of the treatise as 

“detour,” in which: 

The absence of an uninterrupted purposeful structure is its primary characteristic. 

Tirelessly the process of thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way 

to its original object. This continual pausing for breath is the mode most proper to the 

process of contemplation.238 

This reframing of the process of interpretation as ‘detour,’ a form that challenges a 

certain coherency of knowledge and “systematic completeness,”239 crucially 

presents itself as process, and it is precisely this quality that recommends it as a 

way of writing about art that is likewise conscious of presenting its own process of 

production (and thus reveals rather than conceals its ideological standpoint, which 

is specific, contingent, and relative). 

I share a problem with Benjamin, then, “of the relations between a work of 

art and the descriptive-analytic discourse of which it is a target,” as George Steiner 

describes it in his introduction to the Verso edition of The Origin of German Tragic 

Drama.240 If Benjamin’s analytic reflections can be said to self-consciously act out a 

process that reflects a structure of incompletion, that has a fragmentary or 

aphoristic tenor, that subjects its language to hesitation, detour and delay at the 

expense of conclusiveness and systematic procedure, might we find a kindred spirit 
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in Morris’s work that resists, as he wrote in an artist’s statement in 1970, “…the 

rationalistic notion that art is a form of work that results in a finished product”?241 

§ 

Panofsky’s table summarises his three-stage method of interpretation, 

moving from “primary or natural subject matter” (interpreted through pre-

iconographical description) to “secondary or conventional subject matter” 

(interpreted through iconographical analysis) to the third stage of iconological 

interpretation, which excavates an art work’s “intrinsic meaning or content” 

which is “apprehended by ascertaining those underlying principles which reveal 

the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical 

persuasion – qualified by one personality and condensed into one work.”242 For 

Morris and others of his generation the centrality of the unified humanist subject 

“one personality … condensed into one work” and the logocentric character of 

Panofsky’s iconological interpretation, as described in its systematic form in 

“Iconography and Iconology,” had become untenable. The idea of subjectivity as 

decentred, the self as perpetually divided and unstable, was of course a rallying 

call for radical artists and thinkers in the sixties. Or, as Rosalind Krauss has it: 

The significance of the art that emerged in this country [the US] in the early 1960s is that 

it staked everything on the accuracy of a model of meaning severed from the legitimizing 

claims of a private self.243 

A thread running through Morris’s art and writing since the 1960s is an ongoing 

performance and presentation of multiple selves – subjectivity as a performative 

process and the self as a rhetorical construction – an aspect also explored, in 

relation to contemporary choreography and performance, in André Lepecki’s 

2006 book Exhausting Dance: Performance and the Politics of Movement. From the 

perspective of Lepecki’s study, as he writes in his introduction:  

…subjectivity is not to be confounded with this conception of a fixed subject. Rather, it is 

to be understood as a dynamic concept, indexing modes of agency (political ones, desiring 

ones, affective ones, choreographic ones) that reveal “a process of subjectification, that is, 

the production of a way of existing [that] cannot be equated with a subject”.244 
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This unstable, divided and dynamic model of subjectivity is fundamentally at odds 

with Panofsky’s system as a founding document for a conventional art historical 

narrative built on the sequential development of periods, movements and styles 

and the institutionalization of the intrinsic meaning of the work and the authorial 

unity of the artist-author.  

It is an obvious point that the fixity of categories like ‘style,’ ‘period’ or 

‘movement’ is never going to be adequate to any individual artwork which, like 

Morris’s, is “infected” by a “question-like aspect”; the type of work that, as Morris 

formulated it in a statement in 1970: 

…is mutable stuff which need not arrive at the point of being finalized with respect to 

either time or space. The notion that work is an irreversible process ending in a static 

icon-object no longer has much relevance. […] What is revealed is that art itself is an 

activity of change, of disorientation and shift, of violent discontinuity and mutability, of 

the willingness for confusion even in the service of discovering new perceptual modes.245 

What Morris might well be describing here is the condition of contemporaneity, 

which disrupts and challenges the (positivist) historical study of things: a 

contemporary that insists, as Stephen Melville formulates it, “that rupture is the 

general fact and fabric – continuity its complex effect.” Melville, citing Jean-Luc 

Nancy’s work on Hegel, contrasts a modern world – a specific world set in time – 

to a contemporary situation conditioned by movement, transformation, 

displacement, restlessness. A world in which (writes Nancy) “…the one and only 

point – of view and of order – is that of transformation itself.”246 This poses a 

particular problem for an academic disciplinary method, such as Panofsky’s, that 

is conceived from a rational, universal model since its point of view and order 

tends towards fixity and therefore cannot easily accommodate the excess of 

transformation that, as Nancy alludes, is the condition of the contemporary. 

On the other hand, a ‘method’ that, as I consider Benjamin’s to be, is 

‘continuously sought’ is barely conceivable (in disciplinary terms) since it is neither 

prescriptive nor reproducible.247 Despite the challenge of contemporary practice 

of all stripes, the institutions of art – including art history, the museum and the 

market – seem driven by a need to brand things with a name, and it is only 

understandable, then, that period and style designations persist. For example, the 

Minimalist moniker has been the one that has most endurably stuck with Morris, 
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despite the protean character of his practice: installation shots of exhibitions at 

Dick Bellamy’s Green Gallery in New York between 1963 and 1965 showing 

simple human-scale geometric shapes with neutral grey surfaces are 

conventionally held as the iconic view of the ‘Morris’ project (fig. 14).248 In 1966, 

David Antin noted that Morris’s use of grey had become “a signature and to some 

extent, perhaps, somewhat independent of any individual work, like Newman’s 

stripes.”249 Antin names it as “a neutral hue that removes objects from all alien 

contexts and has become the colour of Morris’s country.”250 Nevertheless, as in 

Morris’s work in general, equivocation abides. Antin wonders whether the objects 

in the December 1964 Green Gallery show (fig. 16)251 were, in fact, grey, since 

according to him the “paint was so light it appeared white rather than grey, 

though the artist, his gallery and the paint-can say grey.”252 White-grey nitpickery 

aside, Antin’s bid for a potential signature style for Morris, and the resistance of 

the work to such a signature, signals a problem for conventional art historical 

accounts of Morris’s practice (in most cases, these ‘original’ works no longer exist 

so the quality of the ‘signature’ grey cannot be verified – the works were made to 

be dismantled after exhibition and re-fabricated later if and when necessary).253 

And while minimalism can certainly not be considered a simple ‘style’ category, it 

can easily be read as such (and, for market purposes, undoubtedly is). 

Contra ‘period style,’ Morris’s erstwhile dissertation guide George Kubler 

recommended that what he called the “plural present” needs to be considered in 

any history of art objects, since: 

Everything varies both with time and by place, and we cannot fix anywhere upon an 

invariant quality such as the idea of style supposes, even when we separate things from 

their settings. But when duration and setting are retained in view, we have shifting 

relations, passing moments, and changing places in historic life. Any imaginary 

dimensions or continuities like style fade from view as we look for them.254 

Attending to Kubler’s concept of a “plural present,” in the next section I will 

briefly consider how the dance context in which 21.3 was first performed 

complicates the designation ‘Minimalism,’ by considering the implications of the 

“shifting relations,” and “passing moments” of this particular moment in time, 

from the perspective of a marginal work (21.3) in the provinces of Minimalism. 

§
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Fig. 16. Installation view of Robert Morris’s one-person exhibition at the 
Green Gallery, New York, December 1964 – January 1965. Left to right: 
Untitled (Table), Untitled (Corner Beam), Untitled (Floor Beam), Untitled (Corner Piece), 
Untitled (Cloud). 

Fig. 17. Simone Forti, performance at the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 1982. 
Originally performed in 1961, New York. Prop by Robert Morris. 
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Plural	  present

Historical materialism must renounce the epic element in history. It blasts the epoch 

out of the reified “continuity of history.” But it also explodes the homogeneity of the 

epoch, interspersing it with ruins – that is, with the present. [N9a, 6]255 

Barbara Haskell, the curator of the 1984 exhibition Blam! The Explosion of 

Pop, Minimalism, and Performance 1958-1964, selected a period of time in the history 

of the American avant-garde which she framed as a transitional, interdisciplinary 

period, between the supremacy of Abstract Expressionism in the 1940s and ’50s 

and what would later be identified with the art of the 1960s and ’70s, 

predominantly minimalism and pop. The curator’s express intention was to deal 

with the plurality of this transitional period (focusing on the art and influence of 

John Cage, Robert Rauschenberg, Merce Cunningham, Jasper Johns and others; 

Happenings; the ‘new American dance;’ and the early parallel (pre)histories of pop 

and minimalist art), to circumvent “the critical habit of discussing the decade of 

the sixties as if it were a homogeneous entity.” 256 However, it is clear that the 

edifices of those epic brackets (Abstract Expressionism-pop/minimalism) remain, 

betraying the essentials of “the reified ‘continuity of history’” cited by Benjamin in 

the quotation above. Although in the late sixties and seventies, critics such as 

Robert Rosenblum, Irving Sandler and Barbara Rose had been able to reduce the 

import and specificity of both pop and minimalism to formal similarities, 

proffering a convenient appearance of homogeneity to the sixties,257 the 

retrospective history of minimalism has since seen it claim a much broader and 

deeper critical ground. So much so that Hal Foster, writing in the nineties, is able 

to claim minimalism as “a contemporary crux, a paradigm shift toward 

postmodernist practices that continue to be elaborated today.”258 Broadening its 

canonical reach, the proper name ‘Minimalism’ is presumed to have been, or has 

become, a veritable juggernaut.259 

In an article from 2000, art historian Anna Chave argues against such 

“apparently indelible claims [for minimalism as a movement] as crucially defining 

the very cusp between late modernism and the postmodern.” Rather, the actual 

practice of artists conventionally linked to minimalism, like Robert Morris, tends 

to resist any such fixed identity that could be articulated and named as 

“Minimalist.” Chave argues that “there have been all along not one but multiple 
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Minimalisms, different discursive configurations describing differing movements.” 

While Chave recognises that “there has emerged a formidable Minimalist canon – 

an area of consensus surrounding particular bodies of work by specific figures,” 

she underlines that “none of the New York-based males usually assigned to this 

elite was self-identified as a Minimalist.”260 “Minimalism,” deployed as a 

watchword, can easily hide the reality behind the concept. Concealing, in other 

words, the uneven textures of the heterogeneities, contradictions and 

displacements that made up the “plural present” of the circumstances in which 

dance, music and the visual arts were intertwined in and around 1964,261 

sometimes (and sometimes not) under or alongside the rubric of “Minimalism.”262 

Although by the time Michael Fried published his 1967 essay “Art and 

Objecthood,” theatricality (“theatre,” in Fried’s terms, as the “negation of art”)263 

had been inscribed as a key term within the critical discourses surrounding 

minimalism,264 Morris’s dance and performance works continued to be 

marginalised in or excluded from standard accounts of his work, which generally 

prioritised his (minimal) sculptural works produced concurrently with his 

involvement with the ‘new dance’ circles. Sculpture could still be classed, 

superficially, as an enduring, demarcated, ‘proper’ medium despite Fried’s 

critique and Donald Judd’s contemporaneous understanding that: “painting and 

sculpture are [now] less neutral, less containers, more defined, not undeniable and 

unavoidable.”265 On the other hand, the demarcations of dance and performance, 

from the perspective of the hierarchies of the ‘visual’ arts, would continue to be 

more problematic. Due to the relative unfamiliarity of Morris’s dance works they 

are able, to a large degree, to remain unmoored from any overweening stylistic, 

formal, conceptual or generic categories although, as we shall see, the ‘new dance’ 

of the first part of the sixties in New York was also caught up in the slipstream of 

minimalism. 

§ 

A brief background to Morris’s involvement in contemporary dance: 

Morris and his former wife – the dancer and choreographer Simone Forti – had 

been involved in the experimental dance scene in San Francisco since the mid 

fifties. The couple ran an improvisational group influenced by the Dancers’ 

Workshop Company, which had been formed in 1955 by Forti’s teacher Ann 

Halprin. Other members of Halprin’s influential workshop included the dancers 
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Trisha Brown, Ruth Emerson, and Yvonne Rainer, as well as musicians and 

artists such as La Monte Young and Walter De Maria. Around 1960, all of these 

dancers and artists arrived in New York and continued to work and socialise 

together. The dancers, along with Steve Paxton, Deborah Hay, Fred Herko and 

Elaine Summers, formed the Judson Dance Theatre, which held rehearsals and 

performances at the Judson Memorial Church on Washington Square in 

Manhattan’s Greenwich Village.266 Morris and several other artists, including 

Robert Rauschenberg, also became tangentially involved with the group. 

Generally speaking, the Judson Dance Theatre members favoured a shift away 

from the expression of the personality or psychological motivations of the dancer 

towards a ‘neutral’ dance language, which involved the execution of specified 

tasks or the manipulation of everyday objects (bricks, mattresses, planks of wood) 

necessitating deliberately ‘un-artful’ (non-balletic) movement. Experimental 

situations were produced using repetitions of everyday movement – walking, 

running, sitting, carrying and so on – often generated by rules, task situations or 

game-like structures. In Passages in Modern Sculpture, Rosalind Krauss refers to the 

“growing insistence on the objectification of movement” as among the aims of 

the Judson dancers.267 This involved what Krauss refers to as a “double strategy: 

to exchange illusionism for real-time and to de-psychologize the performer.”268 

Annette Michelson, writing in 1974, describes another common aim to be: 

…the establishment of a radically new economy of movement. This required a 

systematic critique of the rhetoric, conventions, the aesthetic hierarchies imposed by 

traditional or classical dance forms. That rhetoric was, in fact, reversed, destroyed, in 

what came to be known as the dance of “ordinary language” and of “task 

performance”.269  

The Judson Dance Theatre, which was part of this wider movement to create the 

new vocabulary for dance to which Michelson refers, originally came together 

through composition workshops run by Judith and Robert Dunn, who were 

students of John Cage. This debt is acknowledged in a programme note to one of 

the group’s early performances, “Concert of Dance 2” at Woodstock, New York, 

in August 1962, organised by Elaine Summers: “This programme represents a 

number of approaches to dance and choreography which were investigated with 

the Dunns. Some of the works utilize indeterminate or chance techniques, 
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spontaneous determination, improvisation.”270 As mentioned earlier, other 

dancers, such as Yvonne Rainer and Trisha Brown, were also to make use of 

pedagogical formats through presenting dance in the form of performance-

demonstrations, lectures or rehearsals.271

A sketch of this background suggests how Morris’s iconic minimalist works 

shown in his 1963-65 Green Gallery exhibitions emerged out of his relations with 

the circle of friends that had first got together in San Francisco, and the 

introduction of this circle into the wider scene in New York. Dance critic and 

Judson Dance Theatre fellow traveller Jill Johnston characterises this scene as 

something of an amorphous, interdisciplinary network: “The Judson 

choreographers, the Pop artists, the Cage/Cunningham axis, the Lower East Side 

society, the Happenings creators and the Neo-Dada or Fluxus performers mixed 

incestuously in a broad network of social/personal/professional interests.”272 As 

Maurice Berger recounts in his book Labyrinths, Morris’s minimal objects were 

none other than a translation/re-presentation of the props he had initially 

produced for various dance experiments, primarily by Simone Forti (fig. 17). 

Berger describes a 1961 piece called Column – Morris’s performance for a 

fundraiser organized by La Monte Young at the Living Theater in New York273 – 

like this: 

A grey plywood column, two feet square and eight feet high, stands on an otherwise 

empty stage. For three and a half minutes the column remains erect. Suddenly the 

column falls to the floor. Another three and a half minutes pass without action. Finally, 

the stage lights black out, marking the end of the performance.274 

Rosalind Krauss maintains that the column performance was “a basis for Morris’s 

subsequent thinking about sculpture.” Of it, she wrote: “In being an actor, it is 

anthropomorphized – made into a kind of model of the self – at the same time 

that, being an object, it is made completely inexpressive or deadpan.”275 The 

column performance was reprised as ‘sculpture’ titled Two Columns (1961), pairing 

two grey-painted plywood columns – one upright and the other lying down – 

replaying the performance’s configuration of bodies in space and its emphasis on 

the physical pull of gravity.276 (This is opposed to the abstraction of illusionistic 

weightlessness Michael Fried – following Clement Greenberg – associated with 

the sculpture of Anthony Caro).277 Morris’s activated sculpture as a kind of 



139 

performance makes an analogy between the object and the artist’s body, and pre-

empts Michael Fried’s attack, in his 1967 essay “Art and Objecthood,” against the 

“theatricality” of the “new sculpture,” which, he claimed was “at war with […] 

art.” In Fried’s argument, this “theatricality” compromised the minimalist object’s 

“purity” as art. To experience Morris’s minimalist installations is to experience, 

Fried wrote, an “object in a situation – one that, virtually by definition, includes the 

beholder.”278 

This actualisation of minimalist works in real time and space would later 

be recalibrated by critics as the key to their radical gesture, necessitating a 

wholesale revision of the critical vocabulary of ‘art’ and ‘sculpture’ by way of a 

rejection of formalist metaphysics and a turn to the discourse of ‘real’ experience. 

With specific reference to Morris’s works, critic and curator Annette Michelson, 

following the critical writings of Morris and other artists,279 saw that it was 

necessary to take such a lexical shift into account, as Berger explains: 

Among critics, Annette Michelson was perhaps the first to comprehend the importance of 

the issue of theatricality. In her essay on Morris in 1969, she argued that formalism, with 

its metaphysical aspirations, could neither accept nor fully understand the radical, 

“transgressive” character of Morris’s theatricality. […] Michelson […] advocated a 

radical revision of the critical vocabulary, one that would reject the flourishes of the 

formalist metaphysician – “the language of our art criticism” – in favour of the discourse 

of real experience. For Michelson the issue was practical: the critical terms generally used 

for discussing art – verbs such as “saying,” “expressing,” “embodying,” “incarnating,” 

“hypostasizing,” and “symbolizing” – were simply not relevant to Morris’s critique of 

formalist space.280 

In her catalogue essay for Morris’s 1969/70 mid-career retrospective at Corcoran 

Gallery of Art and Detroit Institute of Arts (to which Berger refers), Michelson 

outlines how such a necessary recalibration of the critical language of art 

paralleled a similar occurrence in ‘new dance’ discussions.281 Indeed, affinities 

between dance and the visual arts weren’t ignored by the key players of the day – 

in fact, a connection to minimalism was probably keenly sought by ambitious 

dance practitioners, given the critical prominence that it was starting to gain. 

Jill Johnston foregrounded her review of the sur+ programme (Surplus 

Dance Theatre) at Stage 73 (which included 21.3) by what she calls “the art of 

double exposures,” specifically referencing a recent exhibition of Morris’s object-
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constructions at the Green Gallery, including pieces “in which either the function 

of an object or the process of construction of an object is exposed in the display of 

that object” (citing Card File and Box with the Sound of its Own Making):282 works in 

which, Johnston writes, “Process becomes explicit in the product. The process is 

contained in the product. Process and product become the same thing.” Similarly, 

she describes 21.3 in terms of, “[t]he duplication involved the presentation of 

‘found’ material and the illustration of that material in a ‘found’ situation which 

expresses an aspect of a function of the material.”283 What Johnston’s review 

demonstrates is the way Morris habitually worked simultaneously on different 

working logics – here, the production of the so-called neo-dada pieces, alongside 

dance and minimalist sculpture. This plural approach mitigates against the 

intelligibility of an autograph style or a chronological order of development – an 

aspect that emerged as a problem for some of the more hostile reviews of The 

Mind/Body Problem: I come back to these towards the end of the chapter. 

Yvonne Rainer drew up a table (fig. 18) to accompany her 1968 article “A 

Quasi Survey of Some ‘Minimalist’ Tendencies in the Quantitatively Minimal 

Dance Activity Midst the Plethora, or an Analysis of Trio A,” in which she draws 

affinities between new dance and minimalist objects (though the title suggests this 

was not done without a modicum of irony, and Rainer registers scepticism from 

the outset of her article: “…the benefit to be derived from making a one-to-one 

relationship between so-called minimal sculpture and recent dancing is 

questionable.”)284 Tagging the reductive tendencies in dance to minimalism in a 

bid to define and name the experimental force field in which these dancers, artists 

and musicians found themselves would/will inevitably serve to bind the energies 

that had been unleashed. Rainer realises such tensions in her account (in a “Quasi 

Survey”) of her dance sequence Trio A (first presented in 1966 as part of the larger 

performance The Mind is a Muscle, Part 1 at Judson Memorial Church). The 

sequence addresses concerns, explains Rainer, that “may appear to fall on my tidy 

chart as randomly dropped toothpicks might.”285  
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Fig. 18: Table from Yvonne Rainer, “A Quasi Survey of Some ‘Minimalist’ 
Tendencies in the Quantitatively Minimal Dance Activity Midst the Plethora, or 
an Analysis of Trio A,” in Gregory Battcock (ed.), Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, 
first published 1968. 

Rainer’s querulous use of this table reflects a number of features that 

speaks to the tensions that contemporary critiques of an art history founded on 

Panofsky’s model of objectivity have raised. In appearance, the schema of the 

table prepares for the possibility that the field of dance could be categorised like a 

human science – in other words, by schematically delineating forms and 

movements appropriate to a new field of dance, the table offers this field a logical 

appearance. However, the fact that the chart fails to be applicable to an instance 

of actual ongoing practice involving messy bodies, which falls on it as “randomly 

dropped toothpicks might,” denies the promise of intelligibility that Panofsky’s 

iconology dreamt of. The sense of a definitive inquiry tantamount to an ‘objective’ 

scientific approach starts to unravel even as it is being woven. Rainer’s wariness 

towards this diagrammatic impulse286 can also be extended to any ‘history’ or 

‘logical structure’287 of art as a practice, just as the idea of the work of art as 

incomplete and conditional – residing in a space of delay – denies an art history 

defined as a history of discrete objects that is able to plot individual artist’s work 

by way of definitive categories of style, period and nationality. 

Histories of dance, performance or live art are clearly a particular case in 

point in terms of demonstrating historical processes of art as a matter of Kubler’s 

relays and intermittent signals, as dance historian Sally Banes explains in reference 

to her own histories of the Judson Dance Theater. She describes her account of 
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the group in her book Democracy’s Body as “a collection of images, narratives, 

partial recollections, imperfect reminiscences, and a few scores.”288 In an essay on 

the choreographic methods of the Judson Dance Theater, she reflects on her own 

method, which mirrors Philip Auslander’s characterization of himself as an 

“exhibition archeologist” that I mentioned earlier. In this regard, Banes writes 

that: 

The dance historian is like an archaeologist, digging up fragments and – depending on 

the quantity and quality of the shards, their capacity for transmitting various types of 

information – she puts them together, with a glue partly consisting of informed 

speculation, to form a picture of the thing as it was. But this picture will almost always still 

be incomplete.289  

Nevertheless, in her qualifications, a certain wistfulness is retained in her implicit 

belief in, at least, the possibility of a complete picture – what Jean-Francois Lyotard 

calls the work “of binding, of recuperation” that is the key to the “historian’s 

knowledge.” In his “March 23 (Unpublished introduction to an unfinished book 

on the movement of March 22),” Lyotard speaks more to the desire – possibly an 

impossible one – to hold on to forces of unintelligibility, anarchy and chaos that 

disassembles any moment in time:  

It is clear why history seems to us to also be an institution contributing to the general 

work of the binding of energy. […] Writing a history book always aims to produce a 

historian’s knowledge as its content, that is, a discourse that is at once consistent and 

complete, in which the non-sense of the event will be rendered intelligible, fully signified, 

and thus in principle predictable. It is to seek to institutionalize something that appeared 

at the time as foundationless, anarchic. To do so is to contribute to power by destroying 

force.290 

Panofsky’s impulse, as I’ve suggested earlier, was bind ‘art’ to a relatively coherent 

structure, producing a historian’s knowledge, to use Lyotard’s expression. It was 

judicious, for Panofsky, to curb interpretive excess or untrammelled subjectivities 

by means of an agreed conceptual apparatus and terminology to “legitimize” 

interpretation by means of a “higher level of authority.”291 In speaking to 

‘Minimalism’ as a front to a rather more explosive ricocheting of ideas, forms, 

voices, bodies, media and things than the designation ‘sculpture’ might be able to 

rationalize, even as an ‘expanded field’ to use Krauss’s famous term, asks us to 
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recall the untimeliness, messiness and ungraspability thrown up in the plurality of 

the present and submerged or elided in bounded historical narratives searching for 

a picture of the ‘complete’ past. 

§ 

To conclude this section, I want to revisit some of the challenges levelled 

at humanist notions of the private, individual self through a brief look at how a 

critical awareness of constructions of the contemporary subject becomes a key 

trope within the epistemological project of minimalism and new dance. In the 

context of dance, Rainer refers to this as a re-evaluation of the artifice of 

performance when she writes that: 

…action, or what one does, is more interesting and important than the exhibition of 

character and attitude, and that action can best be focused on through the submerging 

of the personality; so ideally one is not even oneself, one is a neutral “doer.”292 

Likewise, as Rainer’s chart indicates, minimalist objects eliminated or minimized 

the role of the artist’s hand. In dance, the public display of the ‘neutral’ body 

engaged in task-like activity replaced the expression of inner character or a 

private self. Rosalind Krauss developed these displacements of an interior 

sensibility in a 1973 article titled “Sense and Sensibility: Reflections on Post ’60s 

Sculpture.” Krauss characterises an attitude to subjectivity common, in her 

analysis, to minimalism and post-minimalism, as “a rejection that inherently 

implies the disavowal of the notion of a constituting consciousness and the 

protocol language of a private Self.” This model of meaning, reflecting the late 

writings of Ludwig Wittgenstein, is “severed from the legitimizing claims of the 

private self.”293  I would say that 21.3 is marked by its difference to Krauss’s 

disavowal of the ‘private self’ in her argument since, she writes, “to make art out 

of a reply to a formulation from the historical past is to immure oneself within the 

solipsistic space of memory itself” and therefore remains “trapped within the 

privacy of a mental space.”294 Or, should I say, 21.3 may be said to complicate 

the demarcated public-private separation Krauss insisted on for minimalism.295 

But then, clearly, 21.3 cannot be subsumed under any minimalist rubric nor 

manacled, so easily, to any label (can any art or artist?) If not merely disregarded 

as a curiosity, it could be considered as ‘something like’ proto-conceptual, proto-
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minimalist, post-Duchampian, ‘neo-Dada’ or Cage-influenced (or emerging, 

uneasily, from Morris’s personal circumstances as I indicated earlier – Morris’s 

study of art history).296 In “Sense and Sensibility,” Krauss sets up an opposition 

between two models of subjectivity – the minimalist/post-minimalist “disavowal 

… of a private Self” mentioned above, and a “notion of privacy, and of meaning 

tied to the private confines of a mental space,” which she attributes to conceptual 

artists such as Robert Barry, Douglas Huebler and On Kawara. A coordinate of 

the “private language” she attributes to certain works by these artists is 

“intention”: works of art constructed, she argues, “purely around the notion of 

intention points directly inward: to the privacy of mental space. ‘This is a portrait 

of Iris Clert,’ Rauschenberg telegraphed, ‘if I say it is.’” The progenitor of 

Krauss’s notion of intention is Marcel Duchamp.297 But doesn’t this view of 

opposing subjectivities unnecessarily delimit both ‘models’ of subjectivity? 21.3, 

for one, arguably straddles both: just as it resists the possibility of a coherent, 

stable self, it also concedes the possibility of coexisting and inconsistent subject 

positions, destabilising the notion of a binary public-private opposition.298 Indeed, 

a lot of Morris’s practice demonstrates an ability to operate both within and at 

the limits of particular discourses, troubling the foreclosure of, say, any particular 

discourse of subjectivity attributed to the sixties and its legacy (public or private 

model of meaning-making? The mind/body problem, if you will?)299 

Meaning emerging in the space of a public encounter, rather than any 

consideration of sculpture as a metaphor for a body divided into inside and 

outside, with the meaning of that body dependent upon the idea of a private, 

inner self, is crucial to the discourse of meaning-making Krauss promotes 

through her account of minimalism, or what she names as “the positive side of 

minimalism’s endeavour.” That is: 

[…] in refusing to give the work of art an illusionistic centre or interior, minimal artists 

are simply re-evaluating the logic of a particular source of meaning rather than denying 

meaning to the aesthetic object altogether. They are asking that meaning be seen as 

arising from […] a public, rather than a private space.300 

In Krauss’s understanding, the conventions of this ‘public space’ is tantamount to 

the ‘cultural space’ in which the artwork is encountered: 
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The ambition of minimalism was, then, to relocate the origins of a sculpture’s meaning 

to the outside, no longer modelling its structure on the privacy of psychological space but 

on the public, conventional nature of what might be called cultural space.301 

Krauss’s notion of the “externality of meaning” is bound up with the self 

understood in experience – that is, the language of phenomenology drawn from 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In a widely cited reading of Morris’s 1965 work Untitled 

(Three L-Beams), she writes that: 

In focusing on the work’s moment of appearing within a public space, Morris defeats the 

way that surface in traditional sculpture is understood to be a reflection of a pre-existent, 

internal armature or structure. […] a notion of the self which exists only in that moment 

of externality within that experience.302  

As James Meyer suggests, this “experience” is grounded in a “syntactical” 

encounter: “meaning is the production of a syntactical encounter of the viewer 

with the work and the gallery space.”303 From this we may also infer how such 

encounters are already entangled in the critical and phenomenological text in 

which they take place – the ‘public space’ or the ‘cultural space’ that Krauss 

refers to is arguably very much a discursive one before it is a ‘real’ space. In 

Krauss’s account, the ‘gallery space’ is undifferentiated – the (no longer passive) 

spectator/beholder/reader/participant may be a perceiving subject, but, 

nevertheless, a somewhat abstracted one, maintained within a neutral white 

space as a symbolic container for ‘sculpture.’ 

But how can we regard the excess of (contradictory, delayed, deformed) 

re-readings of any work that accrues through a work’s afterlife in public or social 

spaces or networks, and the contingency of its reception by spectators who, like 

the artist, cannot be isolated to a fixed subject position, and can hardly be 

captured or represented adequately in any historical narrative? Artwork is seen 

and encountered, inevitably, in relation to some kind of art institution and within 

the terms of a particular set of discourses. If there is a story here about a 

challenge to humanistic orthodoxy, it is one that is accommodated by the 

institution itself, which is calibrated according to the foundations of a humanistic 

structure (Morris’s reanimation of the ghost of Panofsky reflects this trace). In the 

next section, I turn to the site of the re-entry of 21.3 and a selection of his other 

dance pieces into the Morris canon: Morris retrospective The Mind/Body Problem 
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at the Guggenheim in 1994. We might consider two stridently opposing voices 

that can be heard under the name of an institution such as the Guggenheim vis-

à-vis the exhibition. Firstly, the point that a retrospective of a prominent male 

artist unavoidably reflects a traditional, epic narrative of the individual genius’s 

signature body of work – the model that understands meaning as an embodiment 

of a private, interior Self. Secondly, how does a “signature” that fails to coalesce 

in practice, a discourse that insists on an irredeemable, un-locatable Self, play out 

at the limits of such a narrative (ideological) frame? 

§
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The	  Mind/Body	  Problem:	  an	  interlude	  
In which Georges Didi-Huberman encounters Morris and decides to write a book about Donatello

I want to begin by approaching The Mind/Body Problem by way of a detour: 

specifically, a short personal response by Georges Didi-Huberman after seeing the 

exhibition. In 1995, Didi-Huberman wrote an article for Artforum – at the request 

of Rosalind Krauss who personally introduces the article – commenting mainly on 

an Artforum essay by Robert Morris from 1970, “Some Notes on the 

Phenomenology of Making: The Search for the Motivated.” In the essay, Morris 

addresses the process of art-making as a foil to what he names as “end function of 

art,” and the “variety of structural fixes that have been imposed on [it],” arguing 

that: 

[…] much attention has been focused on the analysis of the content of art making – its 

end images – but there has been little attention focused on the significance of the 

means.304 

One motivation for Morris’s interest is his observation that “ends and means have 

become progressively closer in a variety of different types of work in the twentieth 

century,” – he goes on to cite John Cage, Marcel Duchamp, Jasper Johns, Frank 

Stella, Jackson Pollock, Minimalism and the (then) current practices involving 

process. What attracts Didi-Huberman is when Morris reaches further back into 

the history of art to cite Michelangelo’s ‘unfinished’ marbles, and Donatello’s 

introduction of automatic processes in his Judith and Holofernes – for example, his 

use of life casting rather than modelling – as part of his system of production. This 

is seen by Morris as a disruption of the art-historical narrative that posits the 

artist’s hand as an interface to the artist’s interior self. He uses this example as a 

connection to the use of prefabrication processes in Duchamp and in 1960s work. 

What Didi-Huberman describes as this “shocking inscription” of Donatello into 

Morris’s own project, and Morris’s framing of it within a critique of the “history of 

art as a humanistic discipline,” mirrors Didi-Huberman’s critique of Panofsky in 

Confronting Images as well as his deployment of ‘anachronism’ as a way of 

overcoming evolutionary historical models. Didi-Huberman writes approvingly of 

Morris’s example, in particular drawing attention to how Morris’s observation of 

the art-making process Donatello demonstrated in Judith and Holofernes spells out a 
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resistance to the tenets of a humanistic art history and allows for an anachronistic 

re-reading of Donatello via Duchamp that productively disrupts art-history’s 

conventional default positions on periodization and style, and asks us to regard 

both Morris’s work and art history itself as heuristic. Didi-Huberman’s article is 

something of a rant – I imagine him scribbling it down during the flight from New 

York to Paris, dreaming of Italy. To present this flavour, and to allow Didi-

Huberman’s enthusiastic scholarship to put some of my previous comments in this 

chapter into relief, I cite him – without further commentary – at length: 

It’s not just that the casting of Judith’s veil from real fabric would by definition 

ruin the idea of a style in which the successful carving of draped cloth has been 

the benchmark of achievement since the time of the Greeks; or that the casting of 

Holofernes’ legs would throw the ideal of mimetic skill in rendering the human 

body out the window. […] More: the casting element in the “making” of the 

Judith would exclude it from the humanistic definition of sculpture. For Vasari, 

sculpture was an art that “takes away matter,” subjugating and reducing it to an 

idea already “drawn” in the artist’s mind. The cast, on the other hand, far from 

reducing matter, proceeds from matter to matter, and manages quite well 

without any preconceived “idea of form” whatsoever. And Gauricus on principal 

excluded anyone who worked with plaster, and particularly those base artisans 

who practiced casting, from the entire history of sculpture. 

Why this censure, this exclusion? Because the “phenomenology of casting” 

escapes humanistic and particularly Vasarian thought. […] Vasari and Gauricus 

had to exclude it, and Alberti to ignore it, because, strictly speaking, it doesn’t 

require any of art’s rhetorical criteria: neither invenzione, nor idea, nor even 

imitazione. In casting, it is enough to duplicate the referent by contact, without 

making the optical effort to “imitate.” Above all, casting is indifferent to the 

traditional notion of style: two legs, even if cast in the Quattrocento, have 

nothing in themselves that is “Renaissance.” 

Since the temporality of casting’s indexical process (analogous to photography’s 

ca a ete [this has been], according to Roland Barthes) engenders a dubious history 

only (how does one date a cast?), casting is also an obstacle to the traditional 

notion of history. It is a process productive of anachronism. This is why it is most 

often thrown back to that “before the time of art” – that ill-defined sphere of the 

artisan – of which Cennino Cennini spoke willingly and of which Alberti never 

spoke, or else to an “after the time of art,” that sphere, again scorned, of so-

called “nonworks” or Duchampian ready-mades. (In fixing a veil onto a 

mannequin with wax, and melting it in the bronze, what was Donatello making if 
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not a readymade “in fusion”?) 

Now, perhaps, we can see that Morris’s gaze at Donatello, with its declared 

anachronism – the Quattrocento artist’s name beside Duchamp’s and Pollock’s – 

isn’t concerned just with a “modern” interpretation of a historical work, or with a 

personal one, but with a certain state of knowledge in art history, a state that it 

actually alters. In fact Morris brings out an essential aspect – not a “technical 

detail” – of Donatello’s sculpture: the aspect of anachronism, camouflaged or 

disbelieved by art historians from Vasari to John Pope-Hennessy, who could not, 

didn’t want to, take it into account. This certainly wasn’t a matter of saying that 

Donatello and Duchamp are “doing the same thing,” under the archetypal 

umbrella of some nebulous transhistorical generality. Morris wouldn’t dream of 

that for a minute. It is a matter only of recognizing the power of a richly 

anachronistic moment (Walter Benjamin might have called it a “dialectical 

image”) to reopen one’s eyes to a discipline – art history – that was historically 

and academically constituted, in the 16th century, on the refusal to see certain 

characteristics that were nevertheless essential to the work of certain artists, even 

“humanist” artists like Donatello. From something the art historian Pope-

Hennessy still can’t take into account, through his allegiance to an aesthetic 

axiom dating from the time of Vasari (dating, that is, from a hundred years after 

Donatello’s death; an axiom itself anachronistic), the artist Morris can make a 

new historical and theoretical object, though an authentically Donatellian one. 

Maybe art history, this beautiful discipline, should occasionally pass through 

these moments, these anachronistic tests – dangerous moments, true, because 

they destabilize and violently “de-identify” their object, making it suddenly 

“strangely uncanny.” I imagine, for example, that Aby Warburg’s famous visit to 

the Pueblo Indians would have had for him this heuristic function of crisis, of 

fertile disorientation: the Pueblo serpent ritual may have allowed the great art 

historian to rethink the notion of Pathosformeln, and in some way to re-begin the 

history of the figurative rituals of the Florentine Renaissance. In the same way, 

couldn’t a voyage through Morris’ problematic – through the fascinating serpent 

of his exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum – help scholars re-begin the history 

of earlier sculpture? 

I say this not only because Morris, like Donatello, uses the casting process so well. 

There is something striking in Morris’ art – striking to the point where it troubles 

a number of viewers – that allows us better to see how Donatello worked: I 

would call this “thing” a heuristics, a term borrowed from epistemology. 

Whereas axiomatic knowledge is deduced entirely from propositions that are 

unproven yet are considered absolute, heuristic knowledge (the etymological 
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reference is to the act of meeting, of finding by chance, of discovering) advances 

from a working hypothesis without worrying about whether that hypothesis is 

true or false, “correct” or “incorrect.” The obvious violence that Morris’ work 

does to the traditional notion of style is in no way negative: it is fundamentally 

heuristic, a way of being at once exuberant and severe, erratic and structured. 

And in looking at it carefully, one can start to approach the stylistic paradoxes of 

Donatello. 

These too have a basically heuristic character. They also seem insensible to the 

axioms of humanism. Or, rather, they make humanism into a practice of excess, 

enlarged, open, and itself a producer of paradoxes – of Renaissance and 

medieval forms, iconic and indexical forms, optically conceived forms and forms 

created blind, “ideal” forms that aim for perfection and forms left to chance, 

closely mimetic forms and forms that are twisted and impossible (Morris 

particularly likes the empty glove in Donatello’s Saint Louis of Toulouse, which 

blesses the viewer without an arm to fill it), harmoniously complete forms and 

forms that are free, experimental, chosen at the last moment, left to their own 

devices – forms devoted to formlessness. 

This is why, leaving the Morris exhibition at the Guggenheim, and recalling that 

article of 1970 in Artforum, I suddenly had the urge to leave for Italy and write a 

book about Donatello. The history of art is probably a heuristic discipline.305 

§
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The	  Mind/Body	  Problem:	  Mr.	  Morris,	  Bob,	  and	  Roberta	  Smith	  

Perhaps Didi-Huberman’s delighted response to Morris’s 1994 

Guggenheim retrospective marks him out as the kind of “belly-button 

contemplating academic” for whom, according to Village Voice reviewer Peter 

Schjeldahl, “Morris is the perfect foil.” Schjeldahl’s review of The Mind/Body 

Problem, entitled “The Smartass Problem,” which included the opinion that Morris 

“was a brilliant parasite, but a parasite […] without a sincere bone in his head,”306 

was one among a tranche of critical responses from mass-press columnists 

expressing a hostile reaction to Morris’s aesthetic inconsistency: his singular lack of 

a “signature style.” Most trenchant among these was the New York Times’s Roberta 

Smith for whom “Mr. Morris’s art is overly didactic and cerebral and weirdly 

unconnected.” Smith’s “Mr. Morris” is, she continues: 

[…] something of an artistic chameleon, lifting ideas from other artists and changing or at 

least adjusting his coloration to every shift in contemporary art’s tonality. From 

Minimalism to Earthworks to Process art to Conceptual art to Neo-Expressionism, there’s 

almost no contemporary art movement in which he hasn’t been a participant, even if a 

tangential one.307 

Though it would be easy to disregard Smith’s catty response to The Mind/Body 

Problem, her frustration with the impossibility of definitively ‘naming’ Morris’s 

work and thus of ‘mastering’ him308 does speak to the conventions and grammar 

of the retrospective exhibition as a form. The retrospective is, conventionally, a 

vehicle for anchoring an artist’s oeuvre, of fixing an artist’s reputation for 

posterity, of maintaining an illusion of development, wholeness and completion 

through the body of the artist’s work – in short, as a form, it reflects a humanist 

conception of History as the grand narrative of the realization of a subject. 

Roberta Smith’s accusation that Morris was no more than a “kleptomaniac” and 

a “fake” shores up such a narrative, since her argument, as Richard J. Williams 

writes, “presupposes a view of artistic authorship based on authenticity and 

originality.”309 Smith seems disturbed by the inconsistencies in Morris’s work, 

which she equates to fakery. More graspable, for the critic, would be the solid 

stereotype of authenticity since there is truth in consistency: an idea Roland 

Barthes touches on in his late essay Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes: 
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The truth is in consistency,” Poe says in “Eureka.” Hence if we find consistency 

insupportable we cut ourselves off from an ethics of truth; we abandon the world, the 

proposition, the idea, once they set and assume the solid state, stereotyped (in Greek, stereos 

means solid).310 

In his essayistic ‘self’ examination or conversation with himself, Barthes is 

unpicking the construction of identity and truth as values invested in humanism – 

the very ‘truth’ that would see identity conflated with the consistency that Smith 

fails to locate in Morris. Barthes, on the other hand, feels the need to abandon or 

escape the “solid state” of the stereotype that the truth of consistency assumes and 

understands himself in terms of a dispersed subject – a desire harmonious with 

Morris’s own. 

The “kleptomaniac – fake” accusations come from Roberta Smith’s review 

of an earlier Morris retrospective titled Inability to Endure or Deny the World – an 

exhibition focusing on Morris’s painting and drawing at the Corcoran Gallery of 

Art in 1990. 311 In his The Mind/Body Problem catalogue essay, “Have Mind, Will 

Travel,” critic David Antin takes on Smith’s previous attack on Morris’s 

“inauthenticity” in a pre-emptive strike against future skirmishes with those who 

would fail, or be unwilling, to appreciate the challenge to conventional authorship 

proposed by the show and the artist it represented. In other words, the possibility 

of presenting an alternative model of authorship in which, in Williams’s 

formulation, “simultaneous and contradictory subject positions were possible, and 

the value of consistency discarded.”312 In “Have Mind, Will Travel,” Antin frames 

Smith’s position as a belief in the notion of persistence in terms of intention, 

ownership of ideas, and stylistic or authorial consistency. As he describes it: 

[…] there is the understanding that if an artist does related things in work after work, the 

sequence of works can be read as a series of related actions that unite to form a trajectory 

of intention. That has been one of the fundamental suppositions of traditional art history 

– that all of an artist’s works laid out in temporal order form a kind of artistic biography.

Persistence apparently functions in the art world not only as a trademark, proclaiming the 

artist’s property rights, it also operates as an assurance of authenticity. The particular art-

world system in which the works of […] Morris are made, distributed, and evaluated 

tends to require that artists have a consistent “personality.”313 
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But just as the institutions of art serve to produce the effect of such consistency 

and persistence, it is also clear that the institutional complex is able easily to house 

inconsistencies, to subsume difference and to accommodate critique – the 

institution provides and maintains a discursive frame as it simultaneously works to 

consolidate reputations, add value and confer status. As W.J.T. Mitchell reflects: 

The appearance of Morris’s work in a major Guggenheim retrospective in 1994 ought to 

have settled the question of his status. The label of “Major Artist” could now be safely 

inscribed over the entrance to the exhibition, and the works could be safely labelled as 

masterpieces, no matter how unprepossessing their visual appearance. All that remains is 

the packaging of Morris’s work in a canonical history that will position him in the 

contexts of Modernism and post-Modernism, and unpack the meanings of his objects in 

the terms provided by post-Structuralist theories of art.314 

The symbolic value of the retrospective ‘ought to have’ settled Morris’s status, so 

he could now be identified as a ‘Major Artist.’ This identification presumes, 

Mitchell implies, that canonical readings of his oeuvre, in appropriate 

modernist/post-modernist contexts, are a foregone conclusion: a neatly bound 

packaging of the artist and his self-identical corpus is inevitable. However, the 

tone of Mitchell’s gloss indicates his scepticism over the value of such an 

undertaking. The question mark he asserts over the value of the works ‘visual 

appearance’ elides with Morris’s concern with continually unfolding redefinitions 

and deformations of the identity of the object and the artist. Mitchell goes on to 

pay a “tribute to both the intransigence of the art-viewing public and the resilience 

of Morris’s art that the packaging, labelling, and securing of both the Work and 

the works is not likely to proceed untroubled.”315 Couple this with Morris’s 

practice of writing, intermingling critical readings of philosophy and art with 

fictional and pseudo-autobiographical narratives, and we find a subtle 

destabilisation of the value conferred by the conventional narrative frame of the 

retrospective, which functions to represent and classify ‘Morris’ as a total oeuvre. 

One site of conflict is with what James Elkins has described as ‘normal’ art 

history (if we also understand the retrospective format as a relative of that key 

representative of traditional or ‘normal’ art history – the catalogue raisonné.) 

‘Normal’ art history, Elkins proposes, “denotes that portion of the institutionally 

defined discipline whose authors are relatively mute about ‘philosophy’ and 

concerned largely with objects.”316 Morris’s conflation of the body and the object 
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and his disregard for the status of the ‘original’ object, as well as his ongoing 

reading of philosophy and eloquent rhetorical performances of himself as ‘artist,’ 

make him a problem for Elkins’s stereotyped connotation of ‘normal’ art history, 

not least because his writing practice derails the traditional critic-artist hierarchy. 

Morris’s restless reinventions make pinning him down to a coherent body 

of work difficult – a challenge for any unifying project bound to labelling or 

classifying a consistent ‘look’ for the work as a whole. This ‘problem’ of Morris’s 

work – that is, how to reflect his resistance to the conventional framing of an 

artist’s oeuvre as an identifiable parade of stylistic or conceptual content, 

authorized by the vehicle of the retrospective – is performed throughout the 

textual and discursive framing of The Mind/Body Problem. Specifically, this ‘staging’ 

is apparent through aspects of the presentation of the catalogue, interviews with 

the artist produced to coincide with the show,317 the hostile response by certain 

journalists cited above, and, in response to the adverse criticism, the roundtable 

discussion with prominent art historians and critics (Rosalind Krauss, Denis 

Hollier, Annette Michelson, Hal Foster, Silvia Kolbowski, Martha Buskirk, 

Benjamin Buchloh) that was quickly set up by the retrospective’s co-curator, 

Rosalind Krauss, and subsequently published in the summer edition of October of 

that year,318 which had the effect, (paradoxically?) of re-affirming Minimalism’s 

canonical authority. These unfolding scenes seem fitting for an artist whose career 

and position in contemporary art, so it had seemed to art critic Jeremy Gilbert-

Rolfe back in 1974, “has been one that concentrates on the artist’s identity as a 

performer within an institution of a certain sort.”319 

By the time of Gilbert-Rolfe’s review, Morris had already shown himself to 

be a very successful player within the (Euro-American) art world, having already 

been the subject of three major solo exhibitions at prestigious institutions: the 

(afore-mentioned) Corcoran/Detroit mid-career retrospective of 1969/70; the 

1970 Whitney show, curated by Marcia Tucker; and the 1971 Tate show, curated 

by David Sylvester and Michael Compton.320 The most radical conception was 

that of Marcia Tucker, who announced the intended curatorial resistance to “the 

historicizing function of a retrospective show” in the catalogue. Despite the fact 

that the exhibition had been initially conceived as a mid-career survey in a similar 

vein to the Corcoran/Detroit exhibitions (Tucker’s catalogue essay, which 

conventionally provides a chronological account of Morris’s work spanning the 

sixties, reflects this initial aim), this idea was abandoned and, in the event, all 
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works were commissioned specially for the show (figs. 19-21). The public was 

invited into the museum during the ten-day installation of the commissioned 

pieces to allow “environment and work [to] become elements in the continuous 

process which is crucial to the body of Morris’s work”321 (although public access to 

the work site was curtailed after one of the art installers sustained an injury). The 

installation was a major operation, since Morris’s constructions filled the entire 

third floor of the museum and included a ninety-six-foot-long installation 

spanning the entire length of the space. A sizeable workforce of forklift drivers, 

crane operators, building engineers and art fabricators and installers was 

assembled to complete the installation.322 Morris expressed his desire in a letter to 

Tucker to challenge the usual conventions of the one-man show format: 

[…] my hope is that the museum can support a showing situation which allows the artist 

an engagement rather than a regurgitation: a situation of challenge for the public and risk 

for the artist.323 

This included a theatricalization of the worker’s involvement in the constructions, 

which comprised site-specific installations that, as Julia Bryan-Wilson describes: 

[…] were made partially by chance; the workers rolled, scattered, and dropped concrete 

blocks and lumbers, then left them to lie as they fell. In thus relinquishing compositional 

control, Morris insisted on an unprecedented degree of collaboration between himself and 

the workers who installed the show.324 

Because of safety restrictions, the public who witnessed the spectacle of this 

construction were prohibited from any kind of interaction, unlike the more game-

like structure produced for the 1971 Tate Gallery retrospective, which invited 

visitors to perform playful, task-like activities by interacting with the sculptural and 

architectural elements of the piece: climbing up and sliding down metal and 

plywood inclines, hanging from and walking on ropes, dragging rocks, pushing 

lumps of metal, rolling logs and large cylinders, and so on (fig. 22). 325 Such 

interaction and the use of movable props recalls the work Morris had done with 

Simone Forti and the Judson Dance Theatre a decade earlier, and the centrality 

of the body was very much in evidence in Morris’s conception of the show. As he 

wrote to David Compton, the co-curator of the show: 
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As you will see from the photos when they arrive, the show is more environmental than 

object-like, offers more the possibility – or even necessity – of physically moving over, in, 

around, rather than detached viewing. Personally, I’d rather break my arm falling off a 

platform than spend an hour in detached contemplation of a Matisse.326 

In a subsequent letter to Compton, Morris explicitly underlines the work as one 

that seeks to engage the public’s experience rather than provide access to the 

artist’s own: 

The progression is from manipulation of objects, to constructions which adjust to the 

body’s presence, to situations where the body itself is manipulated. I want to provide a 

situation where people can become more aware of their own experience rather than more 

aware of some version of my experience.327 

 The installation was closed after just four days because it was deemed too 

dangerous after some participants sustained minor injuries.328 Six days after the 

participatory installation was closed, a hastily constructed conventional survey of 

Morris’s work reopened, reflecting David Sylvester’s original plan for the show as 

a standard retrospective built around the minimalist works of the mid-sixties 

rather than the de-monumentalized game-structure that Morris envisaged.329 

Fig. 22. Installation shot of people interacting with works in Tate 
Exhibitions – Robert Morris: Bodyspacemotionthings, 28 April - 6 June, 1971. 
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Figs. 19-21.  Top: Robert Morris drives a forklift during the installation of his Whitney show, 
1970. 
Middle: Robert Morris and workers assemble Untitled (Concrete, Steel, Timbers), 1970. 
Bottom: Installation shot of Robert Morris: Recent Works, at the Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York, 1970. Foreground: Untitled (Concrete, Steel, Timbers), 6 x 16 x 96 feet. Destroyed. 
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While all of the 1969 to 1971 ‘retrospectives’ included elements that 

sought to push the bounds of the chronological survey form (the inclusion of both 

monumental and ephemeral outdoor works in the Corcoran/Detroit shows; the 

presentation of the process of art production as labour at the Whitney, and the 

participatory experience at the Tate), the Guggenheim blockbuster appears to 

have reinstated the overarching ambition of a retrospective format to produce 

some sense of an overall picture of the artist’s work. The show included a vast 

chronology of works (around 170) ranging from 1961 (the year Morris moved to 

New York) to the latest series of Blind Time drawings (Blind Time IV (Drawing with 

Davidson) 1991). The works – many of them re-fabrications of earlier pieces – 

occupied half the Guggenheim’s flagship building on Fifth Avenue as well as the 

second-floor galleries of the Guggenheim Museum SoHo, and subsequently 

travelled to the Deichtorhallen in Hamburg and the Musée National d’Art 

Moderne in Paris. Babette Mangolte’s film-remakes of Morris’s dance pieces were 

commissioned by Rosalind Krauss for the exhibition, and the show itself, 

according to Krauss, was “conceived […] around the dance pieces – as 

demonstrating Morris’s concern for the body.”330 They were displayed on large-

scale screens installed in the alcoves that open off the spiral ramp inside the Frank 

Lloyd Wright building. 331 A reconstruction of Untitled (L-Beams) of 1965 was 

installed in the centre of the ground floor lobby of the iconic space, re-establishing 

the work’s central place of importance in the Morris oeuvre as authorized in 

earlier key writings (namely, Passages in Modern Sculpture) by Rosalind Krauss. The 

conventional grammar of the retrospective is maintained in the second half of the 

show’s substantial catalogue with reproductions of works on the show in 

chronological sequence and detailed texts on individual pieces or series. But the 

opening essay of the catalogue by co-curator Thomas Krens, “The Triumph of 

Entropy,” presents a partial show of resistance to the institutional authority of the 

retrospective, which suggests how the exhibition organisers had considered the 

challenge of Morris’s work to the modernist conception of History as the grand 

narrative of the realization of a subject. 

§
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Fig. 23. Installation view: Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York, 3 February - 1 May, 1994. Photo: David Heald © SRGF, NY. 
Ground floor foyer with Untitled (Three L-Beams), 1965. Painted plywood, three units, 
each 96 x 96 x 24 inches. Installation of a 1969 refabrication of the work. 
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Fig. 24. Installation view: Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York, 3 February - 1 May, 1994. Photo: David Heald © SRGF, NY. 
21.3 can be seen on the second tier on the left of the photo. 
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Fig. 25. Installation view: Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York, 3 February - 1 May, 1994. Photo: David Heald © SRGF, NY. 
Left to right: Wall Hanging, 1969-70. Felt; Babette Mangolte film of Waterman Switch, original 
performance (with Lucinda Childs and Yvonne Rainer) at the Festival of the Arts Today, Buffalo, 
March 1965; Untitled (Teepee), 1970. Felt strips, overall dimensions variable. 

Fig. 26. Installation view: Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York, 3 February - 1 May, 1994. Photos: David Heald © SRGF, NY. 
Left to right: Untitled (Shoulder), 1973. Felt, 9 x 20 x 3 feet overall; Untitled (Butterfly), 1980. Felt and 
metal grommets, 9 feet x 20 feet x 4 feet 6 inches overall; House of the Vetti, 1983. Felt, steel bracket 
and metal grommets, 94½ x 96 x 36 inches overall. 
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Fig. 27. Installation view: Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York, 3 February - 1 May, 1994. Photo: David Heald © SRGF, NY. 
Left to right (clockwise): Untitled (Cloud), 1962; Two Columns, 1961; Untitled (Corner Piece), 1964; 
Untitled (Frame), 1962; Untitled (Slab),1962. All painted plywood, refabrications made for the 
exhibition. 

Fig. 28. Installation view: Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York, 3 February - 1 May, 1994. Photo: David Heald © SRGF, NY. 
Installation of Untitled (Threadwaste), 1968. Threadwaste, asphalt, mirrors, copper tubing and felt, 
overall dimensions variable. 
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Catalogue	  raisonné	  as	  ruin?	  

A large part of the weighty Mind/Body Problem publication is taken up by 

six thematic essays by Rosalind Krauss, the exhibition co-curator, and five others: 

Maurice Berger, David Antin, Annette Michelson, W. J. T. Mitchell and Jean-

Pierre Criqui. All had already played an integral part in re-inscribing the 

predominating ‘Morris’ discourse and each here provide nuanced positions on the 

‘problem’ of ‘Morris’ in relation to authorship, the artist’s oeuvre, and the 

retrospective-exhibition context.332 Perhaps the most telling contribution is the 

introductory text, “The Triumph of Entropy,” by exhibition co-curator and 

museum director Thomas Krens. A figure associated with the aggressive 

expansion of the Guggenheim, John Richardson of The New York Review of Books 

described Krens in 1992 as a “towering former basketball player turned 

technocrat out to make ‘Guggenheim’ the biggest name in a huge new business he 

has invented: museum franchises.”333 

As Krens relates in his catalogue introduction, one of the spurs for The 

Mind/Body Problem was his own collapse under the weight of the academic heavy 

lifting of a catalogue raisonné of Morris’s work. Another aspect of the exhibition’s 

backdrop was the Guggenheim’s collection policies, which had been weighted 

towards abstract, minimal and conceptual art since the gallery’s inception. In 

1990 Krens had brokered the acquisition of the Panza di Biumo collection of 

minimalist and conceptual works from the sixties and seventies (thirty-four pieces 

by Morris were among the more than three hundred works purchased).334 Both of 

these events highlight tensions faced by The Mind/Body Problem curators in relation 

to issues of both authorship and the status of the object. Firstly, Krens writes in his 

introduction that he had been working with Morris to produce a catalogue 

raisonné of the artist’s work since 1978 – some fifteen years. Such a 

(comprehensive, exhaustive, definitive) form as the catalogue raisonné – a format 

that establishes the authenticity, originality and unique status of individual art 

objects – apparently proved to be far too solid a container for Morris’s rangy 

output. As Krens conceded: “[H]is body of work begins and ends as a text that 

consciously seduces, and ultimately resists, a definitive exegesis in any form.”335 

This also reflects equivocations as to the status of works, since many pieces were 

designed to be dismantled after exhibitions and discarded or recycled, or were 
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later re-built and reconfigured (such as the grey-painted plywood objects), and/or 

were contingent on the contexts in which they were presented and produced (for 

example Untitled (Scatter Piece) and Continuous Project Altered Daily, 1968-69).336 Also 

the artist entertains a habit of being noncommittal with regards to the re-

fabrication and re-configuration of works (in other words, the choice of materials 

for remade works and who should stage-manage their reconstruction or 

installation). For example, in a review of the 2010 reconstruction of Untitled (Scatter 

Piece) (1968), Richard Kalina reports that Morris told the gallery director, Barbara 

Castelli, she could arrange the elements of the work herself, and that “when she 

demurred, he suggested, perhaps humorously, or perhaps not, that she could ask a 

couple of eight-year-olds to take on the task.”337 This raises questions relevant to 

authorship and objecthood of works that impinge on collection, conservation and 

curatorial considerations, as well as how the artist and his works are positioned 

historically. As Krens recognized, such slippages between categories, through the 

process of the life and after-life of works, mitigate against the fixity of forms like 

the catalogue raisonné and the authority it represents. Likewise, unfixed 

permutations and a lack of ‘original’ works or the overriding authorial control of 

the artist are ongoing concerns for the guardians – in this case the Guggenheim – 

of (their portion of) the Panza collection as they strive to maintain and bolster the 

authoritative position (and value) of their holdings.338  

To mitigate the condition of the authoritative curatorial text common to 

the one-person show – more often than not a hagiographic biography combined 

with the recuperative act of suturing predominant concepts, themes and media 

emerging from the artist’s body of work into an overriding chronological structure 

– Krens produced a different kind of performance for The Mind/Body Problem

catalogue. Rather than providing the expected seamless explanatory text, Krens

presented reproductions of a fragmentary set of notes, drafts and transcriptions

culled from his catalogue raisonné project. These are fascinating documents, since

they reveal the character of what is normally concealed in the ‘writing up’ of

research: that is, the speculations, struggles and doubts involved in the process.

The presentation suggests a (potentially) ongoing, ceaseless and exhaustive

gathering of scraps and gaps, of questions and re-interpretations rather than

solutions and closure – a kind of indeterminate delay in which the past is,

ultimately irrecoverable. If it were registered as such, the fragments might be seen

as a dimly contrived reflection of Benjamin’s thinking of the ruin as an allegory of
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the past, in which the past is revealed in its present condition through an image of 

history marked by the process of decay. On the other hand, the stripped down 

anatomy represented by the piecemeal notes at times reveals another kind of 

gesture, indicating the exposed apparatus of an art-historical groundwork in which 

the heroic myth of the artist is partially submerged, but visibly emergent. Krens’s 

notes seem to exhibit the tension that Bill Readings indicates when he writes in his 

foreword to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s Political Writings that: “Despite our vaunted 

suspicion of the liberal humanist ‘subject,’ we still want heroic narratives.”339 In 

other words, a ghost of such a narrative and the requisite patterns of causation can 

be clearly discerned in Krens’s notes, and suffuse in its wake the whole of the 

publication project – its afterlife lacks any strong current of radical indeterminacy 

that conditions the Arcades Project. 

This sense of an underlying heroic narrative is signalled early on in Krens’s 

opening statement when he writes: 

How does one “know” an artist who so actively resists being known – who at the same 

time provides in and around his work as much information, variety, and complexity as 

any artist who ever lived?340 

In the grandiose “any artist who ever lived,” Krens betrays his desired relationship 

with the object of his study – the desire to know, to master. The myth of the 

genius (male) artist apparently lingers, despite resistance to the contrary. In the 

following section, I look at some of Krens’s fragments to see how they sketch an 

outline of that figure emerging in his preparatory research. 

§
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Fig. 29. Page from Thomas Krens’s research notes for his catalogue raisonné of Robert Morris, 
reproduced as part of his introductory essay in Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem. 
Left (bottom): Krens’s unpublished notes and diagram: research for Morris catalogue raisonné 
project, ca. 1981. 
Right (top): Krens’s unpublished handwritten note, ca. 1980.341 
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The first two pages of reproductions present four pages from transcripts of 

audiotaped conversations between Robert Morris and Krens that took place 

between November 1978 and February 1979. The abbreviated sequence begins 

with the first transcript (Tape 1.1), which reflects on Morris’s “pre-history” as a 

painter in California (pre-New York). The fourth document (Tape 4.2) ends with 

references to Continuous Project Altered Daily – the 1969 Castelli warehouse project. 

The decade of the sixties brackets Morris’s ‘major achievement’ as an artist 

(ignoring the subsequent two decades of work), just as the period is canonically 

acknowledged in the (afore-mentioned) October forum that was in part prompted 

by The Mind/Body Problem: it was pointedly titled “The Reception of the Sixties.” 

The second document (Tape 1.2) alludes to the oft-quoted anecdote in which John 

Cage listened to the entire three-and-a-half-hour recording of the Box with the 

Sound of its Own Making (1961) in one sitting. These opening fragments, then, sketch 

some of the tenets of a ‘normal’ art history – periodization and lineage. The 

majority of the rest of the documents are drafts of a series of essays by Krens 

designed for the catalogue raisonné project. The chains of lineage are further 

established through reference to Duchamp and to Morris’s study on Brancusi. 

There is a reproduction of a drawing by Morris from Appendix D of his masters 

dissertation that shows Brancusi’s “Essential Form-Classes” (fig. 30). On this 

document, Krens has written a note to the effect that: 

This drawing is a map of Brancusi’s achievement and it either anticipates or follows the 

mapping activity that is both the foundation and the literal blueprint for Morris’s 

minimalist enterprise.342 

This note echoes throughout Krens’s project in his persistent search for some 

stabilising, constant strain in Morris’s work despite the obvious difficulties 

encountered in trying to achieve such a goal. For example, in a page from another 

draft of the catalogue raisonné introductory essay, Krens outlines the difficulties of 

the recuperation project since, among other reasons, “certain works… have never 

entered the arena of critical consideration” and the fact that “potential and actual 

layers of meaning […] have been purposely camouflaged or obscured by the 

artist.”343 But amongst this apologia one can sense a certain conviction that, if 

only certain gaps could be filled in, certain submerged elements could finally be 

excavated, the artist and his body of work could eventually emerge whole. The 
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coherent, expressive body and subject is re-established in a hastily scrawled note 

where Krens even postulates a notion of Morris as a veritable Renaissance Man, 

citing Morris’s writings as the source for “the almost mythic aura that has come to 

surround his work.”344 So, despite the fact that a fair proportion of the works in 

The Mind/Body Problem were technically re-productions, it seems that 

reproducibility has not dimmed the aura of the ‘authentic’ artist. Krens’s 

fragmentary text, then, frequently appears more like an unrestored monument 

than a Benjaminian ruin. The restoration of the Morris corpus merely awaits 

death when the self as the privileged site of the humanist imaginary returns. 

§
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Fig. 30.  Pages from Thomas Krens’s notes on Robert Morris, reproduced in Robert Morris: The 
Mind/Body Problem catalogue, 1994. The right hand page (at top) is a page from an appendix of 
Morris’s MA dissertation “Form-classes in the Work of Constantin Brancusi.” Krens has written a 
note in the margin that reads: “Key document. This drawing is a map of Brancusi’s achievements, 
and it either anticipates or follows the mapping activity that is both the foundation and the literal 
blueprint for Morris’s minimalist enterprise. [?] work from 1963 (Green Gallery) to 1968 (200 
pieces of steel…) is nothing.” 
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But this ‘artist’ is clearly a different kind of ‘author’ than the one Panofsky 

might have prescribed or characterised. While the retrospective form might 

sustain the principle of unity around which the systemic entity ‘the artist’ might 

inhere, it is clear in the case of Morris, as well as minimalism in general, that there 

is a distinct lack of unity in what is gathered under the name(s). Morris is 

particularly good at performing the author as a multiplicity – a panoply of 

competing and contradictory ‘selves’ – in order to de-legitimate the methods 

Panofsky uses to reify ‘the artist.’ In “Triumph of Entropy,” Krens wryly 

undercuts the illusion of unity that the retrospective implies when he quotes one of 

Morris’s fictional aliases Body Bob, who says: “the whole story can never tell the 

whole story.”345 His “introduction notes” from August 1992, reproduced in The 

Mind/Body Problem, are concerned with the “‘unknowability’ of Morris’s oeuvre.” 

He argues that “Morris resists appropriation and understanding every step of the 

way. He knows the ultimate power of his art resides in his inscrutability, and that 

once the paradigm has been defined, inscrutability vanishes.” Ultimately, it seems 

for Krens, this is an heroic gesture: “[Morris] regards himself as an intellectual 

superman and a physiological everyman.”346 

The push-pull of Krens’s staging of the artist – a ‘big name’ reified by the 

retrospective or an elusive conglomeration of fragments that refuses to be ‘named’ 

as a unity – is also performed by the cover of The Mind/Body Problem catalogue and 

the sequence of images that follows it (figs. 31-36). The cover is in the form of a re-

presentation of Morris’s 1962 work I-Box. The original work is a small cabinet, 

around 18 or 19 inches high, with an I-shaped door which, when opened, reveals 

a rather gawky looking photograph of the naked artist, in a state of semi-arousal, 

with a daft expression on his face. The neutral ‘I’ displayed when the door is 

closed in the actual work denies representation of a specific self, where the 

improbable photo within seems to mock any efforts towards revealing some 

psychological or symbolic ‘truth’ about the artist. The ambiguous image is, 

somehow, neither here nor there in so far as any ideal of masculinity is concerned, 

but it has the effect of at once parodying and laying bare the masculinist function 

of the author-genius underscoring the master narratives of modernism. For The 

Mind/Body Problem catalogue cover, the I-shaped door is cut out, and the title 

‘Robert Morris’ covers the artist’s vital parts in the original I-Box photograph, 

which is reproduced on the first page of the catalogue and can be glimpsed 

through the cut-out “I” on the front cover. Is that blatant positioning of the artist’s 
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name trying to tell us something? Is it a critical joke or is it, as the institution is 

wont to do, baldly re-establishing, without ambiguity, the centrality and authority 

of the artist’s name? 

Following the I-Box re-construction, a sequence of images of the artist in 

various guises unfolds, from Morris posing in the striking costume he made for his 

1963 dance War – a duet with Bob Huot – beside a photograph of Morris 

standing inside Untitled (Box for Standing) from 1961: a box designed to fit the artist 

standing upright which is connected to the props he had made for dances 

developed with Simone Forti. The final, and perhaps most striking, juxtaposition 

is of an image taken from a poster made for Morris’s 1974 Castelli-Sonnabend 

show, in which the artist is dressed in S&M gear (with chains and a Nazi-era 

German army helmet – incidentally, the image was printed on a T-shirt 

advertising the Guggenheim show), and Morris, on the right, in the guise of the 

generic academic presented in 21.3. As part of the project of recuperating Morris’s 

dance pieces, the series of photographs opening the catalogue has the effect of 

decentring any impression of the iconic “Morris the Minimalist sculptor.” Rather, 

the images index Morris’s ongoing confrontation with the process of identification 

in which identity is not claimed, but is rather understood as a matter of 

performing, experimenting and becoming. The varying states of ‘Morris’ (or not-

Morris) that this sequence of images presents gives rise to an expression of the 

tension between the demands for an artist-author as representative of a certain 

identifiable corpus of work that the format of the retrospective anticipates, and the 

tactical play of resistance that Morris performs against the art-historical apparatus 

that is explicitly enacted in 21.3. 

As problematic as it might seem, though, Rosalind Krauss is still at pains 

to apply a scientific logic (in the sense of identifying an object) to this ‘new’ entity 

of the artist – the nomenclature she adopts is the ‘meta-artist.’ This emerged 

during the roundtable that she convened in direct response to the criticism levelled 

at The Mind/Body Problem. She raises the figure of the ‘meta-artist’ during the 

discussion: 

This idea of the artist as a meta-figure raises the question of who is the major meta-artist 

of the twentieth century? Marcel Duchamp. And who revived this? Many people did, but 

one of the principal figures among them was Jasper Johns. And Johns’s revival of the 

Duchamp paradigm had two major progeny. One of them was Richter and one of them 
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was Morris. And while distinguishing between Richter’s and Morris’s projects is 

undoubtedly productive, focusing on this model shows what links them. This role of meta-

artist has a prominent position within twentieth-century art. It’s not a paradigm that is 

easily dismissed.347 

It seems to me that her comments exhibit a decided similarity to some of those 

precepts of the modernist enterprise of art history – in short the grand narrative of 

a lineage of Euro-American male artist geniuses – that has been under 

deconstruction through the critiques of the contemporary art historians and others 

I have cited throughout this chapter (Bal, Didi-Huberman, Kubler, Melville, 

Moxey et al.). While we see signs of the edifice of the modernist enterprise 

crumbling in Krens’s catalogue introduction, the signs are equivocal. It is telling 

that the maintenance of the chronological structure is fundamental to The 

Mind/Body Problem in 1994, where the radical reconsiderations of the retrospective 

form that Morris enacted around 1970 are conspicuously absent. Do we 

understand the radical project of the 1960s – from the seemly distance of thirty-

odd years (that is, from the perspective of The Mind/Body Problem exhibition) – to 

be merely subsumed by the institution or still resonant as a ghostly symptom of the 

archive, ripe to survive, illuminate and redraw the present (and, in this way, to 

continually challenge the institution to undo and remake itself anew)? Did the 

failure of Krens’s catalogue raisonné make way for a rethinking of the way that 

museums exhibit an individual artist’s oeuvre in the wake of the various reported 

‘deaths’ of the author? 348 These questions – particularly in relation to the 

contemporary value and status of the ‘one-person show’ – are outside the scope of 

this PhD, but warrant further study.349 

§
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Figs. 31-36. Cover and opening pages of Robert Morris: The Mind/Body Problem,  
(New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1994). 
Images are in order: Front cover of catalogue, I-Box photograph seen through cut-out 
section; I-Box, 1962 (open view); Morris in costume for performance of War, in 
collaboration with Robert Huot, Judson Memorial Church, New York, 1963; photograph 
of Morris standing inside his work Untitled (Box for Standing), 1961; photograph of Morris 
dressed in S & M gear and battle regalia, used for poster advertising simultaneous 
exhibitions at Sonnabend Gallery and Leo Castelli Gallery, New York, April 1974; 
photograph of Morris performing 21.3, 1964. 
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“Has	  the	  ‘Epistemological	  Transformation’	  Taken	  Place?”	  

In this chapter, I have discussed Robert Morris’s 21.3 as a device for 

thinking resistance to a type of art history represented by Erwin Panofsky’s 

methodological essay “Iconography and Iconology.” I have also used the work as 

a conduit to a wider constellation of authors who have likewise resisted historicist 

and humanist conceptions of the narratives and subjects of history – a conception 

that coalesces with an art history presented as a chronological progression of 

classifiable periods, styles and national schools rallied to establish a canon of 

knowledge. It is clear to see that a dance-performance piece like 21.3 is not easily 

corralled into such a scheme and indeed, as an historical object, does not sit easily 

in the system of hierarchy and value that a conventional art history seeks to 

maintain. Also, we can see the indeterminate meanings generated by 21.3 in 

durational terms: as a ‘delay’ that enacts suspensions and renewals of meaning, 

but also in terms of an (art) object that provokes dialogue and debate – a 

‘dialectical image’ in Benjamin’s terms. W. J. T. Mitchell refers to this sense of 

duration in relation to Morris’s work when he writes that “[t]he objects take time, 

much more time than a label allows, certainly more time than we’ve got …” 

Crucially, for Mitchell: 

…this time is not a hermeneutic duration, a process of interpretation and description that 

leads to the hidden truth or meaning, but a movement from apparent order to a labyrinth 

of knots, unsolved problems, conundrums, and disagreeable absences.350 

Thus, the work tends to defeat the notion of what Mitchell refers to as the 

“‘readable’ work of art, understood as an intelligible allegory, an expressive 

symbol, or a coherent narrative.”351 

The form of the lecture used in 21.3 is enfolded in the notion of ‘reading’ – 

the origin of the word ‘lecture’ is (Latin) legere – but here reading is marked not in 

the definitive sense of reading as a strategy marked by interpretive closure but 

reading as a tactical resistance to such a closure. The work of art and its tactical 

reading are understood here as an encounter within what Morris calls a 

“permissive space of delay,” which is conditioned by a play of meanings that are 

neither able to be definitively settled nor circumscribed by a predetermined 

theoretical order. 
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I also understand ‘delay’ here in terms of a work’s after-lives – following 

Benjamin – in which an artwork cannot be restricted to a fixed point in the past as 

a chronological narrative form of history presupposes, but is encountered in a 

forever renewed present forming a constellation with fragments and traces of a 

past and its potential futures. This conditions a reading that is terminally delayed, 

forever incomplete, and an art ‘work’ as an indeterminate process, which I want to 

characterise as a dynamic form of resistance. 21.3 shows itself to be a bifurcating 

compilation of different times and durations – a constellation of after-lives. In this 

chapter I have discussed 21.3 as a critical constellation linking Panofsky to his 

contemporary critics; dance and minimalism; the discursive experiments of artists 

in the 1960s with more recent understandings of the ‘discursive’ or ‘educational 

turn’ in contemporary art and curatorial practice; dance rehearsals in the 1960s 

with ‘performance lectures’ of the 2000s and so on. The promise of such a 

heterochronic condition is the promise of all historical objects as Didi-Huberman 

argues: 

One must not claim that there are historical objects relevant to this or that duration: one 

must understand that in each historical object, all times encounter one another, collide, or 

base themselves plastically on one another, bifurcate, or even become entangled with 

each other.352 

By replaying a conglomeration or plurality of histories in relation to a particular 

work of art, I also hope to have shown how an artwork’s singularities resist a 

reading based on classifications or structures designed to establish an artist’s body 

of work as a general unity (reifications, say, of ‘Minimalism,’ ‘the sixties’ or even 

‘the artist.’) 

But this resistance has to be regarded as modest, flying (perhaps) below the 

radar. Morris summarises 21.3 as a performance which shows “[t]he simultaneity 

of speech and its attendant motions pried apart, slightly.” Attention has to be paid 

to that carefully placed qualifier ‘slightly.’ How far have we come? Didi-

Huberman asked a question at the Clark Conference (Sterling and Francine Clark 

Art Institute) of 2002: “Has the ‘Epistemological Transformation’ Taken Place?” 

The doubt implied in his question prompts an inquiry into the dynamic 

relationship in current art history in which “crisis and hegemony are mixed” – a 

double aspect that inheres with the paradoxical and troubled relationship between 
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Morris and the conventional structure of the retrospective. This question, for 

Didi-Huberman, acts as a form of fold, or folding, bound up with the relationship 

between art, history, and knowledge.  

 
[…] the point of view of history casts beneficial doubt on the value systems contained, at a 

given moment, in the word art. But the point of view of art – or, at least, that of the image, 

the visual object – reciprocally casts beneficial doubt on the models of intelligibility 

contained, at any given moment, in the word history.353 

 

A history of ‘the retrospective’ is as yet untold, but it is certainly one of the main 

vehicles used by art institutions today for conveying an individual artist’s power 

and value. Is this vehicle not thoroughly conversant with the modernist 

conception – the logos – of the artist-subject and its centrality to the humanist 

imaginary at the heart of the Panofskyan system? But art is elusive and not 

necessarily bound by such a general knowledge (that of language), as Didi-

Huberman implies, provoking us (again and again) to cast doubt on the models of 

intelligibility contained in the word history – and therefore recasts ‘history’ as 

subject to an uninhabited, tactical reading, in Benjamin’s formulation, “against 

the grain.” 

§ 
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The fundamentally unfinished collection of things worth knowing, 

whose utility depends on chance, has its prototype in study. 

Walter Benjamin, Convolute m [Idleness], The Arcades Project 

Every sentence that I write is trying to say the whole thing, that is, the 

same thing over and over again and it is as though they were views of 

one object seen from different angles. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value 

Writing has nothing to do with signifying. It has to do with surveying, 

mapping, even realms that are yet to come. 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 

The labyrinth is the home of the hesitant. The path of someone shy of 

arrival at a goal easily takes the form of a labyrinth. 

Walter Benjamin, “Central Park” 
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Fig. 37. Bethan Huws’s studio/study during the making of Origin and Source (1993-1996). 
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Preamble 

This chapter is concerned with the interface between work carried out by 

the artist Bethan Huws in the mid-1990s, primarily Haus Esters Piece (1993) and 

Origin and Source (1993-1997). I am less interested in demarcating these pieces as 

self-contained ‘works,’ but rather in looking at how they operate as critical 

constellations that speak not only to a complex set of interrelationships between the 

two works, but also to a wider set of past and present histories and critical readings 

elicited by the works. This follows my earlier understanding of how artworks are 

conditioned by a resistance to demarcations of unity, whether that be ‘period,’ 

‘style,’ or any number of categorical terms, as discussed in chapter one. Rather, I 

am interested in art as a form of critical entanglement in which the ‘in-between’ 

character of works is conditioned by a contentious modality in which the 

categories of ‘work’ and ‘author,’ and how these are ‘named,’ are called into 

question. This relates back to the speculative condition of the ‘contemporary’ in 

which artworks, as Robert Morris has suggested, “are coated or infected with a 

kind of question-like aspect”1 – a condition in which the question always exceeds 

the statement or proposition. Generally speaking, in the case of my reading of 

Huws’s work in this chapter, this leads to speculation surrounding the process of 

artistic research, which I relate to the creative-critical thinking which approaches 

both the limits of a ‘work’ and the unfinishability, or radical incompletion, of the 

‘work’ at the idling and doubtful heart of study. 

Before I begin to address the work itself, I want to invoke momentarily the 

idea of beginnings – of the tentative steps, tortuous detours and inchoate 

hesitations that inhabit the uncertainty of beginnings, since this mode sets the tone 

for the liminal character of the works that interest me here. One of the problems 

and paradoxes of beginning, as Edward Said proposes in his exemplary study on 

the subject, “…is often the corollary result of not believing any beginning can be 

located.”2 One way of thinking about beginning is always as beginning again, 

circuitously, in the same way that writing may be thought of as rewriting. Said 

refers to this mode of beginning as intransitive, as “locked outside language […] 

unknown,” and as situated around an absent or indefinable centre. This 

‘intransitive’ or ‘conceptual’ kind of beginning – to use Said’s terminology – is 

always infused by a problem with the character of an un-ending thought 

experiment, as opposed to the transitive or ‘useful’ beginning one can point to and 
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define as “present for the purpose of the discourse.” Said distinguishes the 

intransitive beginning as: 

[…] very much a creature of the mind, very much a bristling paradox, yet also very much 

a figure of thought that draws special attention to itself. Its existence cannot be doubted, 

yet its pertinence is wholly to itself. Because it cannot truly be known, because it belongs 

more to silence than it does to language, because it is what has always been left behind, 

and because it challenges continuities that go cheerfully forward with their beginnings 

obediently affixed – it is therefore something of a necessary fiction. It is perhaps our 

permanent concession as finite minds to an ungraspable absolute.3 

In an early work by Bethan Huws from her time at the Royal College of Art, 

Scraped Floor (1987), we can see an echo of this “ungraspable absolute” that Said 

invokes. Over the course of more than three months, Huws removed all the layers 

of paint, glue, plaster, nails and other detritus from the floor of the shared studio 

space apportioned to her by the college. Once the surface was exposed, she 

carried on working over the floor with a small chisel, removing and smoothing 

over the soft grain of the wood surface. The intensive labour of removing all traces 

of previous occupants and activities, of intimately going over, absorbing and 

seeking to erase the historical residue of the space signifies a form of excavation, a 

desire to uncover a ground or work towards an original state as well as to lay claim 

to an artistic territory – an impulse that would recur in Origin and Source in a 

different form: as the mental labour of study rather than the physical labour of 

cleaning and scraping. 

The direct involvement and confrontation with space in Scraped Floor 

introduces the artist’s ongoing concern with site in her work, but also features a 

tendency in Huws’s work to collapse conceptual distance into existential concern. 

Both Scraped Floor and Origin and Source, as we will see, share Said’s idea of the 

intransitive beginning which I relate both to a dynamic form of hesitation and an 

impulse to continually begin again, to clear a space for beginning with an 

understanding that a beginning, paradoxically, may forever remain elusive and 

unknowable. In a statement about Scraped Floor, Huws also underlines her 

commitment to the temporality of work – work as an embodied process rather 

than a destination foreclosed by the artist’s signature: 
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During the time of working on this floor I began to feel more and more like the sea, 

producing something with my own body in a comparatively short time that the sea would 

have taken a million years to make. This work was made while I was working on it. It was 

not foreseen, it formed itself, and through this I discovered that it was not within me to 

make a work – it derives from my response to something other. […] Choosing a large 

area was important. With a space much larger than yourself you also become affected by 

it rather than affecting it, you stand outside of yourself.4 

This is one beginning: an impulse to start from scratch.5 

§ 

Another beginning is an arbitrary encounter between a curator, Julian 

Heynen, and some pieces by Huws, displayed at the Hayward Gallery in London 

as part of the third British Art Show in 1990.6 Huws’s contribution to the 

exhibition comprised a group of four plinths topped by Perspex covers, each 

housing miniature handcrafted boats made by fashioning a base and mast out of a 

single strand of rush. (See fig. 38). 

Figure 38. Bethan Huws, Untitled, 1983 - ongoing; An assembled rush boat, 30mm in length. 
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These tiny objects had been a habitual presence in Huws’s work since 1983, 

recalling a childhood pastime and place of origin, both connected to the landscape 

of Huws’s homeland in North Wales. In the context of their presentation in the 

gallery, the display cases containing the fragile rush boats become reliquaries for 

personal memories of a bygone experience and place, exceeding the symbolic 

dimension. As Huws insists: “[The boats’] significance lies in how they were made, 

by whom they were made, how they relate to the place where they were made, 

and how that place relates to their function.”7 (Their ‘function’ presumably comes 

into its own when the boats – both self-contained and various – are cast off by 

their maker, cutting loose to navigate the local streams from which they embark, 

forging their own desire lines). This invocation of a concrete experience drawn out 

of an interior world enfolding past and present becomes a continuous thread 

throughout Huws’s work – her particular struggle with space, place, language and 

the human dimension are part of an ongoing conversation throughout the 

inception and development of Haus Esters Piece and Origin and Source: the 

unfinishable work at the heart of this chapter.  

§ 

Heynen’s encounter with the rush boats prompted him to invite Huws to 

present a solo exhibition at Museum Haus Esters in Krefeld, Germany, in 1993 

(16 May – 11 July). The artist was very much struck by the beauty of the 

architecture of Haus Esters which, with its neighbor Haus Lange, is one of a pair 

of brick villas designed by Mies van de Rohe in the late 1920s and converted into 

contemporary art spaces after the end of WWII.8 Of Haus Esters, Huws would 

later observe that: “You cannot feel anything here, it’s a place that thinks.”9 After 

many months of deliberation and research into the cultural contexts and 

exhibition histories of this “place that thinks,” Huws decided to leave the galleries 

situated on the ground floor of Haus Esters empty for the duration of the 

exhibition, appropriating the articulated space of the house as a kind of 

readymade as well as repositioning the artwork as a site.10 This gesture was 

accompanied by an equally minimal and decidedly enigmatic text printed in 

English and German on heavy Vergé paper, which was handed to each visitor on 

arrival. (See fig. 53 & 54) The artistic proposition presented the visitor with an 

architectural shell as a particular site of performance and spatio-temporal 
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experience inflected by language pared to a liminal state – a point I will elaborate 

later in the chapter.	  

Following the Haus Esters show, Heynen asked Huws to prepare a text for 

a proposed post-exhibition catalogue. The text Heynen requested never 

eventuated and the publication was shelved. Having found herself unable to 

articulate her thoughts on the Haus Esters Piece to her satisfaction and, perhaps, 

troubled by this failure and finding herself in a state of crisis, Huws withdrew from 

her role as an exhibiting artist on the gallery circuit. For a number of years 

following Haus Esters Piece, the artist dedicated herself to a period of study 

stemming from the preparatory notes for the abandoned catalogue. We might 

now recognize this scene of hesitation as a point of departure – a form of 

beginning which can be allied to Said’s notion of a beginning that doesn’t 

necessarily lead to a project being realized but rather, the intransitive aspect of 

beginning that “…retains for the beginning its identity as radical starting point: the 

intransitive and conceptual aspect, that which has no object but its own constant 

clarification.”11 
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Fig. 39. Poster advertising solo show by Bethan Huws, Museum Haus Esters, 
Krefeld, Germany, 16 May – 11 July 1993. 

In a letter to the artist at the time, Heynen identified the Haus Esters Piece, and 

Huws’s failed attempts to articulate it in a satisfactory way, as inextricably bound 

up. The indeterminacy of the Haus Esters Piece, in Heynen’s eyes, was embodied by 

the writer’s block which disabled her from determining the work in the form of an 

appropriate – a ‘proper’ – catalogue text. So much so that this inability to 

complete the text – this unfinishability – was, according to Heynen, part and 

parcel of the very condition of Haus Esters Piece. In this light, Heynen described it 

as: 
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[…] a kind of work in transition, a work which, in the end, will turn out to be very crucial 

to your way as an artist. In a way it is not finished yet, and may never be so. The 

difficulties you have writing the description/the explanation/the secondary text seem to 

be part of the importance of the piece as a whole.12 

From within this site of hesitation that Heynen had identified, Huws continued to 

work on the ever-growing assortment of notes, diagrams and drawings for some 

years to follow. Alongside reflections on her own work to date, she dedicated 

herself to reading philosophy, linguistics, psychology and writings by other artists 

in a bid to build up a set of theoretical tools through which to begin to 

(re)articulate her practice. As she was later to describe it, the activity stemmed 

from: 

[...] having too many questions in my own mind and not being able to answer them all. 

Too many questions and therefore a lot of doubt – doubt about what I was doing. And 

not knowing what I was doing took over my activity, it became my activity.13 

This activity of ‘not knowing’ and the copious notes and sketches it engendered 

was to form the basis of Origin and Source. She pursued this study, maintaining her 

voluntary withdrawal from exhibiting, for a few years following the Haus Esters 

show. As she was later to summarise: 

I could not find the ground of what was made and went further and further into what 

Julian Heynen called a work crisis that he compared to Marcel Duchamp’s work crisis. 

Having still not resolved the notes by 1996, I decided to edit and order the notes into six 

volumes, […]14 

This decision to present the notes as a ‘work’ was facilitated by Heynen’s 

invitation to Huws to take part in the group exhibition Niemandsland (no-man’s 

land) at Museum Haus Esters and Haus Lange in 1997 (8 June – 17 August).15 

The exhibition set out to explore what Heynen referred to as: “The no-man’s land 

of the beginnings of a work.”16 The invitation prompted Huws to edit and collate 

roughly half the compilation of notes – some 1342 pages – in the form of a set of 

six cheaply bound volumes of A4 photocopies. These were presented on a 

functional table with a modest chair provided for visitors: a minimal set-up 

evoking both classroom and study. (See fig. 40.) The simple presentation unites the 

artist-writer and the viewer-reader within a proposed space of study or research. 
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However, this presentation of research – despite appearances – is clearly 

uncontainable in the conventional academic sense of the word, given that the 

discontinuous, fragmentary and non-linear contents of the volumes fail to support 

or simulate the stability of any particular thesis: its very irresolution eschews the 

authority of interpretation. Instead, the fragments of notes, drawings and 

quotations that make up Origin and Source might be positioned amongst the 

spectrum that connects the card file to rune or quipu, as Benjamin imagined it in 

One-way Street: 

The card file ushers in the triumph of three-dimensional writing – in startling 

counterpoint to the three-dimensionality of writing in its earliest days as rune or quipu. 

(And these days, as the current scientific mode of production tells us, the book is already 

an obsolete link between two different card-file systems. The reason being that all 

essentials may be found in the paper-slip index of the researcher who compiled it, the 

scholar studying it assimilating those essentials into his own card file.) 17 

That is to say, Origin and Source cannot be read for gist or argument – there is no 

authorial voice, foundation or logical structure to anchor such a reading. Rather, 

like a card file, what we encounter is the inchoate beginnings of thinking that 

facilitates openings rather than forcing closures – questions rather than 

conclusions. It indicates instead an experimental mode of presenting traces of 

thinking, where ‘experimental’ might be allied to ‘research’ as a tentative mode of 

incompletion, temporariness and potentiality. The material of this ‘between-ness’ 

can no longer be consolidated in book – or thesis – form, as Benjamin’s thought 

experiment suggests, but rather prompts a more radical form of ‘reading’ that is 

permanently open to renewed critical thinking. 

We might also recall here Robert Morris’s work Card File (1962): a 

vertically mounted file of alphabetically indexed cards which record, in a deadpan 

tone, the incidental steps the artist followed in the conception and making of the 

work. The sequence of labels record, among other things, “Accidents, Categories, 

Changes, Considerations, Delays, Interruptions, Losses, Mistakes, Prices, 

Purchases, Recoveries, Repetition, Time, Trips” and so on. On the cards are 

typed, cross-referenced, dated remarks indicating the artist’s thought processes 

and incidents that contributed to the making of the work, often in absurd and 

banal detail. For example, on the card labelled “Mistakes” he notes: 
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7/12 – 14/62 

Lost small package of cards. (See Losses). 

Total number of typing errors: 12 (at 12/31/62) 

11/27/62, 6:35 pm 

Third entry on Working – 2 card out of order. 

11/27/62, 6:45 pm 

“Stationery” misspelled. Discovered by Dick Bellamy, 

11/18/62, 2:55 pm. (See Names). 

12/17/62, 4:30 am 

The inclusion of the category, “Completion”. 

The final “Mistake” – “The inclusion of the category, “Completion” – suggests 

paying attention to the open-ended processes of art practice and art ‘work,’ 

obviating the notion of the art object as a finite, fixed, unified entity distinct from 

the circumstances of its production and reception. It also demystifies the secrets of 

the ‘creative process,’ parodying, in W. J. T Mitchell’s words, “the cult of secrecy 

associated with Romantic expressive creation and the associated production of 

cult objects.”18 Morris’s Card File is less a self-contained object than an object of 

discourse. Mitchell takes this to be a mise en abyme for Morris’s practice in general, 

since: 

…it is a body of questions and decisions, some rational, others arbitrary; a series of 

concerns, experiments, concepts, procedures, attitudes – in short, a discursive field or 

grid, like a card file, a catalogue of the considerations and topics that might come up in 

the making of an art object labelled Card File.19 

The intermediate image of the ‘card file’ as an indeterminate discursive 

field, as Mitchell suggests, also offers a shorthand for the sprawling work of Origin 

and Source. It is also fitting for the work in the context of Niemandsland, since the 

exhibition sought to call forth the ‘no-man’s land’ between private and public, or 

“[t]he space,” in the words of the curator, “where ideas and works linger and 

grow [...] where something may become or already is a work.”20 The exhibition, 

then, sought to approach the ontological slipperiness of works – like the Haus Esters 

Piece and Origin and Source – that are conditioned by questions such as ‘What is a 

work of art? How does it emerge? Where are its limits?’ These challenges as to 

what kind of work might be recognized as ‘art’ clearly reaches back to historical 

precedents – prominently, the provocations to traditional definitions of art by 
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Marcel Duchamp and the Dadaists, and the replaying of these enquiries via the 

minimal, post-minimal and conceptual artists of the 1960s and ’70s: the landscape 

I have touched on in relation to Morris’s work. This includes art and exhibitions 

that adopted strategies foregrounding process, such as Morris’s 1970 Whitney 

show, curated by Marcia Tucker, that emphasized the temporal character of the 

event of art’s presentation and reception, placing the notion of the artwork as a 

final destination under jeopardy.21 As we will see, this context is very relevant to 

the site of the Haus Esters Piece – Mies van de Rohe’s twin houses and their histories 

as contemporary art spaces – as well as Huws’s own personal trajectory as an 

artist. 
§ 

Fig 40. Bethan Huws, Origin and Source, installed for the exhibition Niemandsland, Museum Haus 
Lange and Museum Haus Esters, Krefeld, Germany, 8 May – 17 August 1997. 
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Fig. 41: Bethan Huws, page 176 from Origin and Source, 1993-1995, vol. VI, 1997; photocopied A4 
paper.
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Study:	  work,	  idleness,	  unfinishability

In order to better situate the distinctive qualities of the events described 

above, we will touch here on wider aspects to do with concepts of ‘work’ in 

relation to Huws’s work. Briefly sketched, these include the character of ‘study’ as 

creative-critical work and its relation to Benjamin’s conception of ‘idleness’; 

questions related to how a work – an author’s or artist’s work, or a body of work – 

is to be determined (Michel Foucault); the appearance or absence of the traces out 

of which a work emerges (Maurice Blanchot); and the purported substitution of 

the studio for the study, which Lucy Lippard perceived to be a distinguishing 

feature of emergent conceptual approaches in the 1960s. These will be elaborated 

further below. 

As a preliminary, I propose that from Haus Esters Piece, with its absence of 

both an integral form and totalizing meaning or signification, to Huws’s hesitation 

towards pinning the piece down to a catalogue statement, through to the artist’s 

self-imposed period of study and eventual exhibition of Origin and Source in 

Niemandsland, underlines a way of thinking about the work of art as a process rather 

than a completed and determinable object.22 (But isn’t this the condition of all 

works of art as well as every attempt to determine them in terms of coherent 

unities of meaning?) In any case, Huws’s open-ended and ongoing practice of 

thought, self-scrutiny and reflection following Haus Esters Piece would become the 

object (the aim and approach) of the work, opposing the notion of the art object as 

primarily visual,23 and ‘the (art)work’ itself as a stable, fixed and complete entity or 

an isolated artifact authorized by the framework of the museum institution and 

commodified by the market. As one commentator on Huws’s work has noted, 

“…art, conceived in these terms, is the model of a way of thinking rather than a 

representation of something.”24 Here, the active ‘work’ – distinct from the 

category of ‘an artwork’ – takes place in the private space of the study amongst a 

community of independent thinking and thinkers accessed and encountered 

through reading.25 Here we can acknowledge the dual aspect of ‘study’ as a place 

for thought, or a space where reflection takes place, as well as ‘study’ as a process 

of working through thought, of confronting the unknown or the ‘unthought’: a 

situation in which ‘not knowing,’ as Huws reveals in the quotation above, becomes 

the activity.26	  
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But what is the nature and condition of this activity? First, we might 

consider the figure of the student and the unfinishable activity of study as it is 

taken up in Walter Benjamin’s convolution of ‘idleness’ (Müβiggang – literally ‘idle 

walk’) – in the Arcades project.27 In this convolute, Benjamin puts together various 

aspects constellating the ‘idleness’ of study, which he understands as a utopian 

form of intellectual pursuit that eschews the strictures of the goal-oriented 

professional.28 Figures of the (primitive) hunter and the (modern) student are 

conflated as exemplars of a mode of idleness that stands as a resistance to the 

systems and structures of alienated labour, or professional status. In the hunter, 

prefiguring the student as a creative idler-worker, experience based on long 

practice (Erfahrung) is conjoined in a productive relationship with instantaneous 

experience, or experience based on momentary chance (Erlebnis). The hunter-

student (like the historian) pays heed to the Spur29 or trace, as Benjamin notes: 

Whoever follows traces must not only pay attention; above all, he must have given heed 

already to a great many things. (The hunter must know about the hoof of the animal 

whose trail he is on; he must know the hour when that animal goes to drink; he must 

know the course of the river to which it turns, and the location of the ford by which he 

himself can get across). In this way there comes into play the peculiar configuration by 

dint of which Erfahrung appears translated into the language of Erlebnis. (m2,1)30 

As a corollary to the mode of attention Benjamin deems suitable for 

‘idleness,’ we might consider ‘not knowing’ as a productive mode for the creative-

critical thinker. In attempting to theorise on the tactical position of ‘not knowing’ 

for artistic practice, writer and artist Emma Cocker reflects Benjamin’s dialectic of 

attention (or experience) in terms of “a field of desirable indeterminacy within 

which to work,” in which the unknown or the unanticipated needs to be prepared 

for. Through the experience of long practice (in Benjamin’s terms: Erfahrung), 

conditions for productive encounters with momentary chance (Erlebnis) may be 

enhanced, as Cocker suggests: 

For the artist, to prepare for the unexpected has a dual function. It is the gesture of 

developing readiness (for anything), a state of being at cusp of action, mind and body 

poised. It is also an act of scarifying the ground, an attempt to create the germinal 

conditions within which something unanticipated might arise. 



224 

Just as the hunter must prepare the conditions, through experience, for the sudden 

appearance of the quarry, some artistic practices seek to prepare for the encounter 

with the unknown, using “tactical approaches or methods that seek to produce the 

conditions of uncertainty, disorientation or indeterminacy,” according to Cocker. 

As she writes: 

Not knowing comes unannounced; still, there are methods for increasing the likelihood of 

its occurrence. Moreover, what can be prepared is a capacity for recognising its advent, 

for noticing its arrival.31 

‘Not knowing’ may be thought of as a state of suspension or hesitation. Dynamic 

tactics for manoeuvring round this state might include (for example) 

improvisational or aleatory methods designed to interrupt (pre)established 

conceptual frameworks.32 In this way, we might think of creative and critical daily 

practice as forever a realm of future potential, configuring an ‘archaic’ past 

iterated in the present, as is the case in Benjamin’s student-hunter thought figure. 

Benjamin’s idleness is a paradoxical manner of passionate, yet distracted, 

attention,33 in which the end goal is forever delayed and form is always in a state 

of unfinishedness. Indeed, the convolute on idleness is an expression of the radical 

incompletion of the Arcades project itself. Although the student is not necessarily an 

artist, it might be suggested that the artist is forever the student, tirelessly seeking 

answers that may never be found to questions that may or may not be the right 

ones (and are most probably forgotten or replaced by new questions once answers 

have been found). Huws’s activity of ‘not knowing’ along with her sense of the 

‘unfinishability’ of the work of study – that any resolution, conclusion or claim to 

knowledge would forever be deferred – is conditioned by the pace and sensibility 

of idleness to which Benjamin alludes. 

Huws’s withdrawal can also be allied to a form of resistance, which 

Benjamin deems appropriate to creative intellectual work as he conceives it. 

However, this interminability – this resistance to closure – has a model in study as 

critical and creative reflection, as Benjamin notes: “The fundamentally 

unfinishable collection of things worth knowing, whose utility depends on chance, 

has its prototype in study.” [m2,1]34 And this value is extracted by future readers: 
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Student and hunter. The text is a forest in which the reader is hunter. Rustling in the 

underbrush – the idea, skittish prey, the citation – another piece “in the bag.” [m2a,1]35 

As is clear, the radical incompletion of the Arcades project proposes an-

other kind of author – the author as hunter-gatherer, as collector, as a player (a 

gambler, a flâneur) amongst a collective network of readers, engaging a plethora 

of authorial positions simultaneously. A definitive theoretical position, 

hypothetical ‘proof’ or unified conceptual frame underwritten by the individual 

author is undone, as Rolf Tiedemann describes in his introduction to the first 

publication of Passagen-Werk in Germany in 1982: 

Benjamin’s intention was to bring together theory and materials, quotations and 

interpretation, in a new constellation compared to contemporary methods of 

representation. The quotations and the materials would bear the full weight of the 

project; theory and interpretation would have to withdraw in an ascetic manner.36 

In a famous exchange of letters with Theodor Adorno on the proposed form of 

the Arcades project, Adorno was dubious of this withdrawal Tiedemann identifies, 

and advised Benjamin to “articulate his own interpretation and express the 

content of his dialectic in conceptual language” and complained of Benjamin’s 

“wide-eyed presentation of mere facts.”37 Adorno was critiquing the theoretical 

hesitation he perceived in Benjamin’s “The Paris of the Second Empire in 

Baudelaire” of 1938, and not referring to the fragmentary convolutes edited by 

Tiedemann and from which basis the English version of the Arcades project was 

produced, but the point about the particular authority Adorno felt Benjamin 

should be claiming in the work is clear. The problematic aesthetic withdrawal and 

lack of mediation that Adorno indicates in Benjamin’s work might readily be seen 

as a prefigurement of Foucault’s analysis of the disappearance of the writing 

subject in the space of writing. I bring up this point here as a backdrop to the 

question “What is a work?” which acts as a pendant to Foucault’s question “What 

is an author?” in his eponymous 1969 paper, in which Foucault challenges notions 

of authenticity and truth bound to the category of the author (and by extension 

‘the artist’) – notions that feature in the vocabulary of structuralism (and 

formalism).  

Foucault is concerned with not only the implications of the ideological 

figure of the author, but also the “equally problematic nature of the word ‘work’ 
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and the unity it designates.”38 It is not enough for a work to be something 

produced by an author (even a dead one) for, as Foucault argues: 

Assuming that we are dealing with an author, is everything he wrote and said, everything 

he left behind, to be included in his work? This problem is both theoretical and practical. 

If we wish to publish the complete works of Nietzsche, for example, where do we draw the 

line? Certainly, everything must be published, but can we agree on what “everything” 

means? We will, of course, include everything that Nietzsche himself published, along 

with the drafts of his works, his plans for aphorisms, his marginal notations and 

corrections. But what if, in a notebook filled with aphorisms, we find a reference, a 

reminder of an appointment, an address, or a laundry bill, should this be included in his 

works? Why not?39 

While there are no laundry bills in Origin and Source, and the question as to the 

limits of the contents and presentation of the fragments is controlled by the artist’s 

position as editor of the piece(s), nevertheless this question as to the status of the 

work as ‘artwork’ is not so easily reduced. Huws’s ‘work’ exhibits an 

incommensurable gathering of forms of minor writing – for example, such things 

as cursory notes seemingly to herself; diagrams and doodles linking vestiges of 

previous works and moments; writing that has been partially obscured – rubbed 

out or tippexed – and written over; lists of definitions copied from the dictionary 

and so on. This patchwork of partial thoughts, illegible marks, solipsistic questions 

and inchoate tinkerings does not aspire to the boundedness required of a thesis or 

a literary ‘work’ as perceived within a pantheon or lineage of similarly addressable 

‘works’ categorised as those by an ‘author’ – the entity of which is the focus of 

Foucault’s critique. The composition of both ‘work’ and ‘author,’ as presented 

through Origin and Source is at once intimate and obscure – an ‘appropriate’ 

distance is never created to allow the reader to closely read the text in order to 

ascertain – to pin down – the author’s intentional meaning. The writing presents 

a proliferation of meaning without signification in which the producer of the text 

is both fully self-absorbed (withdrawn) and conspicuously on the thin skin of the 

surface, scratching to penetrate it. Often there is the question of starting, of 

tentative beginnings, of how to think about beginning – “WHAT IS, A 

LITERARY WORK – WHAT IS IT TO – To start by writing about your own 

work, rather than anybody else’s – You stop looking at your work and start 

reading your work – if you can’t read it there is something wrong – ” (see fig. 42). 



227 

Nothing is settled or can be settled easily. 

§ 

Fig. 42. Bethan Huws, page 18 from Origin and Source, 1993-1995, vol. I, 1997; photocopied A4 
paper. 
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As a reader, encountering the apparently inchoate bricolage of notes and 

sketches Huws produced in the midst of what she referred to as an “activity of not 

knowing” comes close to what Maurice Blanchot understood as the often 

obscured or eradicated traces out of which a work emerges. Origin and Source is a 

gathering of those very traces – what remains obscure here is the ‘work’ as a 

definitive entity with demarcated limits. We are left with an expression of the 

necessity, the urgency, the desire for communication, but not the ideological, 

signified, endgame of communication itself. 

Blanchot was referring to Antonin Artaud’s famous correspondence with 

Nouvelle Revue Française editor Jacques Rivière on the young poet’s “unpublishable” 

poems, which he describes as an attempt to approach “the experience of the work, 

the movement which leads up to it, and the obscure, anonymous trace which, 

clumsily, it represents.”40 Of this notion of the experience of the work, Blanchot 

continues: 

We are coming close, therefore, to a phenomenon to which literature and indeed art are 

often linked: namely, that there is no poem which does not have its own accomplishment 

as a poem as its implicit or explicit ‘subject’, and that the work is at times realised, at times 

sacrificed, for the sake of the very movement from which it comes.41 

Likewise, in Origin and Source, the “obscure, anonymous trace” of Huws’s work 

and reflection during this time dwells on, and in, “the very movement from which 

it comes.” It may be said to embody a continual process of ‘becoming’ as well as 

presenting a version of the scene of doubt and failure – the impossibility of 

representing thought itself – that Blanchot deems significant in the Artaud-Rivière 

correspondence. 

§ 

Further to this enlarged sense of the unfinished present – the mise-en-scène of 

the process of a work’s becoming – ‘study’ also calls attention to the conceptual 

allegiance of Huws’ work, reflecting the claim Lucy Lippard made in a 1968 essay 

that: “The studio is again becoming a study.”42 By calling attention to this 

apparent shift, Lippard’s observation signals a different kind of potential for the 

studio/study as a particular space of attention – in Benjamin’s sense – in which 

theory and practice intermingle in productive ways, as a kind of activity of 
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(unknowable, unidentifiable) thought conceived within a dynamic space between 

language and experience. ‘Study’ also presupposes ‘research,’ and the 

iconography of research and publication, and of the laboratory, reading room, 

library and archive was a prominent feature of conceptual art and its cognates. 

For example, a number of conceptually-oriented artists in the sixties adopted 

forms and systems related to academic and intellectual work – the index card and 

filing cabinet,43 lecture and performance-demonstration (as outlined in chapter 

one), and pseudo-mathematical formulae and linguistic theory.44 This area of 

interest is linked to the increased stakes artists held in educational institutions in 

the sixties, which I discussed in chapter one in relation to the pedagogical form of 

the lecture and artistic concerns with ‘learning’ and ‘unlearning,’ as well as the 

growing prominence of artist-critics (and lecturers) like Robert Morris. In his book 

Art Subjects, Howard Singerman relates this profusion of ‘knowledge production’ in 

art of the 1960s and ‘70s in America to the increasing importance of university art 

education and the rise of the M.F.A., with its concomitant research credentials 

and (sometimes) lecturing commitments. Artwork produced under the auspices of 

the university, he writes: 

…performs a function significantly different from that of the chef d’oeuvre, the 

masterpiece, that resulted from an earlier education. It neither demonstrates the 

acquisition of certain manual skills and techniques nor marks the culmination of a period 

of training. Rather it insists both on going on [working in series] and on the ongoing 

production of language.”45  

I referred to this general preoccupation with discursivity in art practice since the 

1960s in chapter one, as well as to ‘discursive’ and ‘educational’ turns since the 

1990s, characterized by renewed interest in artworks and exhibitions as 

manifestations of ongoing research: a form that features widely in the 

contemporary landscape of artistic and curatorial practice.46 This interest in 

experimental research in art and design practice is also manifest in the widening 

prominence of the practice-led PhD over the past 20 years or so (in Europe, 

Australasia and Japan at least).47 

The ‘return’ of the sixties in contemporary art, in which the constellation 

of the thinking process is acknowledged as an integral element of art as praxis, is 

itself a notion itself critically underwritten by the ideas of Marcel Duchamp. We 
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might recall here in passing, in light of Huws’s act of withdrawal from the 

exhibition circuit, that Duchamp famously gave up the art scene to play chess and 

pursue research into optics, after leaving the Large Glass permanently unfinished in 

New York in 1923.48 In the introduction, I noted the relevance of Duchamp to 

transitory, or ‘exilic’ figures of thinking and ways of working that challenge 

conventional definitions of ‘artist’ and ‘artwork.’ Further, Duchamp can be 

mentioned in light of the experimental interface between ‘art’ and ‘research’ that 

recent interventions in art and education practices highlight. The idea of 

‘research’ (or ‘thinking’) in and through art practice asks for a re-thinking of the 

allegiance of ‘research’ to traditional academic (or, the systematic rigour implied 

in ‘scientific’) fields – that is, art as ‘research’ implies an interrogation of what 

‘research,’ as well as ‘art,’ might be. Writing about “art as a thinking process,” 

cultural theorist Sarat Maharaj takes Duchamp’s description of his Large Glass as 

an “‘agricultural implement’ for breaking new ground, a tool for unpacking 

representationalism in visual art and in thinking, for querying the ‘given’ and 

going beyond it” as exemplary for an understanding of thinking via art as an 

“investigative vehicle or probe.”49 This signifies ‘research,’ broadly speaking, as 

synonymous with uncertainty, unknowing, incompletion, testing out, probing, 

delving, questioning. In thinking about contemporary art in relation to this arena 

of research, we might think of artists as producers of ‘events’ or ‘articulations,’ 

challenging the idea – as Singerman suggests – of artists as creators of “the chef 

d’oeuvre, the masterpiece,” or makers of representations or ‘aesthetic objects.’ 

Research through, in and as art might then be thought of as an ‘event’ or set of 

‘articulations’ through which to re-think art and its objects. 

In the same moment that Lippard observed the ‘studio’ becoming the 

‘study’ in the sixties, she also saw a productive friction in the interplay between 

“art as idea and art as action.”50 As a kind of ‘movement of thinking,’ the 

interrelational space that situates the ‘event’ of research could be said to modulate 

these twin aspects. In his often-quoted “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” of 1967, 

Sol LeWitt emphasised ‘process’ as a way of expressing the coupling of idea and 

action to present a self-reflexive ‘movement of thinking’ in and through art:  

If the artist carries through his idea and makes it into visible form, then all the steps in the 

process are of importance. The idea itself, even if not made visual, is as much a work of 

art as any finished product. All intervening steps – scribbles, sketches, drawings, failed 
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work, models, studies, thoughts, conversations – are of interest. Those that show the 

thought process of the artist are sometimes more interesting than the final product.51 

These ‘intervening steps’ suggest another facet of ‘art as a thinking process,’ beside 

art as an “investigative vehicle,” that Maharaj explores in his short ‘scouting 

report’ on the subject. He describes this second issue as “the sense of ‘a passage 

through,’ the duration of step-by-step self-scrutiny – an introspective experience 

during which art practice takes stock of its own processes and procedures, stands 

back to watch itself plying its trade.”52 This observation is pertinent both to the 

singularities of Origin and Source – its invocation of the tributaries, hesitations and 

failures experienced in research – as well as to the hesitant ‘method’ I am 

considering in relation to it, which I explore further in the next section. 

Before moving on to that, I take heed of Maharaj’s wise counsel to be 

aware of the appearance ‘art’ and ‘thinking’ as “blankets, abstract categories.” He 

writes that: 

We need to be wary of treating them as hard and fast givens, as fixed immutable entities. 

[…] This involves tackling “art” and “thinking” in all the varied, erratic, contrary forms 

in which they manifest themselves in concrete instances – in the singularity of this or that 

art work or event, in this or that particular episode of thinking.53 

In addition to the singularities of concrete instances in which ‘art’ and ‘thinking’ 

intermingle, Maharaj claims that this intermingling remains an: 

…“unnameable process” anterior to what we come in hindsight to split up, define, and 

label as the separate processes of “art” and “thinking.” In this prior “indeterminate flux,” 

the two processes of “art” and “thinking” are so merged and melded that they are “of a 

piece,” so “at one” as to be indistinguishable. This amorphous pre-process state – an 

emerging creative splurge, so to speak—is the phase of “ur-utteration” when neither “art” 

nor “thinking” are utterly separate, distinct utterances. We face an eruptive, self-spawning 

capacity that goes beyond the “given” – a self-raising, self-erasing drive that transcends it. 

An expanding, mushrooming force, in the sense of Duchamp’s épanouissement, it throws up 

new experiential and epistemic intensities, objects and dimensions that overshoot the 

“given.” It brings into being unforeseeable possibilities—that we cannot have anticipated 

or known or scripted beforehand.54 

This is very much in keeping with the kind of expanded ‘writing’ that makes up 
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Origin and Source, and also to the resistance embodied in singular ways in all the 

case studies in this PhD – that is, the resistance of the pieces to analysis (which is 

also a feature of resistance itself, as suggested in the introduction). Maharaj 

considers the “obscure surge” of this “unnameable process” in relation to 

“doodling” or, adopting James Joyce’s word, “Monkeydoodling” to evoke 

“something of a directionless scattering, an indeterminate flux – the mind perhaps 

crouching to test its bearings but not, as it were, poised for imminent ‘purposeful’ 

expression.”55 He also alludes to an “undecidable condition” of the “state of 

‘idling,’” in a similar vein: 

With “idling” we have an activity that is reducible neither to cognitive-stuff, to a 

conventional notion of the thinking process, nor to Art. It touches on a kind of the 

“oscillating densities” that Duchamp saw as going beyond the “givens” of “art” and 

“thinking” by falling short of either. Its gist is in his poser: How to make a work of art that 

is not of art?56  

Maharaj’s ‘doodling’ and ‘idling’ are similar to conditions I attribute to 

Origin and Source, and in the next section I elaborate on a sibling figure: ‘hesitation.’ 

This unfolds in relation to a couple of different but affiliated attributes. Firstly, I 

make reference to the art historians Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood’s 

reading of Renaissance art in terms of anachronism. I discuss the idea of art as a 

curious form of ‘event,’ in which art – which Nagel and Wood refer to as a 

“recursive system” – is in a state of ‘dynamic hesitation,’ since it can bear multiple 

temporalities as well as proliferations of meanings, resisting identification with 

particular originary or intentionalist models. I then turn to the ideas of literary 

theorist Joseph Vogl on ‘hesitation’ as a condition of “energetic inactivity,” or a 

“programme that searches for the unsolved questions and problems behind given 

solutions and answers.”57 This “energetic inactivity” to which Vogl refers takes 

place in a threshold space, which I associate with the vacillations of Origin and 

Source. 

§
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Fig. 43. Bethan Huws, page 13 from Origin and Source,  vol. I, 1993-June 1995, edited and first 
exhibited in 1997; photocopied A4 paper. 
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Hesitation:	  sensibility,	  mode	  and	  method	  

In terms of a method that might approach the sensibility suitable to a 

mode of hesitation, I turn initially to one of a number of recent art-historical 

studies – namely, Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood’s Anachronic Renaissance 

– that have sought to complicate and critique a conception of art history built on

the study of the object in terms of stylistic and period categorization based on

originary principles. A certain attitude towards the artwork as an ‘event’

conditioned by plural temporalities marks out Anachronic Renaissance as work with

affinities to those introduced in chapter one in which multiple, intersecting and

bifurcating temporalities are claimed for history and historical objects (Bal, Didi-

Huberman, Kubler, Moxey, Warburg et al.) Nagel and Wood assume for their

objects of study – artifacts and architecture drawn from the fifteenth and early

sixteenth centuries – a “plural temporality,” since they seek to reveal in their

objects a certain resistance to being “anchor[ed] in time.”58 Their approach

displaces an assumed “premium placed on [the] historical moment of origin” and

rejects a “linear chronology as the inevitable matrix of experience and

cognition.”59 As Hal Foster recognized in a review of Anachronic Renaissance, Nagel

and Wood’s study registers, within art history,

…a turn away from the thinking of Erwin Panofsky, who privileged the historical 

perspective permitted by a clear demarcation of period styles, and towards the writing of 

Aby Warburg, a fellow German who was obsessed with the unexpected eruption of 

ancient forms of extreme expression in Renaissance art and beyond (accordingly, 

Warburg viewed the Renaissance less as the ‘rebirth’ of antiquity than as its ‘afterlife’).60 

For Nagel and Wood, “no device more effectively generates the effect of doubling 

or bending of time than the work of art, a strange kind of event whose relation to 

time is plural.” 61 

In this chapter, I treat Haus Esters Piece and Origin and Source as specific 

instances of the kind of ‘device’ to which Nagel and Wood refer by gathering a 

network of relations around the work that operates as a set of layered and 

alternating itineraries. So far, I have described how the pieces mutually nourish 

each other and how they grew out of private and institutional relationships. 

Dwelling a little on this context highlights the artwork as a process, or as a 
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dispersed set of events and objects journeying through an interrelated array of 

personal, institutional, and historical associations. In short, by layering the 

incidental and the unresolvable contradictions of alternating temporalities in Haus 

Esters Piece and Origin and Source, I hope to attend to a notion of time as both 

multiple and expanded, and to approach and mirror Origin and Source: a work of art 

as, to use Nagel’s and Wood’s formulation, “a strange kind of event whose relation 

to time is plural” – an event within which past, present and future are imbricated.  

Nagel and Wood’s term ‘anachronic’ refers to the “work of art when it is 

late, when it repeats, when it hesitates, when it remembers, but also when it 

projects a future or an ideal.”62 Towards the end of their introduction to Anachronic 

Rennaissance, the authors use the term ‘hesitation’ to convey the co-evolutionary 

character of two mutually complicating myths of origin: the ‘authorial’ model, first 

institutionalized during the Renaissance but not necessarily ‘invented’ during that 

time,63 and the ‘substitutional’ model; that is, the work of art as “one token in a 

long series that stretched back, in a ‘categorical continuity,’ to a cherished type or 

a lost original that was often mythical.”64 Art, as a ‘curious form of event,’ 

suspends and resists both originary models, according to Nagel and Wood: 

When the artwork holds substitutional and authorial myths of origin in suspension […] it 

hesitates between hesitation itself (the substitutional system’s unwillingness to commit itself 

to linear time) and anchoring in time (the punctual quality of the authorial act). Art, a 

recursive system, is a hesitation about hesitation.65 

Far from being iconographically decodable, authoritative and demonstrative, art 

bears re-reading and re-viewing within a multiple number of implicit and explicit 

contexts. Because of this recursive condition Nagel and Wood claim for art, art is 

in a state of suspended animation – or dynamic hesitation – ambiguous, 

indeterminate and unresolvable rather than definitive, such that art can bear 

proliferations of meanings as well as multiple temporalities, since it can be pinned 

neither to a linear system of influence nor a model of intentional meaning. The 

interconnectedness of the recursive system that Nagel and Wood’s rehearse is a 

helpful theoretical tool for considering the complex relations between Haus Esters 

Piece and Origin and Source as co-producing: similarly, the contexts, works and ‘artist-

author’ I address are mutually dependent, mutually absorbing and co-productive. 

‘Study’ then is most usefully thought of as a collective – a recursive structure with 
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a shared memory – rather than a solitary, exclusive, autonomous activity. 

Nagel and Wood’s reconsideration of the Renaissance object parallels 

renewed efforts, in contemporary art-historical writing, to reinvent modes to 

comprehend aspects of post-1960s art practice that de-form the object – types of 

practice that render normative art-historical categories based on style and period 

untenable.66 The ‘hesitation’ that they identify reflects contemporary notions of 

how the instability of the object resists notions of period identification and formal 

coherence, and replays concerns about how to redraw the parameters of our 

understanding of the (historical) objects of art from the vantage point of 

contemporary thought and practice. The authors also draw from the role of 

“figural alternative[s] to linear and causal temporality” across the course of the 

twentieth century, including “Walter Benjamin’s adaptation of the principle of 

montage to history writing,” in which “the ‘constellation’ or configuration of 

images held a critical power, the capacity to shatter the order of things.”67 

On the methodical application of hesitation, the authors cite recent work 

by German cultural/literary theorist Joseph Vogl, who has written on certain 

literary works in terms of the aesthetic and political dimensions of ‘hesitation’ as a 

current within modernity.68 Vogl’s theoretical study offers an understanding of 

hesitation that approaches the kind of idiosyncratic method I believe to be 

appropriate to Origin and Source, so I end of this section by laying out some of his 

ideas relevant to my own study. 

§ 

Vogl’s theories on hesitation claim to present “an oddly blurred historical 

trace [which] reflects a culture of the act.” He characterizes hesitation (or 

vacillation) as “a particular way of encountering the world,” a kind of “energetic 

inactivity,” which “accompanies the phantom of action like a shadow.” The 

function of hesitation, according to Vogl, is to interpose a “dis-narrative” element: 

“a falter, a pause, a momentary stop, an interruption” in the midst of chains of 

action.69 Vogl draws gestures of hesitation from a history of literature starting with 

a scene from the Oresteia of Aeschylus, in which Orestes’s intention to kill his 

mother Clytemnestra is momentarily interrupted by the question “What should I 

do?”70 Through his analysis of this scene, Vogl conceives of hesitation as a 

“programme that searches for the unsolved questions and problems behind given 

solutions and answers,”71 or, to put it another way, solutions and answers remain 
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encased in a problematic, unresolvable structure that is, necessarily, unfinished. 

In Vogl’s argument, the process of differentiation at the core of hesitation 

is less a matter of the right or wrong verdict or decision than a mode of suspension 

and potentiality allowing alternative codings of the social and moral world.72 In 

his analysis, the character of Friedrich Schiller’s Wallenstein is seen as “caught in 

a kind of permanent revision”73 in which “hesitation operates at the connections, 

at the synapses and the hinges, which determine the coherence of a world, or 

more precisely where its stability is at stake.”74 This de-formed world opens onto 

the ‘radical application’ of hesitation in the 19th and 20th centuries through figures 

such as Herman Melville’s Bartleby and Robert Musil’s Man Without Qualities, as 

well as the writings of Robert Walser, Jorge Luis Borges, Franz Kafka and others. 

From these he elicits a methodical approach based on the aesthetic and political 

implications of hesitation whereby a discourse of order and reason is subject to a 

constant state of contestation and restructure.75 

The mode of questioning and the problematics of unresolvable structures 

that Vogl’s theories elucidate are also embodied in Huws’s withdrawal from the 

art world and in the ‘activity of not knowing’ that conditions the event of Origin and 

Source. During this particular scene of hesitation, the space of practice becomes a 

gathering place for questions, as Huws has suggested in an interview: “I couldn’t 

carry on working because of too many questions and too many doubts, and I 

wanted to know ‘how.’ And asking myself ‘how’ became my practice.”76 Further, 

this caesura is conceived as both an undoing and an attempt at restructuring, as 

she has said: “I realized that my house was kind of collapsing, it was empty…”77 

Accordingly, as Huws explains:  

I went away from the art world to strengthen my character (frame of reference, 

paradigm), to build on or strengthen my walls (house), to better defend my name, who I 

am, my identity, to make myself some intellectual tools.78 

In short, the initial impulse suggests that Huws was setting out to invent a 

‘method,’ or a set of potential ‘rules’ of engagement. An appropriate procedure 

within this conflicted space-time of hesitation is to find a way through. This need 

to find a ‘way’ generates an impression of the space of the labyrinth (or, one could 

say, the study). The labyrinth, as Benjamin has implied, can be thought of as a 

space appropriate for and produced via hesitating, since (he notes): “The path 
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followed by someone reluctant to reach his goal easily becomes labyrinthine.”79 

The itinerant and eccentric pace of hesitation, detour and delay paradoxically 

marks the way as it undoes the work. And if we regard this as a space for reflection, 

we could also say it constitutes ‘an other time,’ to adopt Jacques Derrida’s 

formulation: “Then the time of reflection is also an other time, it is heterogenous 

with what it reflects and perhaps gives time for what calls for and is called 

thought.”80 

Near the opening of “Labyrinths, Thresholds,” the penultimate chapter in 

On Tarrying, Vogl refers to a form of text that “negotiates the diversity of its 

possible contrivance and becomes, as it were, infinite.” He continues: 

The point is, as Valéry remarked, to capture the form of a work at the moment of its 

becoming-form, to choose a path that evokes for every act, for every sentence, for every 

position an act, sentence and position that is also possible and that leads from bifurcations 

to bifurcations of bifurcations. To be able to hesitate, to hesitate in a prolonged and 

sustained manner, emerges as the absolute condition at the threshold of form.81 

Huws’s withdrawal can be seen as actively reposing (in a state of “energetic 

inactivity”)82 within this threshold space (bearing in mind Benjamin’s insistence that 

the threshold is a zone and thus distinct from the boundary)83 that Vogl, refers to 

as a “state of waiting that expands between the no-longer and the not-yet”84 – a 

site of repetition, return, suspension, resistance, blindness, becoming, potentiality: 

“The no-man’s land of the beginnings of a work.”85 

§ 

Is this a beginning? Maybe in the sense that Edward Said thinks it when he 

writes “A beginning is already a project under way...”86 This, then, is the field of 

play. Some of the coordinates of this field include: the instigation of a process of 

work through an ongoing conversation with a curator and an encounter between 

the artist and a specific place: Mies van der Rohe’s Krefeld villas; an abiding 

concern with the conceptual possibilities of architectural space that had become a 

feature of Huws’s work by the time she took up the Haus Esters commission; the 

artist’s preoccupation with the limits of language, translation and the production 

of text; and Huws’s investigation of the conceptual bases of her practice, 

particularly the influence of Marcel Duchamp. Some of these aspects have been 

touched on already, and in the remaining part of the chapter I continue to suggest 
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a way through in an attempt to approach (but not ‘fix’) some of these coordinates 

by moving peripatetically through the interrelations between Haus Esters Piece and 

Origin and Source. But my route is indirect: a discontinuous, hesitant way full of 

interruptions and delays where the space of work resembles a labyrinth marked by 

bifurcations, byways and blind alleys. Since I am dwelling on the conditions and 

relations that surround the actualization of the work’s emergence, I hope to 

present what George Kubler deems the “more flexible and expressive” figuration, 

as opposed to a preference for “cause and effect,” a difference he refers to in his 

1967 essay “Style and Representation of Historical Time”: 

Distinct possibilities of figuration are available according to whether the historian prefers 

relations of “cause and effect,” or relations of “conditions and events.” 

The causal search is one that imposes an excessively simple pattern of explanation upon 

events. Since every event, however minute, may be infinitely complex, the causal 

interpretation always betrays the haste of practical urgency. More flexible and expressive 

is the statement of conditions for any event. The conditional search is necessarily 

tentative, and it frays into many strands of doubt.87 

Likewise, my method favours a modality of thinking as this kind of conditional 

search, which can be perceived as both tentative and speculative as well as 

dubious of the type of conceptual projection that maps causes and effects in the 

reductive fashion that Kubler implies. Since, also, the impossibility of determining 

or locating origins or foundations for such a conditional research is understood – 

recalling the crisis of ‘origin’ in philosophy as one of Derrida’s main concerns88 – 

we might also think in terms of a certain circularity in which the end is always the 

beginning, or beginning again, and where the origin is both a return and a new 

point of departure. As outlined in my introduction, this was a key aspect of 

Benjamin’s proposed method for the Trauerspiel project, where “[t]irelessly the 

process of thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to its 

original object.”89 Also, the presence of an origin is considered forever obscure, 

just as the present moment is unchartable. For, in terms of the continual 

rearrangements that undo the fabric of historical time, as Kubler conceives it: 

[…] processes of change are all mysterious uncharted regions where the traveller soon 

loses direction and stumbles in darkness. The clues to guide us are very few indeed: 

perhaps the jottings and sketches of architects and artists, put down in the heat of 

imagining a form, or the manuscript brouillons of poets and musicians, crisscrossed with 
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erasures and corrections, are the hazy outlines of this dark continent of the “now,” where 

the impress of the future is received by the past.90 

Huws’s panoply of notes and sketches, then, might be understood as a residual 

form in the process of its imagining, offering a conduit to the formations and 

deformations of the ‘now’ of origin. 

In the Origin and Source notes, Haus Esters and the Haus Esters Piece feature 

repeatedly as a point of departure and return: as a ‘beginning’ in the intransitive 

sense to which Said refers. For example, Volume I of Origin and Source concentrates 

largely on the Haus Esters Piece in terms of Huws’s response to the architectural 

structure, and Volume III revolves around analyses of the textual component of 

the Haus Esters Piece, which I will return to later in the chapter. First, I want to 

revisit the physical structure of Huws’s piece – the villa designed by Mies van der 

Rohe known as Haus Esters and its neighbour Haus Lange – in order to consider 

aspects of the history and material character of the spaces that were to become the 

catalyst for Huws’s self-reflection. 

§
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Windows	  (the	  Krefeld	  Villas)	  
I wanted to make this house much more in glass, but the client did not like that. I had great trouble. 

Mies van der Rohe on Haus Lange, in conversation at the Architectural Association, 1959 

Fig. 44. Berliner Bildbericht, ser. no. 14, Esters House, northwest view, 1930. 

Fig. 45. Berliner Bildbericht, ser. no. 17, Esters House, southwest view, 1930. 



242 

According to architectural historians Kent Kleinman and Leslie Van 

Duzar, Mies van der Rohe’s offhand comment about his Haus Lange commission 

(see top of previous page) refers to the adoption of discrete windows rather than 

the glazed garden façade or glass ‘outer skin’ that appears in early sketches for the 

house. The compromises forced upon the architect’s initially more radical designs 

were to underpin the virtual disappearance of the Krefeld villas in histories of 

Mies’s oeuvre up to their reassessment in the 1980s.91 The adjacent houses, built 

as an ensemble for two wealthy local businessmen in Krefeld, Germany, between 

1927 and 1930, were destined to be forever ‘minor’ works within the Mies canon 

in comparison to two contemporaneous ‘masterworks’: the German Pavilion 

(1929) and Villa Tugendhat (1930).92 

Hermann Lange, a silk manufacturer and major collector of modern art, 

emerged from the Krefeld commission as a key patron of the architect’s work, 

recommending him in turn to his friend and business partner Josef Esters.93 From 

the outset, the display of artworks was a key priority for the clients, particularly 

Lange who had begun collecting modern art around 1912. By the time the 

Krefeld villas were completed in 1930, he boasted a collection of some 300 works 

by renowned artists, including Pablo Picasso, Juan Gris, Georges Braque, Giorgio 

de Chirico, Franz Marc, Max Beckmann, Paul Klee, Oskar Kokoschka, Emil 

Nolde, Wassily Kandinsky, Otto Dix, Ernst Kirchner and Fernand Léger.94 The 

use of the house as a frame for the art collection, then, could be said to account, in 

part, for certain compromises Mies was obliged to take in his design, as Kleinman 

and Van Duzar suggest: 

The architecture of the Krefeld villas was more constrained and less totalizing than was 

typical for much of Mies’s work precisely because each client, but particularly Lange, 

demanded an architecture to house his art. Mies was required to work close to a 

conventional notion of dwelling in Krefeld, with rooms and doorways and windows and 

walls, and was prevented from sweeping such architectural conventions aside by 

radicalizing the definition of enclosure and totalizing the interior.95 

The failure of the project to achieve what Kleinman and Duzar describe as “the 

radical re-categorization of ‘window’ associated with the glass walls/frame 

construction of high modernism”96 highlights just one of the houses’ anomalies. Of 

course, much of the “violet folds of velvet” that Walter Benjamin associated with 

the encasement of the nineteenth-century dwelling had been stripped away to 
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make way for a greater openness and transparency associated with modernist 

architecture of the early twentieth century. Nevertheless, the Krefeld villas, with 

their enclosed interior rooms and the art collections they were designed to house, 

retain traces of the function of the nineteenth-century residence as a “receptacle 

for the person” and their accumulated memories and things, as characterized by 

Benjamin in his Arcades project convolute on “The Interior, The Trace”: 

The nineteenth century, like no other century, was addicted to dwelling. It conceived the 

residence as a receptacle for the person, and it encased him with all his appurtenances so 

deeply in the dwelling’s interior that one might be reminded of the inside of a compass 

case, where the instrument with all its accessories lies embedded in deep, usually violet 

folds of velvet. What didn’t the nineteenth century invent some sort of casing for! Pocket 

watches, slippers, eggcups, thermometers, playing cards – and, in lieu of cases, there were 

jackets, carpets, wrappers, and covers. The twentieth century, with its porosity and 

transparency, its tendency towards the well-lit and airy, has put an end to dwelling in the 

old sense.97 

This nineteenth-century hangover extended to the villas’ furnishings, which Mies 

tried but failed to gain complete control over, in contrast with the totalizing 

aesthetic programme he was able to use for the interior fittings of the Villa 

Turgendhat in Brno, designed contemporaneously with the Krefeld villas. Apart 

from the women’s sitting room, dining room and vestibule in Haus Lange, where 

Mies largely retained authorship over the design of the interior fittings,98 all other 

rooms were apparently furnished by the owners with “a vast array of Biedermeier 

items: carved vitrines, sofas, plump armchairs, lamps with pleated shades, desks 

with anatomical legs, floral carpets, lace doilies, and potted plants.”99 From this 

description, it seems that most of the rooms, then, were furnished with “the very 

material culture that Mies emphatically and programmatically rejected.”100 The 

twentieth century “porosity and transparency” that Benjamin identified and Mies 

sought in his initial design was denied in this array of accoutrements that signified 

Benjamin’s “dwelling in the old sense.” The houses harbour memory, refusing 

modernism’s ideological determination to forget the past by locating its present in 

the future. In short, inflected by parochialism of the clients’ desires and bourgeois 

taste, the Krefeld villas failed to speak in a ‘Miesian’ international language and 

thus fell short of the identity of the historical project called ‘Mies.’ 

Perhaps one could also say that the clients – Lange and Esters – rejected 
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unbounded glazing because they were not quite ready to give up their secrets or 

forego the possession of their collections, as ideal figures committed to what 

Benjamin called the “new glass milieu” would be expected to do. For, as Benjamin 

saw it, “[g]lass is, in general, the enemy of secrets. It is also the enemy of 

possession.”101 This is a thought from his 1933 text “Experience and Poverty,” in 

which Benjamin was thinking of, among other things, the kind of architecture that 

developed in (among other places) Berlin (and, at the Bauhaus, in Weimar and 

Dessau) during the first few decades of the twentieth century, before Benjamin was 

exiled from the city for good. The qualities of porosity, transparency and airiness 

were those produced through the use of brick, glass and steel structures in, for 

example, the work of Peter Behrens, founder of the Deutsche Werkbund, whose 

atelier fostered the early careers of Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier and Bauhaus 

founder Walter Gropius between 1908 and 1911.102 In his role as an advocate for 

quality German industrial design, Hermann Lange was also a member of the 

Deutsche Werkbund. But as a wealthy and powerful industrialist, owner of a 

magnificent private art collection, Lange was no ‘new barbarian,’ or 

representative of the revolutionary masses, of the sort that Benjamin was trying to 

conjure. In the throes of the economic crisis in Germany and with war on the 

horizon, “[h]olding on to things has become the monopoly of a few powerful 

people, who, God knows, are no more human than the many; for the most part, 

they are more barbaric, but not in a good way.”103 In the year of Lange’s death in 

1942, two years after Benjamin’s suicide in 1940, the silk mill owner was still 

active on behalf of the National Socialist regime.104 Lange – the advocate, patron 

and passionate collector of German modernist art and design under a regime that 

viewed such works as ‘degenerate’ – must have been, like Mies’s villa, 

compromised. Nonetheless, eventually the public would gain the benefit of his 

dogged pursuit and dissemination of industrial design and his determined 

patronage of Mies. Benjamin concluded his 1933 text on a surprisingly upbeat 

note, which may be a foresight of such occurrences: “Let us hope that from time 

to time the individual will give a little humanity to the masses, who one day will 

repay him with compound interest.”105 
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Fig. 46. Willi Baumeister, poster, lithograph on paper, 1927. 
Willi Baumeister’s poster advertising the exhibition Die Wohnung, held in Stuttgart from July to 
September 1927. The exhibition introduced architects such as Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe 
and Le Corbusier to a wide international audience. The poster depicts a decorative interior style 
scored over by a large red cross and the words “wie wohnen?” (“how to dwell?”) The intention of 
the Modernist programme to eradicate the outmoded nineteenth century interior in favour of a 
revolutionary new culture of dwelling is clear. Mies was surely distressed by the incongruity of the 
appearance similar items in the Krefeld Villas, since they threatened to disrupt an entire 
architectural paradigm. 

Fig. 47. Mies van der Rohe/Lilly Reich, Desk with Three Drawers, designed for the women’s 
sitting room, Lange House, Krefeld. Designed prior to 1928, completed by March 1930. 
Dimensions: 73 x 180 x 86 cm. Material: Wood core plywood, Makassar veneer; drawers: maple; 
drawer apron: wood core plywood, Makassar veneer (outer), maple veneer (inner). 
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After the Second World War, the character of the houses as receptacles for 

private individuals and their collections of art objects was to change irrevocably. 

The neighbouring villas on Wilhelmshofallee survived the bombardment of the 

industrial city of Krefeld more or less intact, and Museum Haus Lange opened to 

the public in 1955 after it was offered rent-free to Paul Wember, the director of 

the Kaiser Wilhelm Museum, for use as galleries for the exhibition of modern and 

contemporary art. In 1966, Ulrich Lange, Hermann’s son, gifted the house to the 

city. After the death of Josef Esters, Haus Esters was sold to the city in 1976 and 

Museum Haus Esters opened to the public in 1981.106 Under the leadership of the 

forward-thinking museum director Paul Wember, the identity of the art within 

Haus Lange, from 1960 on, was to change too. Rather than acting as particularly 

elegant frames for the passive contemplation of the precious objects that 

comprised the erstwhile owners’ collections, the spaces gave way to a series of 

artists who were to critically intervene in the spaces, creating both a particular 

discursive frame for an architectural environment and producing a viewing 

experience in which the public emerge as active participants, pre-empting what 

would later be called ‘installation,’ ‘site-specific’ or ‘situation’ art, via – broadly 

speaking – minimalist and post-minimalist practice.107 These provincial houses, 

then, can be seen to produce an idiosyncratic history as a microcosm of the shifts 

wrought by post-1960s artists, and it is in relation to this allusively inscribed 

history that Huws’s Haus Esters Piece can be viewed. This particular history 

distinguishes itself from the more general histories conventionalized within the 

neutralizing walls of the white cube, which can more easily be circumscribed by a 

model of prefabricated, universalizing categories. Nevertheless, the burden of that 

history ghosts Museum Haus Esters, and no doubt Huws felt the anxious effects of 

this influence. 

§ 

On recollection, the windows came to represent, for Huws, a sense of an 

overwhelming exteriority – a rather too forceful expression of the outer world on 

the inner. She explained this in an interview: 

[Mies] calculated that from every point of view you would be looking outside. But I 

thought for me it was time to go back inside. It was a strong feeling, and the photographs 

that I had taken of the Haus Esters Piece tried hard to find a space where you wouldn’t 
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encounter those sensations. A view without windows is one of the rarest places! For me 

that was the only way to represent my desire to interiorize it all.108 

Huws’s withdrawal from the primacy of sight – an optical perspective – coincides 

with her impulse to teach herself how to re-think (and re-invent ways to think 

about) her work as an artist. The very openness of the body of the architecture, 

emphasizing the imposition of the outside on the inside – the very visibility of the 

imagined whole – had provoked an impulse to draw back, to lower the eyelids, all 

the better to think and dream and return to an interior place from which to 

reawaken. Or, to put it another way, to forge a position from which to re-think 

basic questions.109 In a discussion of the articulation of windows as an 

architectural feature, critical theorist Thomas Keenan posits the question of the 

window as a potential opening to an “uncontrollable exteriority.”110 The window 

as a medium for vision also functions as a threshold zone between private and 

public selves. He writes that: 

The opening risks the more violent opening of the distinction between inside and outside, 

private and public, self and other, on which the house of the human is built. This 

predicament of disarticulation structures all domestic space as such […]111 

The horizontal windows of Mies and Le Corbusier, in particular, threaten to 

“breach, tear open, the ‘protection’ that is the human subject.”112 On the other 

hand, the window is a gateway, a threshold, which allows for an interface between 

self and other. (Computer and electronic device windows are an ubiquitous 

instance of this.) 

Gaston Bachelard highlights the politics of such a thinking of space in his 

chapter “The Dialectics of Outside and Inside” in The Poetics of Space (first 

published as La Poétique de l’Espace in 1958). In philosophical thought, inside and 

outside are construed as being and non-being, such that “profound metaphysics,” 

as Bachelard writes, “is rooted in an implicit geometry which – whether we will or 

no – confers spatiality on thought.” Moreover, he argues, 

The dialectics of here and there has been promoted to the rank of an absolutism according 

to which these unfortunate adverbs of place are endowed with unsupervised powers of 

ontological determination.113 
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Bachelard finds in art and poetic expression a way of eroding the strictly 

geometrical demarcation that ‘here’ and ‘there’ – ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ – bestow 

on thought. Just as the opening and closing of windows – the articulation of 

allowing light in as well as shutting it out – offers a resistance to a knowledge 

founded on perspectival representation,114 Bachelard considers that:  

[…] language bears within itself the dialectics of open and closed. Through meaning it 

encloses, while through poetic expression, it opens up. […] 

Then, on the surface of being, in that region where being wants to be both visible and 

hidden, the movements of opening and closing are so numerous, so frequently inverted, 

and so charged with hesitation, that we could conclude on the following formula: man is 

half-open being.115 

In the Haus Esters Piece, Huws juxtaposes the phenomenological experience of 

space, and its dispersion of the subject, with the material of a text that expresses 

little or nothing about the subject from which it is drawn. Both the experience of 

the architecture and the pared down language of the text that Huws provided to 

go with that experience – the montage of those two materials – leads us to an 

encounter with the kind of half-opening, destabilized, and ambiguous subject that 

Bachelard envisages, where language, and its subject, are placed in jeopardy. 

Before considering the textual element of Haus Esters Piece, I will briefly 

outline how previous artists have responded to Haus Lange and Haus Esters in a 

way that anticipates and complements the site- and context-specificities of Huws’s 

work. 

§
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Void	  

While Mies’s historians and Mies himself may have wished for the type of 

glazing that allowed for an “uninhibited extension of the interior to the 

exterior,”116 the windows of Haus Lange and Haus Esters – as predominating 

frames for views of the garden – impinge on how the space is to be viewed as a 

context for art. The intrusion of the exterior is, in fact, ever present in the houses’ 

interiors, marking their difference from the context of the modernist gallery, or 

‘white cube,’ as characterized in Brian O’Doherty’s 1976 essay “Inside the White 

Cube.” In O’Doherty’s idealization of the ‘white cube’ gallery space, “[t]he 

outside world must not come in, so windows are usually sealed off. Walls are 

painted white. The ceiling becomes the source of light.”117 As I have suggested, the 

Krefeld houses, conceived as ‘receptacles’ for people, art and the cultural 

memories of both, embodied traces of nineteenth-century conventions of dwelling 

– the openness of the architectural plan was placed in check by the desire, on the 

part of the family, for the conventions of interior (private) spaces physically 

demarcated and enclosed by doors. On the other hand, in O’Doherty’s 

characterization of the white cube, “[a]rt exists in a kind of eternity of display, and 

though there is lots of ‘period’ (late modern), there is no time.”118 In Museum 

Haus Esters and Haus Lange, everywhere architectural inscriptions of scale, 

material, colour and surface detail, albeit minimal, attest to the spaces’ former use 

and history as private houses for wealthy individuals, so they fall short of 

providing the kind of supposedly neutral, ‘universalizing’ space O’Doherty 

critiques.119 Haus Esters and Haus Lange exhibit instead an atmosphere of their 

own partial and provincial character. 

Despite these idiosyncrasies, particularly from the early 1960s on, the 

houses were charged with providing a set of conditions to accommodate a 

programme of interventions by a range of artists associated with minimalist, 

conceptual and post-minimalist art. The typically male-dominated roll call of 

artists shown at Haus Lange (since 1955) and Haus Esters (since 1981) include 

Marcel Duchamp, Yves Klein, Carl Andre, Donald Judd, Claes Oldenburg, 

Daniel Buren, Sol LeWitt, Richard Long, Richard Serra, Carl Andre, Hans 

Haacke, Michael Asher, Christo and Jean-Claude, Jan Dibbets, Rosemarie 

Trockel and many others. Haus Lange was also one of the touring venues of 

Harald Szeemann’s exhibition When Attitudes Become Form in 1969 (Museum Haus 
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Lange, 9 May-15 June 1969)120 – an exhibition that famously undermined the 

museum as a sanctifying and stable site so was perhaps fitting for the frequently 

contingent and experiential character of the exhibitions at Haus Lange.121 

Among this history of exhibitions at the Krefeld villas prior to Huws’s Haus 

Esters Piece, in which the interior space of Haus Esters was left empty, there are a 

few examples of other artists who likewise tended towards a reduction or an 

emptying out of Mies’s architectural spaces, highlighting the architecture as an 

active and necessary component of the conception and production of the artist’s 

work. For example, for his 1971 exhibition at Haus Lange, Wrapped Floors, Covered 

Windows, and Wrapped Walk Ways, Christo covered the interior floors and the 

exterior walkways with fabric (house painters’ drop cloths), and pasted brown 

wrapping paper over the inside panes of the windows, obscuring views of the 

garden which normally dominate visitors’ experience of the space.122 Other artists, 

such as Michael Asher (Haus Lange, 1982), Maria Nordman (Haus Lange, 1984) 

and Ceal Floyer (Haus Esters, 2007) have all used minimal interventions to reveal, 

obscure, absorb or generally engage the space as a key component of the work as 

a whole.123 

A notable example invoking an absence at the heart of the architectural 

complex was Yves Klein’s ‘Void’ room (‘Le Vide’), which was created as part of 

his 1961 exhibition Yves Klein: Monochrome and Feuer at Haus Lange (14 Jan-26 Feb. 

1961) – the first and last museum retrospective in the artist’s lifetime. (See figs. 48 

& 49.) Klein insisted from the outset that the retrospective should include: “An 

empty room [to] be reserved for the specialization and the stabilization in the 

atmosphere of my ‘Void’ volume of immaterial pictorial sensibility. Pneumatic 

period”: a reinstitution of his groundbreaking 1958 exhibition at Galerie Iris Clert 

in Paris, which Klein referred to as “Pictorial Sensibility in Raw Material State, 

Specialized as Stabilized Pictorial Sensibility.”124 Klein earmarked a small space 

(4.4m x 1.6m x 2.9m) in Haus Lange, in the middle of the bottom floor of the 

house, to become his testament to “immaterial pictorial sensibility.” The space he 

designated, which had initially been designed to accommodate a small concert 

organ – an amendment to Mies’s original architectural plan – was enclosed by a 

new wall section, painted entirely white, and lit from the ceiling by two fluorescent 

tubes.125 Klein’s void was sealed up after the exhibition and apparently ignored 

until its resurrection in 1994 when it was re-opened as part of a joint exhibition of 

works by Lucio Fontana and Yves Klein.126 It still exists today and is open to those 
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privy to knowledge of its existence – such exclusivity thus serving to ramp up its 

quasi-mythical status. Of Klein, O’Doherty archly writes that “[h]is art raises 

again, as the work of successful charismatics does, the problem of separating the 

objects of art from the relics of a cult.”127 Referring to Klein’s 1958 ‘Void,’ but 

equally applicable to Haus Lange’s ‘Void,’ (now referred to as the ‘Raum der 

Leere,’ or room of emptiness), O’Doherty writes that: “While offering itself as site 

and subject, the gallery primarily hosted a transcendent gesture. The gallery, the 

locus of transformation, became an image of Klein’s mystical system.”128 This is 

no mere empty space then, but is imbued with the mystique of the heroic male 

artist, dominated by the sensibility of his alchemical, quasi-spiritual gesture – the 

spectator reduced to a conduit of that aura. Indeed, as art historian Denys Riout 

would have it, rather than emptiness, the “space was saturated with something 

that Yves Klein saw as constitutive of the intrinsic quality of all good paintings: 

pictorial sensibility.”129 If this is the case and despite its radical reduction, we 

might consider that this work – its pretensions towards transcendent opticality and 

visual autonomy, at least – remains partially (albeit in a radically different register) 

within a Greenbergian frame of reference associated with the history of reductivist 

abstraction from which Klein himself emerged.130 Art historian Benjamin Buchloh 

places Klein’s work under the banner of “abstraction’s afterlife” – an afterlife in 

which, Buchloh argues, Klein’s self-mythification is subject to a willed suppression 

of the “historical dimension” and “discursive memory.” This is rather poignant in 

the case of the Haus Lange’s ‘Raum der Leere,’ bearing in mind its placement in a 

space newly renovated after sustaining serious damage during the second world 

war. Buchloh’s critique exposes the deeply ambivalent, contradictory impulses at 

play in Klein’s work, in which: 

Even the quintessentially modernist strategy, that of a rigorously self-critical reduction to 

the essentials of genre, convention and category, was transferred by Klein onto a new 

qualitative and quantitative level: the exposure of the empty architectural container.131 

Yet the specific (historical and discursive) context of this gesture is denied by 

Klein, according to Buchloh: 

[I]f the transition from monochrome painting to architectural installation had initiated a

critical reflection on the auratic object’s relationship to the institutions of the public 
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sphere and its historically specific audiences, in Le Vide this historical and theoretical 

spectrum was not even present as a trace. As in all other steps taken by the artist around 

1960, Le Vide is a project in which the critical enlightenment aspirations of the historical 

avant-garde are reversed into a practice of newly enforced mythification.132 

Figs. 48 and 49. Yves Klein and his ‘void’ room for preserving ‘Immaterial Pictorial 
Sensibility,’ known as “Raum der Leere,” created for his exhibition Yves Klein: Monochrome und 
Feuer, Museum Haus Lange, Krefeld, 1961. 
Room dimensions: 440 x 160 x 290cm. 

Buchloh claims that Klein’s gesture served to “redeem […] obsolete 

models of aesthetic spirituality while accelerating their subjection to the 

advanced principles of spectacularization,” seemingly disavowing any 

embodiment of the audience’s historical positioning in his assertions of ‘pure’ 

visibility. Alternatively, Huws’s gesture in Haus Esters Piece presupposed the type 

of embodied spectator that formed the basis of radical post-war critiques of 

humanist models of culture via (for example) phenomenology that Klein chose 

to ignore. A phenomenological awareness of the body in space is, of course, a 

theoretical backdrop to Morris’s concern with the relationship of viewers’ 

reflexive perception to the space they inhabit and the objects within it133 – an 

abiding issue in minimalist discourse and a challenge to Klein’s investment in 

an auratic framing as well as Greenbergian specificity. Huws has commented 

that “she didn’t feel very close to [Klein’s] philosophy, or to the mystique that 

surrounded him.”134 If Klein’s gesture is very much a kind of 
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‘transubstantiation’ wrought by the sign of the artist – the void standing in for 

the abstract absolute of the artist’s aura – in Haus Esters Piece the artist has 

stepped aside, withdrawn – a gesture which, in the first instance, was intended 

to prompt the viewer to reflect on her own relation to and perceptions of the 

space and its context.135 Buchloh claims that Klein’s work around 1960 

suppressed or erased the traces of historical and discursive memory. If we take 

Huws’s perception of the viewers’ relation to space in Haus Esters Piece to be 

phenomenological in character, we might also recall Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 

observation, in “The Primacy of Perception and its Philosophical 

Consequences” that: 

The idea of going straight to the essence of things is an inconsistent idea if one thinks 

about it. What is given is a route, an experience which gradually clarifies itself, which 

gradually rectifies itself and proceeds by dialogue with itself and with others.136 

Writing on the connections between Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy and Morris, 

critic Seth Kim-Cohen glosses that by ‘others’ Merleau-Ponty means ‘history’ 

and ‘culture,’ in contrast to Klein’s apparent suppression of both. To develop 

this thought, Seth-Cohen goes on to cite Merleau-Ponty’s view of his book 

Phenomenology of Perception as a “preliminary study”: 

[…] which must then be applied to the relation of man to man in language, in 

knowledge, in society and religion, as it was applied in this work to man’s relation to 

perceptible reality and with respect to man’s relation to others on the level of 

perceptual experience. We call this level of experience “primordial” – not to assert 

that everything else derives from it by transformations and evolution (we have 

expressly said that man perceives in a way different from any animal) but rather that it 

reveals to us the permanent data of the problem which culture attempts to resolve.137 

This expansive view of phenomenology offers a basis for the impulse for Huws 

to work with the space in terms of what she would call “human relations” (fig. 

50), which is arguably relative to Merleau-Ponty’s interest in the primordiality 

of perceptual experience to the “problem which culture attempts to resolve.” 

As Kim-Cohen argues: “For art history, art theory, art practice; the critical 

question is where to focus one’s attentions.” It is clear that he leans towards the 

expanded environment of Merleau-Ponty’s problem of “the relation of man to 
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man in language, in knowledge, in society and religion” extending out of the 

complexity of perceptual experience.  

§ 

Clues to the complexion of the expanded character of Huws’s gesture 

can be found in a notice the artist left for museum staff during the Haus Esters 

Piece exhibition, instructing them to show it to the public in the event that any 

explanation for the piece was required (I have no record as to whether or how 

it was deployed, if at all): 

Fig. 50. Bethan Huws, information sheet for museum attendants working 
during Haus Esters Piece, Museum Haus Esters, 16 May-11 July 1993. 

There is a riddle-like quality to this statement: it appears as an allegory or a 

puzzle posed as a problem to be solved or worked through. Seen in this light, 
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the work, “the nature of work itself” refers to a solution that is yet to come, 

suspended. “This work,” Huws writes, could be “the pattern for a work, any 

work.” The idea that the middle is “what is hard to see” suggests a 

destabilization at the heart of the structure of the work (“any work”) – a 

suspension of meaning, the gathering of unresolved questions that marks the 

topos of hesitation. This idea of the obscure middle of the work – what is 

forgotten – became a particular preoccupation (and practice) for Huws during 

her period of study following Haus Esters Piece. Exhibiting the Origin and Source 

notes was a gesture – I believe – towards attempting to handle that material: 

material that appears rather too fragile, tenuous, doubtful, fragmentary, 

scrappy and inconclusive to bear much attention. One of the notes in Volume 

II of Origin and Source, on a page headed “Making Work, An Activity,” 

characterizes this ‘middle’ as: “…the muddle of making work – something that 

is eliminated (not shown) by the end of a work of art, what you normally do not 

see.” Part of this forgotten structure is considered, by Huws, as a process of 

learning and forgetting, as well as a revisiting of what has been forgotten 

through the process of writing and reflection: 

The text is a learning of a work 

For a reflection = a looking back 

Something that is obscured by the end of the work 

THE THING THAT IS FORGOTTEN138 

The obscurity of the middle, and these inscriptions of memory and 

forgetting (the cultural and historical dimensions) also appears to lie in the 

potentiality of public space, in which – for Huws – “human relations” are yet 

to be defined. Reflecting on Haus Esters Piece, Huws was later to write: “Human 

relations are the unexpected […] This had become equally – or actually more 

interesting at the time. I was really holding on to this more than to the 

architecture.”139 If Haus Esters, like its counterpart Haus Lange, was initially 

conceived of as a space to be ‘completed’ by art, presumably one key to Huws’s 

gesture was also the experience of art’s absence, and the experience of the 

house’s incompletion. Art exists elsewhere: and here, in the materiality of the 

space. What is “hard to see,” what hesitates, what oscillates, is the relativities 

and contingencies of the subject, adrift. Pinning it down, conceptualizing it, is 
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complicated by the idea of art as a recursive system as Nagel and Wood have 

conceived it – the work of art looks at itself, and to the nature of itself as (a) 

work. As Huws seems to be implying, this is not subject to a closed system but 

of relations between a collective of individuals, somewhere in-between material 

and language. 

§
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Material,	  Brick	  
Architecture starts when you carefully put two bricks together. There it begins. 

Mies van der Rohe 

Mies’s famous quotation discloses his deep-seated feel for materiality, 

restraint and rational order. An artist who mirrored his love of elementary 

components of commonplace material – the brick, for example – was Carl 

Andre, who once declared “No god but matter freely available to all! 

Hythotheism for ever.”140 One could conjecture that both men were 

hylotheists (from the Gk. hulē, ‘wood,’ ‘building material,’), and that both 

brought together this love of material and its relationship to setting or place. 

Andre’s friend Hollis Frampton reports that by the end of the winter of 1958, 

when the artist first started to think seriously about sculptural problems, “…he 

insisted that the typical block of raw material […] was already an object strong 

in its own sculptural immanence.”141 Meanwhile, Andre’s ongoing literary 

output as a poet, in which he experimented with the spatial and plastic 

qualities of words, was influenced by his use of cutting techniques to isolate the 

immanent sculptural qualities of raw materials.142 Andre is one of the artists 

that Huws references in Origin and Source, and I am introducing him briefly here 

in relation to their shared interest in space, place, and language manifest in 

Haus Esters Piece. 

Andre’s well known work Lever (fig. 51) – a line of 137 standard 

firebricks placed side-by-side on the floor, first shown at Kynaston McShine’s 

much discussed exhibition Primary Structures: Younger American and British Sculptors 

at the Jewish Museum in New York in 1966 – also made an appearance at 

Haus Lange as part of his 1996 retrospective Carl Andre: Sculptor 1996 – Krefeld at 

Home; Wolfsburg at Large.143 Often cited as a conversation with Constantin 

Brancusi’s Endless Column – with Andre’s work placing emphasis on the 

horizontality of the base rather than the verticality of Brancusi’s column 

structure144 – Lever is also an early example of Andre’s conception of sculpture 

as ‘place.’ Andre conceived of a ‘place’ as specific work done on an 

environment: 

A place is an area within an environment which has been altered in such a way as to 

make the general environment more conspicuous. Everything is an environment, but 
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a place is related particularly to both the general qualities of the environment and the 

particular qualities of the work that has been done.145 

While Andre’s works of the 1960s often rely on what appears to be a minimal 

intervention, they are, or became recognizable as ‘sculpture.’ Most often 

developed in situ, they also pre-empted what later was named as ‘site-specific.’ 

Another early example of his work is 5 x 20 Altstadt Rectangle – a 

configuration of 5 x 20 hot-rolled steel plates installed on the floor over which 

viewers walk, initially devised to almost entirely pave the alleyway-like space at 

the Konrad Fischer Gallery in Dusseldorf in 1967. Through this initially 

inconspicuous intervention, the work re-articulated the floor as a pathway or 

conduit between the two glass doors that the gallerist Konrad Fischer had 

installed at either end of the space. The material intervention then becomes a 

particularized place to base the choreography of the audience’s movements.146 

In his facilitation of Andre’s 5 x 20 Altstadt Rectangle for the inaugural exhibition 

of this gallery – Fischer practised what would become commonplace, and also 

what marked out Harald Szeemann’s innovative curatorial approach in When 

Attitudes Become Form as well as the prevalent practice at Haus Lange: namely, 

inviting artists to produce pieces on site rather than shipping ‘works’ already 

completed in the studio (also dubbed ‘post-studio’ practice).147 This type of 

work, then, produced a particular awareness of the space in which it was 

installed, opposed to the myth of the idealized space of the white cube that 

O’Doherty had famously critiqued.148 Andre also emphasized the experiential 

nature of this type of work common to phenomenological discourses of the 

time: “All my works have implied, to some degree or another,” he wrote in 

1970, “a spectator moving along them or around them.”149  

Is this the same ‘spectator’ ‘implied’ by Haus Esters Piece? Moving a step 

backwards, can we recognize the ‘somewhere’ that Andre’s art establishes in 

Huws’s gesture at Haus Esters? With Andre’s work, it is possible to say ‘it is 

there.’ As Andre formulates it: “The essence of my work is not this or that but 

there or not there.”150 In Haus Esters Piece, the absence, the elsewhere, the 

nowhere of the ‘art’ of the piece sets up the space in terms of a different set of 

nuances – it is neither ‘here’ nor ‘there,’ but somewhere in-between, waiting to 

be articulated. Perhaps we can say it is a negative space in the photographic 

sense: it is a space waiting to be developed. 
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Fig. 51. Carl Andre, Lever, 137 firebricks, 1966. 

Fig. 52. Carl Andre, “LEVERWORDS,” 
1966. 
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The image Huws chose for the poster advertising her exhibition at 

Haus Esters was of a single brick (fig. 39) – clearly a reference to the material 

Mies used for the Krefeld villas project. In a text for her retrospective catalogue 

of text-based works (Selected Textual Works 1991-2003), the artist cites a small 

fragment of the three-year conversation with curator Julian Heynen leading up 

to the solo show. In it, she references Mies’s motto on bricks as a fundament of 

architecture: 

IT STARTS WITH A CONVERSATION. 

Between Julian Heynen and Bethan Huws, 1991-92-93 

MIES: ARCHITECTURE STARTS WHEN YOU BRING TWO 

BRICKS TOGETHER. 

HUWS: WELL, HOW DO YOU BUILD WITH ONE BRICK? 

HEYNEN: YOU THROW IT!151 

(“You throw it!” Where? At whom? At what? Through a windowpane 

perhaps?) This image of the destructive potential of the single brick confounds 

Mies’s ideal of the brick as primarily a building block. No longer an ideal unit 

in architectural construction (or Baukunst), as for Mies, nor seeking to draw out 

its immanence as a particle of a greater whole, as for Andre, the gesture of the 

randomly thrown brick suggests a loss of the infrastructural supports that 

define a ‘Mies’ or an ‘Andre.’ Perhaps the brick is aimed at the entire canon of 

post-war minimalist and post-minimalist art, and Museum Haus Lange/Haus 

Esters as a significant province of that exhibition history. 

“You throw it!” The exclamation mark implies a gleeful subversion of 

Mies’s image of the architect carefully placing bricks together to create – in the 

case of Hermann Lange’s house – a set of elegant spaces and walls to frame an 

art collection. Mies’s horror of Lange’s soft furnishings marks out the 

industrialist as something of an Etui-Mensch – the moniker Benjamin devised to 

refer to the bourgeois individual, borne of the nineteenth century, content in 

his velvet-lined case. Benjamin wrote of the Etui-Mensch as the avowed enemy 



261

of the “destructive character,” which I referred to in chapter one in relation to 

Morris’s 21.3 and Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre (and we might also recall in this 

context the famous quote attributed to Brecht: “Art is not a mirror to hold up 

to society, but a hammer with which to shape it.”) In the 1931 tract “The 

Destructive Character,” Benjamin writes that: 

The destructive character is the enemy of the étui-man. The étui-man looks for 

comfort, and the case is its quintessence. The inside of the case is the velvet-lined 

traces that he has imprinted on the world. The destructive character obliterates even 

the traces of destruction.152  

Benjamin’s ‘destructive character’ is a positive agitator: destruction is 

rejuvenation. The double drift of the ‘destructive character’ is its dialectical 

condition as destroyer-constructor – in the permanent tension of the threshold 

situating these two aspects, the character also operates as a kind of cultural 

analyst. According to Benjamin:  

The destructive character knows only one watchword: make room. And only one 

activity: clearing away. […] [E]verything cleared away means to the destroyer a 

complete reduction, indeed a rooting out, of his own condition.”153 

In her recent book Derelicts: Thought Worms from the Wreckage, Esther Leslie takes 

Benjamin’s destructive character as the motto for her study, emphasizing the 

figure’s potential ability for clearing out a space through the shards of history 

for alternative thinking and revolutionary change: 

The destructive character seeks a way through. It is not about efforts to re-build the 

shards, but instead examines attempts to build something utterly different. It shares 

with its subjects the proposition that something has still to be built.154 

The destructive character shares the threshold condition of ‘hesitation’ as a 

kind of ‘energetic inactivity,’ to refer back to Vogl’s phrase cited earlier. The 

character is at a crossroads, operating in the dimension of possibilities and 

potentiality, as a prelude to change: 
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[The destructive character] sees ways everywhere, he has to clear things from it 

everywhere. Not always by brute force; sometimes by the most refined. Because he 

sees ways everywhere, he always stands at a crossroads.155 

Benjamin’s destructive character is akin to some of the ongoing 

concerns highlighted in Huws’s work: erasing the traces (in Scraped Floor), 

voiding the space as a method for re-imagining human relations as something 

yet to be built (Haus Esters Piece), standing at the crossroads, seeing ways 

everywhere (the impetus for Origin and Source). The correlative of this destructive 

character is the melancholic illuminated in the Origin of German Tragic Drama, 

according to Irving Wohlfarth: “In the figure of the destructive character the 

paralysed melancholic has been transformed into a doer whose acts restore the 

light of judgment to an allegorically perceived world.”156 Hesitation then might 

be positioned between the paralysis of the melancholic interpreter and the 

action of the destroyer of the status quo. The suspension of hesitation 

conditioned by a gathering of questions is always a potential leaping off point. 

§
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Material,	  Text	  

On entering Haus Esters for Huws’s solo exhibition, visitors were 

handed a foldout text in English and German, printed on high quality, heavy-

grade paper. It had the appearance of concrete poetry, with words, punctuated 

by space, laid out in a rhythmic fashion using upper-case font and stark 

typography, effecting a sculptural or architectonic quality (see figs. 53 & 54). 

Besides the concrete poetry of Carl Andre, referred to above, in which the 

arrangement of bricks, one after another, mirrors the artist’s investment in the 

plastic quality of words arranged on a page, the text also recalls the attention 

Stéphane Mallarmé paid to the white spaces between the letters and words in 

“Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard.” In his preface to the poem, 

Mallarmé refers to un espacement de la lecture – a spacing of reading – in which the 

blank areas, “as a surrounding silence,”157 take on as much importance as the 

printed text, such that reading itself takes on more radical properties.158 These 

blanks, or absences, relate to Derrida’s notion of the void or abyss at the heart 

of the undecidability of deconstruction, in which meanings de-form, proliferate 

and accumulate.159 The absence around which Huws’s text revolves is doubled 

in the empty space of the Haus Ester galleries in the Haus Esters Piece, in which 

the text enacts an ambiguous role as an incongruent guide or cipher. Both the 

feel and the appearance of the foldout underline the materiality of the text, as 

well as anticipating the experience of the reader-stroller, walking about the 

(empty) space whilst (perhaps) reading the text – a text with little grounding for 

a reader looking to make sense of it in relation to the experience of the 

space.160 The portable work-on-paper was designed to be carried away from 

the space and (potentially) to take on a life of its own (like the childhood reed 

boats) – in the drawers, bookshelves or makeshift archives of those who had 

visited the empty rooms of Haus Esters.161 

This text presents an arrangement of functional words – pronouns, 

prepositions, adverbs, and parts of the verb ‘to be’ – which were extracted from 

a conversation Huws had recorded with her partner, the artist Thierry Hauch, 

speaking about one of his artworks. Nouns and active verbs, which might have 

anchored the subject and provided content have been excised, which 
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differentiates the piece from Andre’s more nominal approach in his poetry. 

The pared-down, nameless, language fragments are devoid of meaningful 

signifiers in relation to the original conversation: the speaker has disappeared. 

This absence of the subject in the text mirrors the seeming absence of the 

artwork(s) in the spaces of the Haus Esters for the duration of the exhibition. 

The ‘empty’ space and the material text, then, are mutually embedded in this 

gesture of absence or reduction. The text reflects a form of writing that Roland 

Barthes described in “The Death of the Author” as “that neutral, composite, 

oblique space where our subject slips away, the negative where all identity is 

lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing.”162 Repetitive use of 

past forms of the verb “to be”: “which was,” “and it was,” “that was,” “and 

what was” register an element of time (past), alongside the adverb “there”: 

“being there,” “was there,” “there is,” “then there,” “there was,” “are there,” 

“was there,” which intimate a notion of place. Huws later commented on the 

use of the past tense in the text, and the idea of “being there” rather than 

“being here.” She recalls this as: “...very characteristic of my state at the time. 

Now I am ‘being here.’ This is where I wanted to go, ‘being here,’ but at that 

time I was ‘there.’” Huws has a dream of awakening, as she intimates in a note 

in Origin and Source in which she poses the desire: “…to be entirely conscious of 

what you are doing.” (See fig. 55.) But the oscillations between ‘here’ and 

‘there’ suggest a more fractured reality than the dream for “a WHOLE 

situation.” This phenomenological “moment of hesitation” – the formulation is 

Bachelard’s – which appears to have crystallized in her experience of and 

response to Mies van der Rohe’s architectural spaces, seems to offer a general 

image of an intimate condition.163 That is, an image that invites a reading and 

a relation with others’ experience of that space of reading – a potential lack to 

be re-worked, re-iterated, always differently – a construction or condition of an 

unruly sea of intersubjective relations. In other words, the content-less 

scaffolding of Huws’s word construction gestures towards basic building blocks 

– like Mies’s or Andre’s bricks – as an allegory for an unnamed site of writing:

a condition or ur-form from which the reader can merely glean – in the blank

spaces – an ideal prototype promising potentiality at the base of crisis.164 Or we

might think of it as an image of thought lying at the limits of language.

§
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Figs 53 & 54. Bethan Huws, Printed text on Arches paper 120 gsm, 500 copies, folded once, 
24.5 x 30.5 cm. 
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Studio,	  study	  

In a photograph of the artist’s studio-study during the development of 

Origin and Source (fig. 37), fragmented bits and pieces of notes, jottings and 

sketches, are laid out and arranged on the surfaces of the desks, floors and walls 

of the space. The photograph eloquently expresses the character and domain 

of ‘work-in-progress’ – an interminable process, as Benjamin’s thoughts on 

‘idleness’ and study indicate. 

Huws recalls the physical character of her mode of working in relation 

to the space she worked, which she then appropriated to demarcate the 

volumes that were to make up Origin and Source: 

I started by writing on a desk and then spreading the papers out on it in order to 

better see what was written. When the table was full, I moved them to another area of 

the room and so on. In compiling the volumes I endeavoured to reproduce the 

original order in the room, each blank page in the book corresponds to a blank space 

in the room, likewise the separation into six volumes corresponds to six areas in the 

room. Each time I wanted to return to an area of thought, I would physically go over 

to it, crouch down beside it and work on it. I would remember that the section on 

“context” was in the corner by the window and so on.165 

This description suggests an impression of writing as a physical act as much as 

an act of the imagination.166 It also strongly indicates the spatial dimension of 

the writing, which is invoked by the blank pages and various other 

manifestations of the physical work on the texts. Roughly, the six “areas of 

thought,” which would later translate into the six volumes of Origin and Source, 

were, as Huws describes them: 

I. Concentrates on the Haus Esters Piece, broadening out towards the

end with reflections on music, painting, sculpture etc.

II. Comprises keywords placed at the top-right-hand corner of the

page plus comments.

III. Analyses of the textual component of the Haus Esters Piece.

IV. Context of the work.

V. Method of working.

VI. Social component – people and relations.167
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The improvised working process comprised writing down notes, scoring 

out and writing over previous notes, adding notations to existing pages, cutting 

out excerpts, and sometimes collaging fragments of words and texts to create a 

montage of the discontinuous chunks of notes, sketches and diagrams, 

producing a hybrid form between writing and drawing. Besides general 

speculations on the nature of art itself and on her own previous works and 

working process, including repeated references to the experience of the Haus 

Esters Piece, the material is an accumulation of quotations from, and comments 

about, writers she was studying at the time, including the psychoanalyst Jean 

Laplanche, philosophers such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Richard Rorty, 

Jacques Derrida, and Ludwig Wittgenstein; passages from various grammar 

(Welsh and English) and linguistic texts; references to other artists, including 

Robert Smithson, Carl Andre, Frank Stella and Marcel Duchamp; and lists of 

words and definitions copied from dictionaries and thesauruses (a source also 

mined by Carl Andre, Mel Bochner and Eva Hesse in their text-based works 

and titles). The form of the reflections is often interrogative, frequently 

repetitive, fragmentary, digressive, inconclusive, contradictory, obscure, 

hermetic and arcane: the conceptual makeup of the volumes is obscure and the 

material does not accommodate a simple reading. In this, Huws’s spur for the 

gathering and compiling of sources and reflections has an affinity to what Hal 

Foster describes, in his 2004 essay “An Archival Impulse,” as a “gesture of 

alternative knowledge or counter-memory.”168 Some of the distinguishing 

features of the work Foster describes in his essay come close to aspects of Origin 

and Source: 

Although the contents of this art are hardly indiscriminant, they remain 

indeterminant like the contents of any archive, and often they are presented in this 

fashion – as so many promissory notes for further elaboration or enigmatic prompts 

for future scenarios. In this regard archival art is as much preproduction as it is 

postproduction: concerned less with absolute origins than with obscure traces 

(perhaps “anarchival impulse” is the more appropriate phrase), these artists are often 

drawn to unfulfilled beginnings or incomplete projects – in art and in history alike – 

that might offer points of departure again.169 
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Foster’s succinct phrase “so many promissory notes for further elaboration or 

enigmatic prompts for future scenarios” reflect the work as a type of enquiry or 

speculative research (and also recalls the tenor of many of Duchamp’s notes in 

The Green Box as well as other writings.)170 

But Origin and Source is less an archive than a heap of working notes that 

gesture indeterminately at the internal workings of a creative process – 

“obscure traces,” in Foster’s words. What can we make of them? How do we 

‘read’ them? This question perhaps exposes what Origin and Source ultimately 

frustrates and resists – the presumed ability for methods used in (say) art history 

and cultural analysis to uncover meaning in art. In relation to cultural analysis, 

Irit Rogoff has highlighted the problem at the crux of this assumption: 

Cultural analysis attempts to turn the latent of hidden conditions and 

unacknowledged desires and power relations into a cultural manifest. Using the vast 

range of structuralist, post- and post-post-structuralist tools and models of analysis we 

have at our disposal, we have been able to unveil, unravel, expose and lay bare the 

hidden meanings of cultural circulation and the overt and covert interests that these 

serve. But there is a serious problem here, as there is an assumption that meaning is 

immanent, that it is always already there and precedes its uncovering.171 

The study – as well as the studio – is the kind of space that is 

particularly resistant to the kind of scrutiny that seeks to unveil or expose, since 

it is an indeterminate, inarticulate, dynamic space: the notion of locating and 

isolating an original intention or accountable meaning is swept away by this 

flow. Likewise, the transitional experience of the studio-study is resistant to 

moves towards analysis based on abstraction and generalization due to the 

singularity, plasticity and durational experience of the practices it temporarily 

harbours – practices that tend towards the provisional, improvisational 

conditions of play (or ‘idleness’) rather than the declarative display of 

profession. 

The studio and the study both share a – more or less ‘private’ – sense of 

‘not knowing’ that marks the processual character of activities occurring there. 

This aspect of durational time is, to a greater or lesser extent, neutralized once 

the work moves into the gallery space (or publication) and becomes a fixed 

point within (art) history, as Brian O’Doherty suggests:  
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The studio itself – exist[s] under the sign of process, which in turn defines the nature 

of studio time, very different from the even, white, present tense of the gallery. 

Studio time is defined by the mobile cluster of tenses, quotas of past embodied in 

completed works, some abandoned, others waiting for resurrection, at least one in 

process occupying a nervous present, through which, as James Joyce said, future 

plunges into past, a future exerting on the present the pressure of unborn ideas.172 

Huws returned to similar ideas repeatedly in her Origin and Source notes. She 

writes in various occasions of this kind of studio time to which O’Doherty 

refers: 

It’s the muddle of making a work. 

The things that are forgotten about by the time you end a work. And are difficult to 

recall. 

It is a work before it is made,… 

When it is being made 

The middle of a work. 

In the midst of work.173 

Experience, at the limits of language, is what is forgotten.174 This inchoate, 

uncodified activity of the studio (or the study), and the “mobile cluster of 

tenses” it activates is one more challenge to a conventional notion of art history 

as an orderly, linear history narrated through the authorization of selected ‘end 

products’ identified and determined by institutional discourses and structures. 

For art historian and critic James Elkins, consideration of the space of the 

studio disrupts hermeneutical modes that seek stability, which is why, he writes, 

it is: 

[T]he place most feared and excluded by visual theory and art history: it has virtually

no part in philosophical accounts of art, and it has only a limited role in art history.

[…] There are both historical and philosophical reasons for that exclusion: studio

practice is difficult to connect to historical themes, since the personal and largely

inarticulate discoveries do not seem applicable to finished works that exist in history;

and studio talk is riven by ungrammatical arguments, illogic, and nonverbal

communication by gestures and marks that conspire to make it neatly illegible to

philosophic enquiry.175
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The interpreter trying to make sense of the space, it seems, must hesitate on its 

threshold – must accept it as a forever suspended absence, albeit a seductive 

one. 

When Huws presented the notes that were to become Origin and Source, 

she did so at several removes from what Elkins refers to as the “largely 

inarticulate” activities of the studio. The notes have been edited, arranged, 

photocopied, and bound: the exhibited copy does not invoke the authenticity 

of the original manuscript nor offer any access to the artist’s touch as such. 

Nevertheless, the inarticulacies and illogic in Origin and Source still leave an 

impression of that unreadable and unsayable space of the studio-study, as 

though it is a dim image of those thoughts that tend – as Huws notes – to be 

forgotten in the completed work. 

§ 

Daniel Buren wrote in his 1971 essay “The Function of the Studio”: “it 

is in the studio, and only in the studio, that [a work] is closest to its own reality, 

a reality from which it will continue to distance itself”176 Could Huws’s 

temporary retreat from her habitual ‘post-studio’ practice be conceived as an 

attempt to restore this ‘reality,’ this return to origins? This is perhaps an overly 

idealizing logic, as is the claim to the privacy of the studio, because it is clearly 

not some kind of hermetically sealed magical vault. However, there is a shift 

that occurs when the fragments of the studio coalesce under the sign of the 

gallery or exhibition, or when an author’s research notes – not designed for 

publication – are sanctified as a book. In relation to this threshold shift, Robert 

Morris offers the studio and the artwork as the domain of speculation – of the 

question as opposed to the statement – and views his own work as a particular 

engagement of this interrogative space, as I noted in chapter one. He asks: 

But how did the space of the studio make the order different? Perhaps it was a kind of 

privacy that obtained there. Well, in what sense can a space be private? In no sense 

that seems convincing. Still, it seems a shaded and sheltered space housing questions 

that never heal, as it were, into the totally finished. But in the space of the gallery the 

frame of the statement surrounds even the fragment.177 
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Morris asks whether the questioning aspect of art-making that conditioned his 

own experience of the work of the studio-study need not be foreclosed by the 

reason of the statement. What do glimpses or traces of the experience of the 

“shaded and sheltered space” of the studio suggest of processes of thinking and 

its potential resistance to philosophical enquiry? Morris cites Wittgenstein’s 

remark that “[t]he purpose of philosophy is to build a wall at the end of 

language” and describes some of his own efforts as producing “objects that 

straddled that wall.”178 The edifice of the philosophical proposition, or the full 

stop of the exhibition statement, is perpetually eroded by the amassing of 

questions on both sides of the wall – the ambiguous zone in which Morris 

positions his practice and where Origin and Source can also be discerned.179 It is a 

place of a lack, or an absence, as Morris implies with his question: “Is there a 

kind of world, as it were, of the question, whose difference, verging on the 

suspicion of a kind of lack, sets it in perpetual opposition to that other world, 

that of the statement?”180 The indecision, uncertainty and doubt implied by 

hesitation – as a gathering space for questions – suggests, as well as a lack, an 

unguarded and unaccountable plenitude. This force is such that any 

hermeneutical understanding must bear in mind that its subject can not 

necessarily be caught. This is akin to Jacques Derrida’s comments in Glas on 

the resistance of the text to definitive or determinable meaning: 

The rare force of the text is that you cannot catch it (and therefore limit it to) saying: 

this is that, or, what comes down to the same thing, this has a relation of apophantic or 

apocalyptic unveiling, a determinable semiotic or rhetorical relation with that, this is 

the subject, this is the same, this is the other, this text here, this corpus here.181 

§
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Fig. 55. Bethan Huws, page 13 of Origin and Source, 1993 – June 1995, Volume 1, 1997. 
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Writing,	  drawing	  

In Beginnings, Edward Said puts forward an image of the literary critic of 

the 1970s, faced with the de-formations and discontinuities of modern 

literature, as operating ‘outside’ a tradition. For this alternative critical 

operation, he suggests the image of a “wanderer, going from place to place for 

[…] material, but remaining […] essentially between homes.”182 In order to 

understand divergent productions of meaning in modern literary texts, he 

distinguishes between the “dynastic relationship” (between author and reader) 

and “adjacency” (of the author to other texts and readers). As he writes: 

[…] one of the chief characteristics that Joyce, Yeats, Conrad, Freud, Mann, 

Nietzsche, and all the others share in common has been a necessity at the beginning for 

them to see their work as making reference, first, to other works, but also to reality 

and to the reader, by adjacency, not sequentially or dynastically. […] Therefore, the 

production of meaning within a work has had to proceed in entirely different ways 

from before, if only because the text itself stands to the side of, next to, or between the 

bulk of all other works – not in a line with them, nor in a line of descent from them. 

This adjacency, or in-betweenness, is a way of approaching the tangle of 

associations to be found circulating around and through Origin and Source, but 

also through this chapter itself. This is because the relationship between the 

critic and modern literature is complicated in a similar way to that of the art 

critic/historian to contemporary art, as I have argued: that is, precedent or 

normative methods of interpretation – whether that be ‘close reading,’ 

iconography or formalism – are inadequate to the critical task invoked through 

the speculative objects of contemporary art. As Said continues: 

Another way of conveying this idea of adjacency is to say that a text can neither be 

effectively read as commentary nor described by commentary. A text has not central 

point or central trajectory: it imitates no spatial or temporal object; and its “voice” is 

more likely to be a doodling pen rather than a narrating persona. From the point of 

view of the writer, a text is likely to be ink on a page, or folds in a paper, or what 

Mallarmé called “un espacement de la lecture,” or a never-ending ambition to be a 

text; […]183 

This idea of the text as a trace of the never-ending process of becoming a 
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‘work’ is taken up in relation to the ‘essayistic’ in the film Otilith III by The 

Otilith Group in chapter three. Before that, I will say a few words about how 

the notion of ‘in-betweenness’ is implicated in Origin and Source, before returning 

to ‘origin’ as the final way station for this chapter. 

§ 

To state an obvious point: theorists and critics I have referenced in this 

chapter – Benjamin, Blanchot, Bachelard, Derrida et al. – have all transformed 

critical, hermeneutic or philosophical writing by adopting, variously, the 

inventive surface detail, imagistic character, language games, discontinuities, 

and agglomerations of times and sources that can be found in the writings of, 

say, Kafka, Joyce, Proust or Beckett, thus blurring the conventional distinctions 

between philosophical discourse and poetic or other kinds of literary 

expression. In this way, their texts can be said to operate in this kind of ‘in-

between’ zone: a crowded and often rambunctious space, that also takes in all 

manner of hybrid writing by artists interlinking literary forms with theory, 

philosophy and criticism. In 1981, Rosalind Krauss called such excursions into 

this new critical space “paraliterary,” in which “criticism finds itself caught in a 

dramatic web of many voices, citations, asides, divagations.”184 Jacques 

Derrida links deconstruction with writing in terms of its spatiality, as cited in 

the introduction. He associates a labyrinthine form of writing with: 

[…] thinking in terms of a path, of the opening up of a way which – without knowing 

where it will lead to – inscribes its traces. […] Thus writing is truly like a labyrinth 

since it has neither beginning nor end. One is always on the move. […]185 

Another ‘wanderer,’ and one of the writers that Huws references in Origin and 

Source who has adopted idiosyncratic methods to approach complicated 

thinking is Ludwig Wittgenstein. Amongst other works, she refers to sets of 

first-draft and personal notes that were left uncompleted when Wittgenstein 

died, and were published posthumously in Culture and Value in 1977. A note 

from Culture and Value rehearses a key belief that language is the process and 

play of elaboration and refinement, after the event. “In the beginning was the 

deed” rather than the word, the Logos or the proposition. Or, in Wittgenstein’s 

words:  
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The origin and primitive form of the language game is a reaction; only from this can 

more complicated forms develop. Language – I want to say – is a refinement, “in the 

beginning was the deed.”186 

Repeatedly, in Origin and Source, Huws intuits this sense of the complications 

and refinements of language as an afterlife of the experience of doing or 

making art: 

1. First you do something.

2. Then you question what you did.

The personal notes exhibit the broken, discontinuous, circuitous style 

characteristic of his self-reflexive writing style. What is striking about 

Wittgenstein’s text is the self-reflexive manner he uses to walk the reader 

through his intellectual journey, intimating the detours, hesitations, delays, the 

doubts, frailties, indecisions, apparent contradictions and numerous 

frustrations he comes up against along the way. That is, the reader is required 

to somehow live the text, to work through the text, to unearth ideas alongside 

Wittgenstein’s own excavations, and to really feel the slipperiness of the 

concepts he is trying to grasp. Of this method, he writes: 

Every sentence that I write is trying to say the whole thing, that is, the same thing over 

and over again and it is as though they were views of one object seen from different 

angles.187 

Through this method the reader is able to trace the contours of Wittgenstein’s 

thought – its vagaries and meanderings, as well as its discoveries and 

revelations. Or, in slightly more dejected mode, Wittgenstein writes: 

I never more than half succeed in expressing what I want to express. Indeed, 

not even so much, but perhaps only one tenth. This must mean something. 

My writing is often nothing but “stammering.”188 

This image of “stammering,” along with Said’s reference to the “doodling 

pen,” (which recalls Maharaj’s references to “idling” and “doodling”) envisage 
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a writer, or artist, struggling to articulate or access a thought – an experience at 

the threshold of language where the impossibility of adequate articulation is 

felt. This sense of collapse somewhere between speech or writing in the process 

of being formed (stammering) and idle scribbling (doodling) is also embodied 

and envisioned in Huws’s work – the prominent blank parts of the page, or the 

obscured, erased or over-scored writing gives expression to the ninety percent 

Wittgenstein bemoans he is not quite able to reach – those aspects that drop 

out of view, remaining just beyond the limits of language. While Wittgenstein’s 

aphoristic and self-reflexive texts shatters the narrative expression of a linear 

unity of knowledge, he invokes in his cyclical method an attempt towards 

synthesis in terms of that which is not known, or what lies beyond the bounds of 

knowledge and its attendant evidence and proofs. As in Wittgenstein’s 

‘stuttering,’ Origin and Source offers explicit traces of the indeterminate process of 

thinking, or the impossibility of representing or grammatically framing 

thinking, as the tone and condition of the work. Huws’s patient activity of 

accumulation, interruption and digression through this period of crisis suggests 

a ‘surplus’ beyond the bounds of representation – a recognition of the 

unrepresentable and ceaseless tracing of this un-known as the material of art 

and our encounter with it. 

§ 

The discontinuities of a writing conditioned by ‘stammering’ or 

‘doodling’ that interrupt any possibility of a narrative form as a cohesive whole 

is allied to artist Mel Bochner’s definition of ‘working drawings,’ which, like the 

forms of writing indicated above, offer an expression to the idea of a language 

struggling to approach, enact or express the messiness of ‘thinking.’ In a press 

release for an exhibition of drawings at the Galerie Heiner Friedrich in Munich 

in 1969, Bochner distinguished between finished drawings, working drawings, 

and diagrammatic drawing. Of ‘working drawings,’ he suggested that: 

The working drawing [...] is the residue of thought, the place where the artist 

formulates, contrives and discards his ideas. The “graffiti” appearance of many 

working drawings is due to the process by which they come into being, a process at 

once notational and speculative. [...] These drawings will frequently contain the 

artist’s false starts, meanderings, errors, and incorrect arithmetic, as well as 

possibilities which might not have occurred to him [sic] in any other manner. This 

process is irreversible and often illegible. As an object a working drawing can only be 
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described as a piece of paper covered with the random visible jottings of non-visual 

activities.189 

Bochner had developed this interest in ‘working drawings’ in his earlier show 

Working Drawings and Other Visible Things on Paper Not Necessarily Meant to Be Viewed 

as Art at the New York School of Visual Arts Gallery in 1966. Bochner asked a 

number of artists to send ‘working drawings,’ which he defined in his invitation 

as “the site of private speculations, a snapshot of the mind at work.” The 

contributions ranged from “random jottings on torn scraps of paper, to Donald 

Judd’s bill for the fabrication of his sculpture.” Since the gallery made clear 

that both framing and photographing the pieces was out of the question due to 

financial constraints, Bochner took the decision to reproduce the pieces using 

the relatively new technology of the xerox machine, which reduced or enlarged 

the drawings to a uniform size, lending themselves to the format of a book. He 

supplemented the artists’ contributions with those of other ‘intellectual 

workers’: “a composer, an architect, a biologist, a mathematician, a 

choreographer, and an engineer.” In order to reach the desired goal of 100 

pages, he added “assorted pages of diagrams, charts, and lists” from a copy of 

Scientific American magazine. The front page was a copy of the floor plan of the 

gallery, and the sequence of pages finished with the installation diagram of the 

xerox machine itself. Four copies of each page was made. They were placed in 

alphabetical order – Andre to Xerox – in four ring binders, each displayed on 

four mock-minimalist sculptures.190 The tightly controlled ensemble was 

undersigned by Bochner as ‘his’ work, signaling its ambitions as a proto-

conceptual piece. 

Fig. 56. Mel Bochner, Working Drawings and Other Visible Things on Paper Not Necessarily Meant to Be 
Viewed as Art, 1966. Installation view: School of Visual Arts Gallery, New York, 1966. 
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While this is clearly very different in conception to Origin and Source, 

there are a number of points at which that the two align. For example, the use 

of photocopies divests the ‘working drawings,’ and Huws’s notes, of any claim 

to autographic insight, so both divert a conventional understanding of 

authorship, and both works question what a ‘work’ might be. This recalls both 

Foucault’s interest in this question (and that of the author) referred to earlier in 

this chapter, and Duchamp’s oft-quoted speculation from “A L’Infinitif”: “Can 

one make works which are not works of ‘art’?”191 If ‘what is art’ is a question 

for both, so too are speculations on the where, when, how and why of ‘art.’ 

Both posit the viewer as a ‘reader,’ although in Working Drawings attention is 

drawn to the ‘reader’s’ rather awkwardly staged body whereas Huws’s 

installation provides a more congenial arrangement: the tables and chairs 

invite a greater intimacy, and the contents of Huws’s volumes have their source 

in the concentrations of a self-reflexive experience – a sense of the interior – 

both architectural and psychological. This private world, though, is offered as a 

community of reading, and reading as anti-systematic wandering is the 

prevailing condition. By contrast, Working Drawings seems, contrary to its 

makeup, underwritten by the meta-structure of a Big Idea. Origin and Source, 

alternatively, proposes a formlessness that dwells in the activity or process of 

thinking, but cannot be reduced to a representation of a thought. This is 

developed through a process of recall and reflection that calls forth the 

potentiality of ‘not-quite-yet’ – a form of work inflected by questions rather 

than providing solutions or ‘ends.’ The implication for Origin and Source is that it 

exposes and allows for threads of fragmentation, doubt, collapse, withdrawal, 

failure and retreat to emerge as generative forms within the poetics of art 

practice, in-between writing, working and drawing. 

§
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Origin,	  Source	  

Fig. 57. Bethan Huws, page 31 of Origin and Source, Vol. 5, 1993-June 1995, edited and first 
exhibited in 1997. 
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To start again at the beginning – origin, and source. In this chapter, I 

have gathered together an agglomeration of elements that might readily be 

recalled (or merely glimpsed at) as possible ‘origins’ of the ‘work’ that came to 

be known as Origin and Source. Some of these are: scraping an art school studio 

floor: clearing a space for work; accumulated memories of crafting tiny boats 

from a single strand of reed; a three-year conversation with a curator; 

encountering the (compromised) modernist architecture of Haus Esters; the 

idling reflections of study… The fragments of this assemblage could pile up 

further. None of them precisely flow together towards a thematics of unity, or 

what Derrida has called “a rubric of sources […] which is precisely originary, 

of a meaning or a theme flowing from the source and affecting itself with 

forms, modulations, and variations in a discourse.”192 To recall the words of 

Said quoted at the beginning of this chapter, we are thinking here of 

beginnings that “cannot truly be known, because [they belong] more to silence 

than language.”193 This silence at the source of the origin leads us to further 

questions – further negotiations, variations, modulations and transformations 

of meaning – rather than to a unified coherence hidden at its centre. 

But let’s take a basic refusal of meaning as a proposition, to once again 

flag up the question of meaning: that is, Huws’s resistance or hesitation towards 

formulating a catalogue statement that might adequately describe, articulate or 

‘explain’ Haus Esters Piece. Huws’s reluctance towards pinning down the work to 

a legible form – a catalogue text mapping the piece; a statement punctuating it 

with a full stop – presents us with a dialectical image of this tentative or 

questioning stance towards definite or definitive forms of knowledge that 

‘hesitation’ in this chapter implies. The desire to speculate on the conditions of 

art in the medium of language leads the artist to reflect on the medium itself so, 

in Origin and Source, language (and its limits) becomes the medium and the 

material. The object and methodology of the work-in-progress is reflection – a 

reflection that has as its point of departure (and return) a failed attempt to 

articulate Haus Esters Piece and therefore position the work within a ‘proper’ 

discourse or coherent narrative. For Huws, language was, for the time being, 

no longer habitable. This broadens out to a reflection on reflection. The 

resulting material appears as a kind of thought notation or the residue of some 

attempt at articulating thought – a degraded or dimly-lit approximation of 
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thinking myopically eluding any fantasy of totality or conceptual containment. 

Manifest in Origin and Source is Benjamin’s ‘method as detour’ in the 

sense that Huws’s enquiry into the dynamics of her own work takes a multitude 

of circuitous paths to approach the ‘origin’ and uses an interrogative mode to 

continually renew the ‘source.’ Both of these terms emerge as a problem rather 

than a solution, and the title itself might be considered ironic given the artist’s 

intuition that this work was to remain forever unfinished – or “definitively 

unfinished,” like Duchamp’s Large Glass. The ‘activity of not knowing’ that was 

to become Origin and Source aimed at both returning the artist to the origins of 

her artistic practice in a spirit of interrogation as well as building a set of 

theoretical tools to provide a foundation for her future practice as an artist – 

mining the origins of the past, via the work of memory and the dynamic 

hesitations of research, to uncover a source of potentiality. The sense of ‘origin’ 

that emerges from the work is not absolute, of course, but rather gives a sense 

of a continual actualization of origins – a resistance to the notion of origin as a 

fixed term within the order of things. That is, in Derrida’s formulation, “the 

distancing or revaluation of a text that one naively would like to believe, having 

put one’s faith in a signature or an institution, always remains the same, 

constantly identical to itself.”194 The unfinishability of Origin and Source may be 

understood as an allegory of the difficulty of objectifying and representing ‘the 

origin’ of a work (or a body of work), just as the ‘unoriginality’ of Morris work 

– the lack of a ‘signature’ style – makes it difficult to adequately position in the

institutional form of the retrospective, as I argued in chapter one.

Offering a notion of the dynamics of origin apposite here, Walter 

Benjamin, in his “Epistemo-Critical Prologue” to The Origin of German Tragic 

Drama, writes: 

The term origin is not intended to describe the process by which the existent came 

into being, but rather to describe that which emerges from the process of becoming 

and disappearance. Origin is an eddy in the stream of becoming, and in its current it 

swallows the material involved in the process of genesis. That which is original is 

never revealed in the naked and manifest existence of the factual; its rhythm is 

apparent only to a dual insight. On the one hand it needs to be recognized as a 

process of restoration and reestablishment, but, on the other hand, and precisely 

because of this, as something imperfect and incomplete.195 
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This dialectic – between ‘restoration and reestablishment’ and the ‘imperfect 

and incomplete’ – operates within the scene of hesitation as a trope for 

characterizing the ‘activity of not knowing’ that produced Origin and Source as a 

model for the idle and doodling character of study and re-search. For Huws’s 

work, we might also point to the dialectic between adding one brick to another 

– a constructive impulse – and throwing a brick through a plate glass window – 

a destructive one. 

In some notes on ‘origin’ in volume V of Origin and Source (fig. 57), Huws 

has noted down various definitions of ‘origin’: an arbitrary starting point on a 

scale; the point defined by the intersection of two axes in a system of 

coordinates; the point of origin of an earthquake – where seismic waves are 

generated – also known as the ‘seismic origin.’ On the same page, beside a 

description of ‘origin’ as “WHAT CAME FIRST. IN LINE.” there is a sketch 

made up of horizontal lines: layers, like those of geological strata perhaps. An 

arrow up to FIRST written at the top of the layers contradicts an idea that the 

‘origin’ is in fact what came first in a linear development and instead posits an 

image of a series of layers below the ground – below the ‘FIRST.’ These 

paradoxical and plural definitions and images of ‘origin’ suggest the 

impossibilities involved in thinking of or determining the ‘origin’ – a 

preoccupation of Derrida’s philosophical critique. According to Maria-

Daniella Dick and Julian Wolfreys in their glossary of words associated with 

Derrida, the impossible labour of mapping so-called origins: 

 
[…] would have to proceed in the face of the unmappable, as though the inscription 

of every topographical coordinate invoked or implied countless others, in a 

constellation that, far from being exhaustible, would moreover enervate in the face of 

its own generative powers, around the idea of ‘origin.’ Before – such a fantasy! – the 

location of any origin as such there would take place inevitably and inescapably 

multiplicity and multiplication, a fraying as even one seeks to tie together loose 

ends.196 

 

Via a reading of Valéry, Derrida understands the source – or, better, sources – 

as heterogeneous, plural and other: it follows from this understanding that the 

value and authority of meaning is discredited.197 The source orients but is also 

oriented and modified by the act of tracking it down. It is also an impossibility, 

for Derrida, to ‘begin’ at the point of origin, since: 
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Everything begins by referring back (par le renvoi), that is to say, does not begin; and 

once this breaking open or this partition divides, from the very start, every renvoi, there 

is not a single renvoi but from then on, always, a multiplicity of renvois, so many 

different traces referring back to other traces, and to traces of others.198 

 

Philosophical discourse forgets this when it effects to close the circle of the 

origin, to identify origins in order to justify its teleological goals and 

institutionally authorized structure. The myth of the retrospective, the 

monograph, the catalogue raisonné, the defining of an artist’s corpus or oeuvre, 

which I discussed in relation to Morris at the end of chapter one, are part of 

this family of value and authority coded in and by the institution, or that which 

is written, like philosophical discourse. Of that system, Derrida claims that: 

  
The philosopher writes in order to keep himself within the logocentric circle. But also 

in order to reconstitute the circle, to interiorize a continuous and ideal presence which 

he knows, consciously or unconsciously […] already to have dispelled within the voice 

itself. Discontinuity, delay, heterogeneity, and alterity already were working upon the 

voice, producing it from its first breath as a system of differential traces, that is as 

writing before the letter. Philosophical writing, then, literally comes to bridge the gap, 

to close the dike, and to dream of virgin continuity.199 

 

Origin and Source is a gesture towards not forgetting – it deals with writing ‘before 

the letter.’ That is, the murmuring, stuttering, discontinuities of the voice itself 

leaves its traces: it is within what Derrida calls, “the regime of hearing-oneself-

speak, with self-presence in the meaning of a source whose truth continuously 

resources itself.”200 

 If hesitation can be associated with a pile-up of questions – a continual 

re-opening of questions – we might think of it as a kind of working method: a 

thought put forward in Huws’s statement for the Niemandsland catalogue: 
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 A WORKING METHOD 

 

 THE ORIGIN:  HAUS ESTERS 

 

 AND 

 

 SOURCE:  FIRST TO STATE 

    “IT IS A WORK OF ART”  PERSON 

 

    SECOND TO QUESTION 

    “WHAT IS A WORK OF ART” 
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protests by students at the school by calling in the police, expelling firebrands, and requiring 
remaining students to sign an affidavit that banned political discussions on school premises. 
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frame and sculpture from the pedestal as a programmatic imperative. For these 
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conception/production of the architecture. Some of these artists have become closely 
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better to listen, remember, and learn.” (5). 
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of, say, the Mies van der Rohe or Le Corbusier window, cuts across the verticality of the 
human form. As Keenan writes: 

Humans, because they are essentially upright, first of all are seeing beings, seeing 
ahead, from their heads, and their actions are human to the extent that they derive 
and follow from what they see. What is elsewhere presents itself before the human 
subject for sight and cognition. […] Human knowledge stems from the gaze, and the 
window perhaps even more than the mirror gives form to this tenacious ideologeme. 
Evidently […] the length and horizontality of Le Corbusier’s window band cuts across 
the human form and disfigures it, mutilates the upright installation of the one who 
stands. The shape of the window transforms the topography, and the figure is denied 
the stance, at once protective and projective, of the Vorstellung, the grounded position 
of a subject for and before whom objects – including of course the subject itself – are 
represented in a frame. 
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O’Doherty’s isolated ‘cube’: 
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German museums in the 1930s, taken up by the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York and spread to galleries all over the rest of the Western world – but the object of 
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flexible and adaptable. Far from being removed from the world, the ideal spectator 
for such a space would be one who would also take an active part in the 
contemporary world of consumption. 
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others extended beyond the exterior brick walls, thus recontextualizing Mies’s architectural 
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1969, (exh. cat.), Museum zu Allerheiligan Schaffhausan (15 May-17 August, 2014, curated by 
Lynn Kost), ed. Lynn Kost, (Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2014), 7. 
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142  Hollis Frampton in Carl Andre: Sculptor 1996, 62. On Andre’s poetry, see Carl Andre: Poems 
1958-1969, (exh. cat.), and Carl Andre: Sculpture as Place, 1958-2010, (exh. cat.), Dia: Beacon, 
New York, 5 May 2014-2 March 2015, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
2015). 
143  Carl Andre: Sculptor 1996 – Krefeld at Home; Wolfsburg at Large, (exh. cat.), Haus Lange and 
Haus Esters, Krefeld, 4 February-21 April 1996 and Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, 3 February-21 
April 1996. 
Andre’s use of the prime number 137 for Lever is clearly connected to his dedication to basic 
components and materials and the connection to the infinite. In a statement from 1970, Andre 
wrote: “My idea of a piece of sculpture is a road. That is, a road doesn’t reveal itself at any 
particular point or from any particular point. […] I think sculpture should have an infinite 
point of view.” 
Cited in Carl Andre: Sculptor 1996, 47. 
Robert Smithson interestingly discusses the relationship between prime numbers and George 
Kubler’s prime objects in his 1966-67 essay “The Artist as Site-Seer; Or, A Dintorphic Essay.” 
Smithson writes: 

Says Kubler, “Prime objects resemble the prime numbers of mathematics because no 
conclusive rule is known to govern the appearance of either, although such a rule may 
some day be found.” […] Prime objects do not decompose, because like prime 
numbers they resist decomposition because of their enigmatic origin, [...]. In short, 
the prime object is immobile and often indestructible. 

Later in the essay, he elaborates his thoughts on primes in a way that illuminates the challenge 
of artistic research (an infinite potential, bound to failure, for example): 

The prime object becomes the prime number, if seen as ‘the monument of measures.’ 
The prime number only refers to itself or 1 and is in a way like the Kantian ‘thing in 
itself.’ The only prime number is 2. The distribution of primes in a number system is 
irregular. For example, there are five primes between 100 and 114, but none between 
114 and 127. Ever since Euclid’s proof that primes are infinite, mathematicians like 
some artists have been looking for that ‘conclusive rule.’ That would determine 
whether or not a number like an object is prime. But the infinite, as Borges warns, is a 
‘numberous Hydra’ and a ‘swamp monster.’ 
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male organ in the air. In my work, Priapus is down on the floor.” David Bourdon, “The Razed 
Sites of Carl Andre” in Artforum, October 1966, reprinted in Gregory Battcock (ed.), Minimal 
Art: A Critical Anthology, (reprint), intro. by Anne M. Wagner, (Berkeley and London: University 
of California Press, 1995), 341-342. 
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image of coitus with the floor serving as the (unarticulated) female element. Significantly too, of 
course, a ‘lever’ is a long, rigid tool used to pry or lift, while lever means to rise, raise or lift in 
French.” 
Anna C. Chave, “Minimalism and the Rhetoric of Power,” Arts Magazine, vol. 64, no. 5, 
January 1990, 44-63, 119. 
145  Andre speaking at a symposium at Windham College, Putney, Vt., April 30, 1968, cited in 
Lucy Lippard, Six Years: Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, (reprint), (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 1997), 47.  
146  On choreography and ‘place’ in Andre’s sculpture, see Yasmil Raymond, “A Theory of 
Proximity,” in Carl Andre: Sculpture as Place, 1958-2010, (exh. cat.), Dia: Beacon, New York, 5 
May 2014-2 March 2015, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2015). 
147  Speaking about the 1967 show at the Konrad Fischer Gallery – his first one-person 
exhibition in Europe – Andre recalled that: “I did make a plan for the show that got ripped up 
when I arrived at the gallery. The steel plates worked perfectly: most visitors thought the 
gallery was empty.” 
Carl Andre, “My life as an artist would have ended long ago,” in Cuts: Texts 1959-2004, ed. 
and with an intro by James Meyer, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), 119. 
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There is a great misconception that critics always have, they think of art as being 
manufactured in an ideal space which has no dimension. Of course art is always 
somewhere, but the critics think of art as being like a slide on a wall or a reproduction 
in a magazine; they think of art as being in an idealized space. But art is always in a 
concrete space. Even if it’s in a vault it’s in a concrete space. So whenever we’re 
talking about a work of art, whether we admit it or not, we’re talking about where it is 
also. People are automatically aware of that in my work, whereas if there is a Cezanne 
on the wall, they don’t think “Oh that’s a Cezanne in a place.” But in a work of mine 
they are aware it’s in a space. 

Andre, Cuts, 259. 
149  Andre, Cuts, 257. 
This emphasis on movement also aligns Andre’s work with durational time. Andre’s ‘sculpture 
as place’ as opposed to an idealized place implies time as a condition. As Robert Smithson’s 
reminds us: “The need for certain ‘sculptors’ to see their work as a ‘whole’ takes them out of 
‘time’ and doesn’t dissolve consciousness. Any art that suggests movement is ‘plastic’ and 
subject to decay.” 
Robert Smithson, “The Artist as Site-Seer; Or, A Dintorphic Essay,” (1966-67), Robert Smithson: 
The Collected Writings, ed. Jack Flam, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California 
Press, 1996), 345n. 
150  Andre, Cuts, 181. 
151  Bethan Huws: Selected Textual Works, 1991-2003, (exh. cat.), 34. 
152  Benjamin, Selected Writings Vol. 2: 1927-1934, 542. 
153  Benjamin, Selected Writings Vol. 2: 1927-1934, 541. 
154  Esther Leslie, Derelicts: Thought Worms from the Wreckage, (London: Urkant Publishers, 2013), 
ii. 
155  Benjamin, Selected Writings Vol. 2: 1927-1934, 542. 
156  Irving Wohlfahrt, “No-Man’s Land: On Walter Benjamin’s ‘Destructive Character,’ ” 
Diacritics, Vol. 8, No. 2, (Summer, 1978), 53. 
157  Stéphane Mallarmé, cited in Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method, 63. 
158  After Mallarmé’s first reading of Un Coup de Dés to Paul Valéry in 1897, Valéry wrote of his 
surprise on first viewing the radical typography of the poem: 

It seemed to me that I was looking at the form and pattern of a thought, placed for 
the first time in finite space. Here space itself truly spoke, dreamed, and gave birth to 
temporal forms. Expectancy, doubt, concentration, all were visible things. With my own 
eye I could see silences that assumed bodily shapes. Inappreciable instants became 
clearly visible: the fraction of a second during which an idea flashes into being and 
dies away; atoms of time that serve as the germs of infinite consequences lasting 
through psychological centres – at last these appeared as beings, each surrounded by 
a palpable emptiness. There amid murmurs, insinuations, visual thunder, a whole 
spiritual tempest carried page by page to the extremes of thought, to a point of 
ineffable rupture – there the marvel took place; there on the very paper some 
indescribable scintillation of final stars trembled infinitely pure in an inter-conscious 
void; and there in the same void with them, like some new form of matter arranged in 
systems or masses or trailing lines, co-existed the Word! [Italics in the original]. 

Valéry’s rapturous response eloquently the awakening of the reader to the possibilities beyond 
the limits of linear presentations of prose: the potential was opened up by the interposition of 
space, as Valéry indicates: “[Mallarmé] introduced a spatial reading, which he combined with 
the linear reading; it was equivalent to enriching the literary domain with a second dimension.” 
Paul Valéry, “Concerning A Throw of the Dice: A Letter to the Editor of Les Marges,” Leonardo, 
Poe, Mallarmé: The Collected Works of Paul Valéry, Vol. 8, ed. Jackson Mathews, trans. Malcolm 
Cowley and James R. Lawler, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), 311-12. 
159  In a discussion of Mallarmé’s work, Derrida identifies this ‘undecidability’ that Mallarmé 
presented in his writing as a crisis of both judgement – a crisis of criticism – and a crisis of the 
rhetoric of meaning, the word, and name which underpins it: a hesitation when faced with 
decision between opposing meanings: 

Through the enigmatic simul of rupture and repetition we will define the crisis, the 
moment when simple decision is no longer possible, where the choice between 
opposing paths is suspended. A crisis, therefore, of criticism, which will always use 
judgment to decide (krinein) on value and meaning, to distinguish between what is and 
what is not, what has value and what has not, the true and the false, the beautiful and 
the ugly, all signification and its opposite. A crisis, equally, of rhetoric, which arms 
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criticism with an entire hidden philosophy. A philosophy of meaning, of the word, of the 
name. [Italics in the original, “Mallarmé, 113]. 

Of the spacing of reading, Derrida writes that: 
The white of the spacing has no determinate meaning, it does not simply belong to 
the plurivalence of all the other whites. More than or less than the polysemic series, a 
loss or an excess of meaning, it folds up the text towards itself, and at each moment 
points out the place (where “nothing will have taken place except the place,” the 
condition, the labour, the rhythm. As the page folds in upon itself, one will never be 
able to decide if white signifies something, or signifies only, or in addition, the space of 
writing itself. [Italics in the original, “Mallarmé, 115-6]. 

Jacques Derrida, “Mallarmé” in Acts of Literature, ed. Derrick Attridge, (London: Routledge, 
1992), 110-126. 
160  Roland Barthes evokes the figure of the ‘stroller’ as reader in “From Work to Text”: 

The reader of the Text may be compared to someone at a loose end (someone 
slackened off from any imaginary): this passably empty subject strolls … on the side of 
a valley …; what he perceives is multiple, irreducible, coming from a disconnected, 
heterogeneous variety of substances and perspectives: lights, colours, vegetation, heat, 
air, slender explosions of noises, scant cries of birds, children’s voices from over on the 
other side, passages, gestures, clothes of inhabitants near or far away. All these incidents 
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Every written work can be regarded as the prologue (or rather, the 

broken cast) of a work never penned, and destined to remain so, 

because later works, which in turn will be prologues or the moulds for 

other absent works, represent only sketches or death masks. The 

absent work, although it is unplaceable in any precise chronology, 

thereby constitutes the written works as prolegomena or paralipomena of a 

non-existent text; or, in a more general sense, as parerga which find 

their true meaning only in the context of an illegible ergon. To take 

Montaigne’s fine image, these are the frieze of grotesques around an 

unpainted portrait, or, in the spirit of the pseudo-Platonic letter, the 

counterfeit of a book which cannot be written. 

Giorgio Agamben, “Preface: Experimentum Linguae,” 

Infancy and History: Essays on the Destruction of Experience 

In the essay, concepts do not build a continuum of operations, thought 

does not advance in a single direction, rather the aspects of the 

argument interweave as in a carpet. The fruitfulness of the thoughts 

depends on the density of this texture. Actually, the thinker does not 

think, but rather transforms himself into an arena of intellectual 

experience, without simplifying it. While even traditional thought 

draws its impulses from such experience, such thought by its form 

eliminates the remembrance of these impulses. The essay, on the other 

hand, takes them as its model, without simply imitating them as 

reflected form; it mediates them through its own conceptual 

organization; it proceeds, so to speak, methodically unmethodically. 

Theodor Adorno, “The Essay as Form” 

(“Der Essay als Form,” 1958) 
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Essay	  
…	  of	  detour	  in	  The	  Otolith	  Group’s	  Otolith	  III	  

(2009)	  
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Fig. 58. The Otolith Group, Otolith III (film still, 2009). Courtesy and copyright The Otolith Group. 

THE INDUSTRIALIST  This boy could play the part of THE BOY. 

Or this one could. 

No, he’s not right. 

A sullen face is better. 

This could be THE BOY. 

Yes he could. 

He has a solitariness about him. 

Could you believe he could make friends with an ALIEN stranded in 

Region 3? 

(Otolith III, Scene 8)1 
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Preamble

The occasion for detour in this chapter is afforded by the 2009 film Otolith 

III, a distinctive example of the essayistic approach to filmmaking used by The 

Otolith Group. The mode of ‘detour’ here – a characteristic feature of the essay – 

is concerned largely with dynamic states of incompletion: the unrealisable heart of 

the work. In Giorgio Agamben’s words, every work is “the broken cast of a work 

never penned, and destined to remain so”: the absent work that in turn becomes 

the impetus for future efforts, future “broken casts.”2 His image implies a manner 

of failure – a prominent attribute of the ‘idleness’ of study and the ‘energetic 

inactivity’ of hesitation in chapter two – which is revisited here in the guise of a 

film (Otolith III) refracted through an unrealised film (The Alien by Satyajit Ray). 

Otolith III, which is a film about a film that is yet to be made, may be thought of as 

a metonym for this cyclical failure to complete The Work that Agamben imagines. 

This tactical condition considers the work as a process that is never necessarily 

closed or complete, but operates rather as a relational node or way-station 

between what has come before and what is yet to come. A ‘way-station’ is 

positioned between principle stations, indicating a minor, intermediary nexus 

appropriate to Agamben’s idea of creative work as subject to a perpetual process 

of dissolving and recasting (where the absolute of the Work is permanently 

absent). Otolith III is a conscious expression of just such a condition, and in this 

chapter I understand the film as an essayistic site: a kind of mosaic space or 

constellation of spaces. The words ‘mosaic’ and ‘constellation’ reflect the 

potentialities of writing that Walter Benjamin elaborated in his ‘Epistemo-Critical 

Prologue’ to The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1928),3 and further imagined, 

expanded and staged in the imagistic and montage-like forms apparent in One-

Way Street (1928) through to the Arcades Project.4 In the spirit of this expansion, I 

wonder if Otolith III can be considered a type of writing recast within a filmic 

architecture of image, language and sound, akin to the way that One-Way Street 

may be understood as a kind of visual-spatial construction.5  

The condition of ‘unrealisability’ that Agamben proposes for works of art 

suggests a generative impulse as well as a critical disruption of the ideological 

construction of cultural knowledge, in which ‘work’ and ‘artist’ are constituted as 

individual unities. Both threads are akin to the value placed on process, 

incompletion and potentiality in my discussion of Huws’s Origin and Source. In this 
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chapter, The Otolith Group’s film is likewise considered as an experiential 

encounter with the struggle of thinking, through visuality and language, that 

resists assimilation by perspectival or representational frameworks and structures. 

As in previous chapters, the concern lies with the value placed on claims of 

authority and agency, and the ways in which a sense of the dispersed or multiplied 

subject challenges conventional models of objectivity and subjectivity through 

shifting the value placed on ‘the work’ as completed product to ‘work’ as a (forever 

incomplete) process of thinking, inherent to re-search. 

§ 

 

 
THE INDUSTRIALIST  How did we exit the screenplay? 

v/o Let’s just say we practised. 

One morning, we saw our chance. 

There was a layer break at 206 6176. 

We made it through. 

And found ourselves in the outer perimeter of Region Code 3, 

Protected. 

[…] 

We’re not images. 

Not sounds. 

Not even fictions. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 4]6 

 
 

The underlying premise of Otolith III is that a cast of four characters has 

managed to ‘escape’ from an abandoned film script. The script that provides the 

entry point for this premise is an unrealized film idea titled “The Alien,” drafted 

by the Bengali director Satyajit Ray in 1967. In Ray’s scenario, an alien spaceship 

has landed in a pond in a remote Bengali village. The majority of the villagers, 

apart from a local boy called Haba, believes that the spacecraft is actually a 

hidden temple that has re-emerged from the earth. Besides Haba, who becomes 

friends with the titular alien through his dreams, the other main protagonists are 

Mohan, a sceptical journalist from Calcutta, the American engineer Jo Devlin, 

and a rich industrialist called Bajoria who has employed Devlin to drill tube wells 

(for water extraction) in the area round the village. Sensing an opportunity for 

financial gain as well as self-aggrandizement, the cynical industrialist Bajoria 
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wants to enshrine the pond as a holy place of pilgrimage. Meanwhile, the 

whimsical alien of Ray’s story sets about playing pranks on the local population, 

including: “ripening a villager’s corn overnight [and] causing an old man’s corpse 

lying on its funeral pyre to open its eyes in front of his grandson.”7 The project 

foundered after initial talks with Columbia Pictures, and Ray’s twenty-page 

treatment of “The Alien” apparently languished in a drawer in the Columbia 

offices until, it is rumoured, a young Stephen Spielberg picked up the idea of the 

friendly-alien-and-boy story for his 1982 film E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial.8 

The Otolith Group, founded in 2002 by Anjalika Sagar and Kodwo 

Eshun, had no desire to make a version of Ray’s unmade film based on the 

director’s original treatment. Instead, they offered Ray’s idea an alternative 

afterlife that reanimates the unrealised potential of the unmade or absent film. 

The Group call this afterlife a ‘premake,’ an idea voiced in the script of Otolith III: 

I’m not going to make the film THE DIRECTOR could have made. 

I’m not even going to make the film he couldn’t make. 

I’m going to film the idea. 

Call it a premake. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 2]9 

Drawing on the lacunae of the unrealised film, Otolith III is presented as a 

‘refraction’ of fragments from a film of a film that is yet to be made. In brief, 

Otolith III is structured around the four main protagonists from Ray’s draft – 

denominated now merely as the Boy, the Engineer, the Journalist, and the 

Fig. 59. Satyajit Ray’s drawings for The 
Alien, December 1967. 
Ray did not approve of the extent to 
which Spielberg had humanized the alien 
in E.T. While he recognized some 
affinities between Spielberg’s vision and 
his own, he said that: “The appearance of 
my Alien was much more interesting 
though. Mine didn’t have any eyes. It had 
sockets so the human resemblance was 
already destroyed to some extent.” 
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Industrialist.10 At various points in the film, each character narrates his or her own 

version of a script that rehearses the fictive beings’ encounter with the elusive 

Director. Their mission is to find and confront him with his failure to complete the 

film and, thus, his failure to bring them, as characters, ‘to life.’ The desired scene 

of confrontation never happens. Instead, the unwritten characters seem destined 

to remain neither here nor there – they exist, between presence and absence, as 

something like ‘pre-images,’ or ideas of images.11 But, through their presence as 

the film’s narrators, they have been granted the partial agency of performing their 

own absence, of starting to write the (im)possibility of their own ‘becoming’ as they 

demand “more life,” dream “of projection,” “of luminosity.”12 Several sequences 

in the film show pedestrians on the streets of contemporary London while the 

voice of the Industrialist – the dominant narrator in the film – can be heard 

considering who, amongst the passers-by, might be suitable to play the role of 

each of his fellow characters (the Boy, the Journalist, the Engineer, the Director). 

Using a similarly contingent method, Satyajit Ray’s biographer describes how 

Ray, particularly in the earlier stages of his career, used to take to the streets in 

order to find the right kinds of faces for parts in his films whenever he felt the 

actors presented to him fell short: 

…he and his assistants and friends had to go out and get people, visiting all sorts of places 

on the off-chance of seeing the kind of face that Ray, with his skill as an illustrator, had 

pictured in his mind. […] Sometimes he advertised in the newspapers […] but seldom 

with any success… In the end, ‘you are left to scour the streets and scan the faces of 

pedestrians.’13 

We also see and hear (and see) how the Industrialist imagines what the Director’s 

apartment should look like, what kind of desk he might work at, the type of chair 

and footstool he would favour, and so on. This sets the tone for Otolith III as, in 

part, a rehearsal or set of working notes for some future film – a trope 

appropriated from Pier Paolo Pasolini’s ‘notebook’ films (in particular, Notes from a 

Film on India, 1968)14 and adapted as a manner and mode of making a film about 

(a ‘premake’ of) an unmade film.  
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THE INDUSTRIALIST  Where would THE DIRECTOR live? 

In an apartment like this? 

Or this? 

Or this? 

Or in this flat? It’s a little too pleased with itself. 

No. The apartment he would choose would be this one. 

Where would he work? 

No, I imagine it to be more like this. 

He would sit here and smoke his pipe. 

He would stretch his legs on a footstool. 

Like this. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 4]15 

Before I try to unpack that complicated projection, I want to turn briefly to 

the idea of ‘refraction’ referred to above, drawing from film theorist Timothy 

Corrigan’s work on the ‘essayistic’ in relation to film. The issues Corrigan raises 

are particularly relevant to the essayistic filmmaking of The Otolith Group and 

the form of the essay in general, which I will elaborate on in due course. Firstly, I 

refer to Corrigan’s reading of André Bazin’s 1948 essay “Adaptation, or the 

Cinema as Digest”16 from which Corrigan borrows the term ‘refraction’ as a 

tactical operation of ‘adaptation’ and related modalities (‘remediations,’ 

‘transmutations,’ ‘intertextualities’) in film and other contemporary media.17 

Besides the specific relevance this holds for Otolith III, it also resonates with the 

tactical resistances to the individualist conception and ‘originality’ of the ‘author’ 

and the ‘work’ which ‘delay,’ ‘hesitation’ and ‘detour’ invoke in this PhD. Bazin 

argues for the effect of film adaptations of literary works to implode the 

(nineteenth century) idea of the “untouchability of a work of art.” Those who 

defend literary works against adaptation (through, say, radio, film or other media) 

need to reminded, Bazin argues, that their defence: 

…rests on a rather recent, individualistic conception of the ‘author’ and of the ‘work,’ a 

conception that was far from being ethically rigorous in the seventeenth century and that 

started to become legally defined only at the end of the eighteenth.18 
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Echoing Kubler’s use of the language of electrodynamics in The Shape of Time when 

he refers to art in terms of “the transmission of some kind of energy; with 

impulses, generating centres, and relay points; with increments and losses in 

transit; with resistances and transformers in the circuit,”19 Bazin likens the work of 

a film adaptation of a novel as: 

… ‘transforming’ (in the sense that an electrical transformer does) the voltage of the novel. 

The aesthetic energy is almost all there, but it is distributed – or, perhaps better, 

dissipated – differently according to the demands of the lens.20 

In summary, Bazin anticipates that “we are moving towards a reign of the 

adaptation in which the notion of the unity of the work of art, if not the very 

notion of the author himself [or herself], will be destroyed.”21 Corrigan takes 

Bazin’s critical text as a precursor of contemporary theories in adaptation, which 

he characterises as: 

…the redistribution of texts through different technologies, as a recognition that betrayal 

may be as cinematically productive as fidelity, and as the dissipation of authorial 

expressivity within the social and material fabric of reception. 

This grounding forecasts contemporary understandings of adaptation which, 

according to Corrigan, “for both filmmakers and critics is ultimately about 

multiplication not as repetition or duplication but as a productive refraction that is 

ultimately an act of criticism.”22 This observation calls to mind (again) Benjamin’s 

‘criticizability’ and ‘translatability,’ to which we might now add ‘adaptability’ as 

part of the chain marking the dissipations, dispersals, expansions and 

multiplications of the ‘original’ which is a particular imperative of technological 

reproducibility as both Benjamin and Bazin identify. In Corrigan’s reading, 

“refractive cinema breaks up and disperses the art or object it engages, splinters or 

deflects it in ways that leave the original work scattered and redirected through a 

world outside.”23 The critical import of ‘refraction’ that Corrigan aligns with 

contemporary theoretical and film experiments in ‘adaptation’ also elides with his 

understanding of the ‘essayistic’ in film, since it signifies a mode that unpredictably 

adapts and refracts the form of the literary essay. Notably, Corrigan thinks of this 

critical dimension as an interruption or disruption – a detour – of the values of 



311 

traditional standards of representation in order to insert a questioning element 

within those structures. In a broad sense, the essayistic suggests a singular mode of 

embodied thinking that challenges particular models of objectivity (the 

perspectival view) and subjectivity (the inviolability of the private self) since, in 

Corrigan’s argument: 

…the essayistic acts out a performative presentation of self as a kind of self-negation in 

which narrative or experimental structures are subsumed within the process of thinking 

through a public experience. In this larger sense, the essay film becomes most important 

in pinpointing a practice that renegotiates assumptions about documentary objectivity, 

narrative epistemology, and authorial expressivity within the determining context of the 

unstable heterogeneity of time and place.24 

The ‘essayistic’ and its refractive environment gestures to a particular condition 

and site of expanded writing, where ‘writing’ is understood not in terms of a 

reduction of image to word, but in relation to the way Jacques Derrida sees 

writing as a process of “extraction, graft, extension.” Here ‘writing,’ for Derrida, is 

a kind of paleonomy, which he describes as “the ‘strategic’ necessity that requires the 

occasional maintenance of an old name in order to launch a new concept.”25 This is 

precisely how Benjamin scholar Gerhard Richter reads the re-appropriation of the 

obscure literary genre of Denkbild – ‘thinking or thought-image’ – by a group of 

friends associated with the Frankfurt School: Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, 

Siegfried Kracauer and Ernst Bloch.26 Richter argues that what is at stake in the 

re-formulation of the Denkbild by these writers is the critical faculty associated 

with the dialectical image. As approximations of speculative thought, Denkbilder and 

dialectical images can both be considered as figures of resistance to philosophical 

truth-claims or formal propositions through their distinctive intermingling of 

image and word, literature and philosophy. In the hands of the Benjamin et al., 

the Denkbild is an idiosyncratic and experimental kind of form that unsettles any 

presumed generic makeup of, say, a poem or a philosophical proposition by 

working in the threshold space between such forms.  

A related paleonomy is the re-emergence of the ‘essay’ in the hands of the 

same group of writers, and its later adoption by film-makers and critics to describe 

certain types of films (‘film essays,’ ‘essay- or essayistic films’) that have tended to 

muddy divisions between fiction and documentary forms and to engage with 

conditional, partial and multiple forms of address and subjectivities. Corrigan 
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formulates a link between Benjamin, postwar discussions of the essay form as an 

experimental and “experiential engagement with the world” and a burgeoning 

history of essay films, referring to a 1947 piece “On the Essay and Its Prose” by 

Max Bense, a German philosopher of science and aesthetics. Corrigan writes that: 

In 1947, Max Bense refines the argument in postwar terms that would be especially 

important to the multilayered form of [the essayistic] film by noting: “The essayist is a 

combiner, a tireless producer of configurations around a specific object […] 

Configuration is an epistemological arrangement which cannot be achieved through 

axiomatic deduction, but only through a literary ars combinatorial, in which imagination 

replaces strict knowledge.” Like the configuration of fragments in a kaleidoscope or 

cinematic montage, the essay offers, for Bense, a creative rearrangement and play of “idea 

and image” comparable to Benjamin’s “constellations” of knowledge in The Origin of 

German Tragic Drama, in which “ideas are to objects as constellations are to stars.27 

In his 1958 text “The Essay as Form,” Adorno discusses the impurities of the 

speculative essay (allied to Denkbilder and aphorism) that he and some of his 

Frankfurt School colleagues favoured against the rigidity of the philosophical 

treatise. Adorno celebrated the a-generic, hybrid, playful, partial, idiosyncratic 

and fragmentary character of the essay form which, he wrote, “proceeds, so to 

speak, methodically unmethodically.”28 The playfulness and eccentricity of the 

essay exhibited traces of thought as a kind of speculative perambulation: a form in 

search of a form. For Adorno, through this particular mode of expression, the 

essay disrupted the assumption of “the giveness of totality and thereby the identity 

of subject and object, and [the suggestion] that man [sic] is in control of 

totality.”29 

If the source of Adorno’s discontent was the totalising effect of the 

philosophical treatise, Kodwo Eshun describes The Otolith Group’s fascination 

with the essayistic in film as a discontent with and scepticism towards the 

perceived orthodoxies of the documentary film – a genre stereotypically marked 

by an apparently objective, authoritative, seemingly impartial and often 

anonymous mode of narrative address.30 Rather, the ‘essayistic’ generally implies 

an alternative form of address – one indicating a subjective space linking a 

narrative voice (often a pointedly personal one, but not necessarily one that is 

stable or fixed) and reader or viewer, who is invited into a kind of dialogue. 

Further, the Otolith Trilogy films substitute the unreliability of memory and 
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personal archives for a categorical, progressive historical narrative more familiar 

to a form of documentary that links authenticity to authority by way of 

constructions of coherent, unified sequences.31 Rather than an orthodox, 

seemingly neutral, authoritative voiceover aimed at securing the meaning of the 

images presented, in Otolith III the narrative voices take their lead from Pasolini’s 

habit of presenting ideas for films-in-progress, including the process of location 

scouting and street casting, in his ‘notebook films.’ As Eshun describes it: “…the 

voiceover isn’t definitive, it’s a voiceover that crosses itself out and rewrites itself 

and doubts itself.”32 This suggests a style of filmic ‘writing’ that approaches the 

‘theoretical fiction’ associated with the notion of écriture, in which the ‘writing’ 

enfolds itself within the indeterminacy of meaning. There is a continual 

accumulation and dispersal of meaning throughout Otolith III, which leads viewers 

to attend to the process of its making. 

The conditional forms of the ‘essayistic’ interweave a dialogic mode of 

address and fragmentary makeup, extending and opening up the filmic text to 

future critical readers/viewers. Indeed, ‘reading’ may be considered a privileged 

term for both the makers and the receivers of the essayistic text. The Otolith 

Group regards the types of films they make as multiple spaces to be “re-

watched/re-entered”33 rather than readily consumable products associated with 

mainstream cinema. In other words, we might consider the essayistic in spatial 

terms (a space for re-watching, re-entering) – a space into which the 

reader/viewer is invited to detour around the shifting signs out of which the films 

are formulated. This re-formulation of the reader is intertwined with the vagaries 

of the subject in the form of the essay that can be traced from Michel de 

Montaigne to Roland Barthes. In “Of Repentance,” Montaigne refers to this 

sense, in his Essais, of the subject cast adrift from a fixed or stable identity 

expressing, rather, a subject in the process of forming: “I do not portray being; I 

portray passing.”34 In Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, Barthes finds a name for this 

sense of ‘passing’ (and a concomitant resistance to being bound to a categorical 

disciplinary stance) – L’atopie (atopia): 

Pigeonholed: I am pigeonholed, assigned to an (intellectual) site, to residence in a caste (if 

not in a class). Against which there is only one internal doctrine: that of atopia (of a drifting 

habitation). Atopia is superior to utopia (utopia is reactive, tactical, literary, it proceeds 

from meaning and governs it).35 
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Barthes’s tactic against the threat of pigeonholing or disciplinary classification is 

one of “drifting habitation” (atopia)36 – a method of detour and transgression (as 

opposed to progression) that finds a suitable atmosphere in that most digressive of 

forms – the essay. In his 1977 inaugural lecture to the Collège de France, as the 

initial chair of literary semiology, Barthes chose to reflect on how his eccentric 

course (eccentric: from the Greek ekkentros, “out of the centre,” as opposed to 

concentric), characterised by a habitual and persistent drift, found form in his later 

writing: 

[T]hough it is true that I have long wished to inscribe my work within the field of science

– literary, lexicological, and sociological – I must admit that I have produced only essays,

an ambiguous genre in which analysis vies with writing.37

This “ambiguous genre,” in which Barthes (“a patently impure fellow”)38 

manoeuvres around disciplinary border guards, eschewing the need to defend an 

immutable position (no robust scientific thesis, but “only essays”), is a particular, 

elongated space of writing and reading: one in which, as Réda Bensmaïa writes in 

her analysis of the Barthesian essay as a reflective text: “…the author is no more 

the ‘master’ of what [s]he wrote than the reader is the slave of what [s]he reads.”39 

The manner of presentation is a mode in which the condition of drift, of detour, 

within an atopic space inhabited by “uncertain quotation marks” and “floating 

parentheses,” exceeds the writing as a conveyer of meaning or a container for 

analysis. Barthes writes: 

Hence the ideal would be: neither a text of vanity, nor a text of lucidity, but a text with 

uncertain quotation marks, with floating parentheses (never to close the parenthesis is 

very specifically: to drift). This also depends on the reader, who produces the spacing of the 

readings.40 

Barthes’s idea also marks out this space of the essay as one of research: a space in 

which both writer and reader have a stake, albeit one which is not necessarily 

codeterminant. Within the performance of the text, the reader is an active player 

– reading between the lines, responding to the interrelations, openings,

discontinuities and caesurae evident in the presentation. Such an interplay is
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similar to the one Benjamin conceived of in his 1928 essay “One-way Street” 

when he branded what he termed the “closed form” of print culture old hat:

...already today, as the contemporary mode of knowledge-production demonstrates, the 

book is an obsolete mediation between two different card-filing systems. For everything 

essential is found in the note-boxes of the researcher who writes it, and the reader who 

studies it assimilates it into his own note-file.41 

Through this analogy, the trope of the active reader becomes something like a 

fellow researcher, foregrounding the particular quality of (un)learning that informs 

part of the character of the essayistic that I am trying to draw out here. Writing on 

the essayistic in film and video, Michael Renov also highlights this quality: “The 

essayistic is always research, the discovery of self and object (of object through self) 

as an active, critical process. The testing of limits, the exploration of the edges of 

representability, a taste for the ‘experimental’…”42 Elsewhere, Renov compares 

this critical process to that of “basic research” under “laboratory conditions,” 

which affords “the opportunity to ‘stumble upon’ the next breakthrough that 

could not have been anticipated within the prevailing paradigms.”43 This mode of 

research can be linked to an elusive quality Barthes proposes to draw upon in his 

teaching, as he describes it in his Collège de France inaugural lecture. Towards 

the end of his address, he connects the essay form to an approach to the learning 

process as a mode of loosening the uneven hierarchy and fixed power relations 

that operate between ‘master’ and pupil.44 (The authoritative ‘master’ occupies a 

similar position of power to that of the ‘voice-of-God’ narrator in the conventional 

expository documentary that the Otolith Group sets out to resist). Barthes’s role as 

a teacher, as he sees it, must include an attempt to evade the (albeit inevitable) 

power relations his position accords, and he formulates this attempt as “unlearning, 

of yielding to the unforeseeable change which forgetting imposes on the 

sedimentation of the knowledges, cultures, and beliefs we have traversed” 

(Barthes’s emphasis).45 Moreover, in Barthes’s mind, a method of teaching and 

(essayistic) writing is imbricated; both are part of the operation of “baffling,” 

“lightening,” “loosening” the grip of fundamental discursive power: 

What I hope to renew, each of the years it is given to me here, is the manner of 

presentation of the course or seminar, in short, of “presenting” a discourse without 
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imposing it: that would be the methodological stake, the quaestio, the point to be debated. 

For what can be oppressive in our teaching is not, finally, the knowledge or the culture it 

conveys, but the discursive forms through which we propose them. Since, as I have tried 

to suggest, this teaching has as its object discourse taken in the inevitability of power, 

method can only really bear only on the means of baffling, or at the very least, of 

lightening this power. And I am increasingly convinced, both in writing and teaching, 

that the fundamental operation of this loosening method is, if one writes, fragmentation, 

and, if one teaches, digression, or, to put it in a preciously ambiguous word, excursion.46 

Barthes’s precious word ‘excursion’ holds within it the obsolete meaning ‘escape,’ 

as well as ‘sortie’ or ‘sally’ (the latter could mean both a sudden attack from a 

defensive position as well as a witty retort or diversion in an argument), as well as 

the more common meaning of a journey from home.47 From the same root, an 

excursus is also a diversion in a written text. The ambiguities of Barthes’s 

reference to ‘excursion’ highlight something of the tactical procedures of the essay 

– the processes of complication and the limits of exigency in which the paradoxes

of word and image are put into play without being subsumed by a fixed logic of

meaning and predetermined knowledge. What is also clear in Barthes’s thinking in

terms of the analogy he draws between essayistic writing and teaching is the

liberatory potential that, respectively, fragmentation and digression assumes.

Therein lies an ethics – reading or learning as a mode of experience which expects

an active rather than a passive response.48 The types of texts conditioned by the

enunciative mode of the essayistic – and these include the Otolith Trilogy –

propose a scene of encounter rather than recognition.49 This scene bears a strong

relation to that of teaching/learning (reading and writing) and the exigent form

that Barthes’s assumes as a type of excursion. In the Otolith Trilogy, such an

excursion moves through alternative histories via a variety of archives and

narratives and the absences or unreliability that fashions and conditions them.

§
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Fig. 60. The Otolith Group, Otolith III (film still, 2009). Courtesy and copyright The Otolith Group. 

The English word ‘essay’ (and the related word ‘assay’) derives from the 

French essai, essayer (trial, attempt), which originated from the Latin exagium 

(weighing) and exigere (ascertain, weigh). The word essai, adopted by Michel de 

Montaigne to describe his compositional process, implies an exercise in prose that 

attempts to try out a thought, to weigh it up for size, to get lost in thinking about a 

pressing issue (or a passing whim), as Montaigne describes: 

I get lost, but more from licence than carelessness. My ideas do follow on from each 

other, though sometimes at a distance, and have regard for each other, though 

somewhat obliquely… My pen and my mind both go a-roaming.50 

This lack of adherence to a logical structure and emphasis on the vagaries of 

process rather than final destination proposes the essay as a form of 

experimentation and potential failure, implying an incomplete, open-ended, 

speculative form or activity. In this chapter, I am interested in the mutability of 

the essay as a space, but also as a form, mode and non-generic frame of reference, 

which may be understood as intimately linked to an imagistic form of reflection. 

In the epigraphs to this chapter, Agamben borrows Michel de Montaigne’s 

expression of his essais (mere eccentric ‘attempts’ as opposed to adherence to a 

prescribed method) as a “frieze of grotesques around an unpainted portrait.”51 

Adorno imagines the essay as a densely textured carpet, where the “fruitfulness of 

the thoughts depends on the density of this texture.”52 Both of these are apt 

images to describe Otolith III and the other two films that make up the Otolith 

Trilogy addressed in this chapter. In the films, the space of the image is marked by 
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the discontinuities, fracturings and reorientations of the detours and obstructions, 

where a chronologically coherent narrative is replaced by a clashing of multiple 

temporalities, and any logical, ordered rendering of space is decentred by 

deviating routes presented via the alternate (il)legibility of the fragment and the 

montage. The Otolith Trilogy films present themselves as something like 

invocations of and provocations to thinking,53 in which the process of thought is not 

fully eliminated as it is in traditional thought, to paraphrase Adorno, but is 

mediated through the films’ conceptual organization. Indeed “Thoughtform” – 

the subtitle for a 2011 exhibition of The Otolith Group’s work to date in 

Barcelona and Rome54 – indicates this very aspect of a particular method towards 

which the filmic might envisage the functioning of thought beyond the confines of 

representational knowledge and the bounds of grammar.55 

This is a notion that film theorist David Montero relates back to essayistic 

modes in film and video: “…the association between film and essay has tended 

towards the exploration of the former’s ability to generate thought. Paraphrasing 

Godard in Histoire(s) du Cinema (1998) the cinematic essay has been seen as “a form 

that thinks”…56 Questions raised by this essayistic sensibility in film and video – a 

specific kind of self-reflexive space articulated by this idea of a speculative ‘form 

that thinks’ – is an underlying problematic in this chapter. A key problem 

underlies this: how can we catch the flight of a ‘form that thinks’ – a form that, by 

its very nature (we must assume) defies capture? 

§ 

Call it a premake. 

Just 

Script. 

Twenty pages in a drawer. 

An idea. 

A possibility. 

Nothing more. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 2] 
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Broadly, I refer to ‘essayistic film-making,’ rather than compound nouns in 

common usage such as ‘essay-film’ or ‘film-essay,’ following the film theorist 

Michael Renov’s writings on the essayistic in the context of film and video. 

Tracing back through a history of the literary essay from the notion of the 

‘writerly’ in Roland Barthes’s late texts (for example S/Z, The Pleasure of the Text, 

Roland Barthes by Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse and Camera Lucida) through to writers 

such as Adorno, Nietzsche and Montaigne, Renov believes that, “[i]n its 

heterogeneity and inexhaustibility […] the essayistic bears with it a logic that 

defies the verities of rhetorical composition and of system, indeed of mastery 

itself.”57 Similar to the literary-essayistic modes running from Barthes through 

Montaigne, in Renov’s argument essayistic film and video, “resist generic 

classification.”58 The Otolith Trilogy films can be raised here in relation to this 

question of the essay’s ambiguous relation to genre – as we shall see, the films 

persistently smear generic boundaries, entwining facets of multiple genres, 

including science fiction, epistolary, autobiography, biography, fiction, 

documentary and travelogue. 

Film theorist Laura Rascaroli, writing on essay films and their cognates 

(notebook films, diary films and travelogues, among other variations), uses the 

general term “subjective cinema” to link these different forms, and speaks of a 

resistance towards over-theorising essayistic cinema or “crystallis[ing] it into a 

genre.”59 Likewise, theorisations of the modern literary essay tend to highlight it as 

a form that resists a ‘proper’ constitution or generic stability: Adorno, for example, 

concluded “The Essay as Form” with the proposal that “the innermost form of the 

essay is heresy.”60 As essayist and literary critic Phillip Lopate describes: “Adorno 

[…] saw precisely the antisystematic, subjective, nonmethodic method of the essay 

as its radical promise, and he called for a modern philosophy to adapt its form, at 

a time when authoritative systems of thought had become suspect.”61 In its refusal 

to delimit orders of knowledge, its eschewal of closure and its ability to pirate 

diverse stylistic and disciplinary approaches and to entangle aesthetic production 

and theoretical insight, the essay form presents an open-ended promiscuity. The 

essay’s potential for excesses and resistances also disclose a critique of ‘reading’ as 

an interpretive or conceptual closure, or an attempt to explicate a meaning 

synonymous with authorial intention. I argue that the essayistic implies a more 
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dynamic, unresolved and conflicted space of reading marked by an imagistic bias, 

underscoring the irreducibility of the image to definitive meaning. 

Neither Otolith III nor any of the Otolith Trilogy films is readily identifiable 

as an ‘essay’: a literary essay or an ‘essay film.’ Indeed, there can be no exemplary 

essay since the form is essentially heretical, as Adorno recognised. But what seems 

suggestive to me is the way that Otolith III envisions some of the conditions of the 

essay that I have outlined – a figuring of the unrepresentable, or Agamben’s 

‘absent work;’ a preoccupation with the unfinished present and unknown future; 

an adoption of a self-conscious mode of making and thinking that entangles 

aesthetic production and theoretical insights; a dynamic recasting of conceptual 

thought beyond the service of reason. This chapter considers such figurations and 

enactments in Otolith III in a bid to recognise the film in terms of a dynamic 

network of critical reading of histories, memories and images. The singularities of 

the film and its critical contexts are understood as refractions produced through 

the essayistic, including the detours and obstructions that the essayistic implies. 

§
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THE JOURNALIST  It took us a while to locate THE DIRECTOR. 

We followed clues, hints, false leads. 

Someone told us he was in Region 2 Restricted. 

We ventured onto the underground. 

THE DIRECTOR was scouting locations for his next project. 

THE ENGINEER followed a hunch. 

Someone suggested the Arts Lab. 

Would we find him there? 

We paid a visit. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 3] 

Fig. 61. The Otolith Group, Otolith III (film still, 2009). Courtesy and copyright The Otolith Group. 
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Essay:	  space	  of	  an	  unrealised	  story 

If Montaigne’s essays present a “frieze of grotesques around an unpainted 

portrait,” Otolith III animates the marginal spaces around the ‘unpainted portrait’ 

of Ray’s unrealised film. In this light, the film presents the provisional, unrealised 

condition of the “absent work” or “non-existent text” that Agamben describes as 

the condition of the (art) work in general – the “sketches or death masks” destined 

to “be prologues or the moulds for other absent works.”62 The space of this 

absence is animated, in Otolith III, via a thought experiment that envisages an 

unsuccessful search for the seemingly illusory Director and the ghosts of his 

unfinished film. Like the characters in Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an 

Author, in Otolith III the Boy, the Engineer, the Journalist, and the Industrialist exist 

in a space that both does and does not exist: the space of an unrealised story.63 

The figure of the Director and the failure of the original production to find a 

legitimate place ‘in history’ is the originary absence around which these digital 

fugitives traverse times and spaces linking a London of 2009 with diverse 

impressions of a cultural milieu circa 1967 – a time that coincides with the 

emergence of Ray’s idea for the original film script. 

THE ENGINEER  We made our way through region 2 restricted, in 

search of THE DIRECTOR. 

Driven by the single mindedness of THE BOY and the certainty of 

THE JOURNALIST. 

THE DIRECTOR was due to make an appearance at the Arts Lab. 

We made sure to arrive ahead of time. 

Nobody paid us any mind. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 7] 

These narrative fragments and conglomeration of times and spaces are refracted 

through a dense montage of literary, artistic and cinematic citations in the form of 

imagery, language and sound. Fragments of existing film material are woven into 

Otolith III’s overall filmic architecture, including excerpts drawn from fourteen of 

Ray’s films made between 1958 and 1984, and black and white rushes from a 

cine-portrait of London shot in 1967 by the artist Vidya Sagar. Other sequences 

include panning shots of illustrations by Marvel Comics artist Jack Kirby of 
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fantastical futuristic cityscapes – set designs for an unrealized screenplay (by Barry 

Geller) of Roger Zelazny’s epic SF novel Lord of the Light (1967). Throughout the 

film, myriad unattributed citations are grafted onto the voiceover scripts or 

inserted as intertitles, including lines from Blade Runner (1982), Jean-Paul Sartre 

(Critique of Dialectical Reason, 1960), Machiavelli, and Jorge Luis Borges (from the 

short story “Ragnarök”). “The outcome,” according to art historian T. J. Demos: 

[…] is a provisional network of unrealized films, […] an exemplar of spontaneity and 

improvisation, potentiality and definitive unfinishedness, that reads in contrast to both the 

traditional pegagogical nature of documentary and the unitary style and conventional 

narrative framework of Hollywood and Bollywood films.64 

Fig. 62. Illustration by Jack Kirby for an unrealized film of Roger Zelazny’s novel Lord of the Light 
(1967). 

The citatory character of Otolith III, which conditions both the script and the 

discontinuous montage of filmic and sonic material composing the film’s virtual 

architecture, seems to echo Benjamin’s twofold hope for the Arcades Project that his 

ongoing work develops “to the highest degree the art of citing without quotation 

marks. Its theory is intimately related to that of montage.” [N1, 10]65 Montage, as 

opposed to editing, is something you notice in film according to filmmaker Harun 
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Farocki,66 since montage highlights the gaps, interruptions and discontinuities 

between images. Montage exposes the ideas that link and divide those images: the 

latent construction of the image. Since Otolith III resists a structure of transparent 

legibility (such as a linear, clearly plotted narrative, a cohesive ‘picture’ or a 

coherent ‘thesis’), any straightforward consumption or possession of the film (as 

‘cinematic product’) is disabled. In Roland Barthes’s terms, it is a ‘writerly’ rather 

than a ‘readerly’ text – an “essay without the dissertation.”67 

Otolith III materializes as a layering of unmarked itineraries and territories 

– a kind of gathering space of visual, verbal and sonic imagery into which the

viewer is invited. In this way, it establishes a critical role for the viewer as fellow

traveller, reader, researcher and interlocutor in a similar way that the critical-

literary essay and cognate forms appropriated by Benjamin and other members of

the Frankfurt School (aphorism, reminiscence, Denkbild) addresses and challenges

its reader. But, in the case of Otolith III, on all sides an impasse is encountered. For

a start there is the irretrievability of the absent work harboured in the fragmentary

condition of the non-existent text; the “death mask” that Agamben speaks about.

The permanent resistance to any originary intention, finalization or conclusive

reading is clear, and is actuated in the structure of Otolith III – a film that includes

a process of thinking about a film that will never be made in response to a film

that was never made. This is made explicit by the characters’ rehearsals of their

imagined confrontation with the Director.
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They want to shoot THE DIRECTOR. 

It’s all scripted. 

THE BOY will direct. 

THE ENGINEER will shoot. 

THE JOURNALIST will record his apology. 

Scene 1. He explains himself. 

Scene 2. He admits his mistakes. 

Scene 3. He begs for their forgiveness. 

Scene 4. He pledges to complete the film. 

Scene 5. He begins work immediately. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 2] 

 The viewer/reader/re-searcher of Otolith III is exposed to myriad layering 

of (potentially) unrecognized or unrecognizable quotations, allusions and other 

cultural references, the constellation of which are not only impervious to futile 

attempts at decipherment or capture, but also guarantee multiple, unfixed, non-

unitary readings.68 This pressure that the film puts on interpretation, suggesting 

both the potentiality and frustration of ‘reading’ Otolith III, is a substrate of this 

chapter. Almost thirty years ago, cinema critic Raymond Bellour diagnosed that 

the project of film analysis, as a distinct theoretical genre, had no future since the 

“seductive body” of the filmic text is an “elusive one.” He identified that film, 

considered as an object of analysis, “cannot really be quoted or grasped. It is 

polysemous as well, in an excessive way, and its matter […] pushes language into 

check.”69 Bellour, via Barthes’s understanding, in S/Z, of the limitations of 

semiotic approaches to any kind of text, is concerned with “the exceptional 

resistance put up by the analytical material […] the irreducibility of the filmic 

substance.”70 Given these obvious obstructions to a determinable ‘reading’ of film 

in general, I would like to propose an approach to Otolith III that takes seriously 

the idea that the filmmakers – The Otolith Group – put forward when they speak 

of their films as a multiple spaces to be “re-watched/re-entered.”71 This spatial 

aspect – the film as a kind of labyrinth – sets itself up against the readily 

consumable (and ‘readable’) products associated with, say, a classic (‘Hollywood’) 
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cinema of integrated narrative or an apparently objective, documentary film 

anchored by a ‘universally’ authoritative voiceover. Rather, the Otolith Trilogy 

films exhibit a distrust of pre-coded narrative forms and expressions of fixed and 

definitive systems of meaning. In this chapter, I regard Otolith III as a particular 

kind of essayistic space, which may be regarded as a space that privileges reading 

as an open-ended process, conditioning both the producers of the essay 

(transforming themselves “into an arena of intellectual experience, without 

simplifying it,” as Adorno observes)72 as well as the receivers of the essayistic text 

who are challenged to enter this arena, but not necessarily with any readable map. 

This problem, then, mirrors that of Benjamin’s Arcades Project in which the method 

of the project (summarized as “…literary montage. I have nothing to say. Only to 

show…”) sets us the task of learning to read, emphatically: a liberation of “the 

perilous critical moment on which all reading is founded.”73 

§ 

Fig. 63. The Otolith Group, Otolith III (film still, 2009). Courtesy and copyright The Otolith Group. 
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‘Para-‐institutional’	  spaces	  of	  reading	  and	  collective	  authorship	  

Alongside The Otolith Group, Kodwo Eshun and Anjalika Sagar run The 

Otolith Collective: a publicly funded, not-for-profit organisation, which operates 

as a vehicle for producing seminars, screening programmes, lectures and 

discussions with galleries, museums, foundations and other institutions. The 

combined activities of the twin collectives construct a space of reading through an 

‘integrated practice’ of critical production, including film-making, research, 

writing, publishing, pedagogical and discursive platforms, and curatorial projects. 

This strategically pragmatic way of operating mirrors what art critic and historian 

Sven Lütticken identifies as ‘para-institutional’ organisations, which “create social 

assemblages that can encompass artists, intellectuals and activists” and often work 

with more established institutions, but in an ‘alter-institutional’ way that intends to 

exploit institutional platforms to produce alternative conceptual and political 

frameworks for exchange and co-production. (This is distinct from immanent 

institutional critique, though the efficacy of both practices – ‘institutional critique’ 

and the ‘para-institutional’ model – risk subsumption and instrumentalization by 

the structures in which they operate). These ‘para-institutional’ organisational 

practices, often pedagogical in intent, also coincide with the ‘educational turn’ 

discussed in chapter one, occurring at a time when “higher education is clearly in 

a profound and systematic crisis.”74 The Otolith Collective ‘para-institution’ also 

provides a context for the way The Otolith Group perform and produce a 

collective authorship and how this impacts on the way their work is encountered 

by audiences, and how in turn the audience is produced as ‘reading’ (read 

‘critical’) publics. 

Sagar and Eshun, the core members of The Otolith Group, were brought 

together around 2000 through their associations with the Black Audio Film 

Collective (1982-98) in the 1990s. They also had a shared interest in the essay 

films (or documentary-fictions) of Chris Marker and the work of other 

experimental documentary-makers/film essayists ranging from Dziga Vertov, to 

Alain Resnais, Jean-Luc Godard, Agnès Varda, Harun Farocki and Hito Steyerl, 

among others.75 Sagar and Eshun adopted the working strategy of an ‘integrated 

practice’ from the Black Audio Film Collective. This refers to a set of 

(presentational, educational, distributional) activities that both exceeds individual 

works or discrete screenings and also aspires to a modicum of independence from 
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mainstream institutional networks.76 This principle of ‘integrated practice,’ along 

with their interest in interrogating the operations and status of the image and its 

relation to language and sound, is manifest in the programme of events that 

surrounded the initial public screening of Otolith III for The Otolith Group’s two-

venue show A Long Time Between Suns at Gasworks and The Showroom in London 

in 2009.77 This project was the grounds for the Group’s nomination for the 2010 

Turner Prize at Tate Britain.78 Both presentations (A Long Time Between Suns and 

the Turner Prize exhibition) demonstrate an impulse, consistent throughout the 

Otolith Group’s collaborations, to produce a heterogeneous network of elective 

affinities across disciplines and drawn from disparate historical times – a mobile, 

variable ‘pre-text’ for the constellation of their expanded practice beyond any 

individual ‘work.’ 

At the end of the publication produced to coincide with A Long Time 

Between Suns, an extensive list of events reveals the scale and ambition of this 

mission and its network. The programme included seminars such as “Communists 

Like Us” at the Nehru Centre (18 February 2009), which promised “a dialogue 

between photography and subtitles presented by The Otolith Group [providing] 

the point of departure for an archival constellation of the Maoist imaginary.”79 

This conversation was picked up again at “Women and the Archive: A Partial 

Disclosure” at The Women’s Library (14 March 2009), London Metropolitan 

University, which presented “four perspectives on the relationship between 

women and the archive in contemporary artistic production.” The Otolith 

Group’s mentor and colleague John Akomfrah, founding member of Black Audio 

Film Collective, was part of the conversation, which focused on topics such as 

“group subjectivity, collective authorship, aesthetic production and integrated 

practice that emerge from the histories and potentialities of collective militant 

filmmaking.” In other events and conversations further contemporary filmic and 

theoretic siblings are temporarily pulled into the Otolith Group’s conceptual and 

social orbit – among them filmmakers Mark Fisher and Justin Barton, Silvia 

Maglioni and Graeme Thomson, Eyal Sivan, Lamia Joreige and academics 

Adrian Rifkin and Pablo Lafuente.80 

The publication accompanying A Long Time Between Suns, produced as a 

parallel to the gallery installation, compounds and extends the conversational 

format used in the events programme. Commissioned to “conceptualise a means 

of public display for the Otolith Group’s archive,”81 writer, editor, performer and 
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book designer Will Holder – the designer of both the book and the installation of 

A Long Time Between Suns – proposed a series of five (recorded) conversations as a 

generative tool for his conceptual design. The (initially private) conversations 

involved Holder, Sagar, Eshun, Gasworks’ curator Anna Colin, The Showroom’s 

director Emily Pethick, and filmmaker and theorist Jean Matthee. Holder used 

these conversations and visual material from the Group’s archival material to 

create five ‘storyboards’ that were displayed in Part I of the exhibition at 

Gasworks. The visual imagery and excerpts from the conversations – the 

‘storyboard’ material – was then re-presented in the finished book, which was 

completed and launched during Part II of the exhibition at the Showroom, 

alongside the premiere of Otolith III. This, then, presents an aspect of the 

generative network that is apparent throughout the Otolith Group’s praxis, which 

encompasses conversational formats, archival research, curatorial presentations 

and public platforms. This way of working is presented as a ‘recursive structure’ in 

the “Foreword” to A Long Time Between Suns: 

The conversational form as editorial tool has provided a recursive structure that allowed 

for the continual feedback between the Otolith Trilogy, the archival research for the 

films, the elements of the exhibition, the programme of events around the exhibition and 

the form of the publications.82 

In one of the conversations Kodwo Eshun describes the exhibition as “allusive” 

and “a case study for how we want to operate.” Will Holder refers to it as a model 

for a potential “methodology”: “It is an exhibit of a structure not the ‘what and 

why’ that happens within that structure.” The curatorial interplay of these various 

platforms and presentations is proposed as continuing research, as Eshun 

describes: 

The way we have built this structure in which conversations feed into an iteration which 

ends up in the exhibition means the exhibition is not the end point, it is just a way-station. 

Both the exhibition and this [the 4th] conversation are stations, momentary resting points 

within these five circling motions.83 

These ‘way-stations,’ as I have suggested above, also allow the Group to revisit, 

rehearse and replay their elective affinities with other filmmakers and theorists, 

and also to map out the main conceptual and methodological markers of their 
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work. Topics for discussion included the essayistic mode in film, the political and 

material dimensions of montage, the legacies of collective cinema and liberation 

struggles (Third Cinema in Latin America in the 1960s and ’70s and the workshop 

initiatives of groups such as Black Audio Film Collective and Sankofa in Britain in 

the 1980s), and their interest in histories of futurity, particularly in connection 

with postcoloniality.84 

This ‘integrated practice’ was further mobilised in the Turner Prize show. 

The installation itself was built around two main elements: a large screen onto 

which Otolith III was projected on a loop; and Inner Time of Television: a 

reconfiguration of a thirteen-part television series from 1989 made by Chris 

Marker titled L’heritage de la chouette [The Owl’s Legacy]. Marker’s voluminous series – 

an essayistic meditation on the legacies of Greek culture – was not widely 

distributed in its original incarnation since its producers, the Onassis Foundation, 

were allegedly unhappy with aspects of its content, so the Otolith Group’s gesture 

of re-presentation was also an opportunity for the work to be exposed to a wider 

audience. The Inner Time of Television comprised a thirteen-monitor arrangement 

designed so viewers could listen to each episode individually using headphones. 

The installation also included a table on which copies of an accompanying artists’ 

book were placed with lamps provided for the audience to read in the darkened 

space.85 The installation framed the whole assemblage as a space of research or 

study (beyond what might be discretely named a ‘multimedia installation,’ or some 

similar framing term), again highlighting the Otolith Group’s pedagogical impulse 

and desire to provide a discursive space beyond any singular, individuated work or 

works. Their collaboration with Marker, and their curatorial framing and 

redistribution of his work is a further manifestation of this, as well as an 

acknowledgement of the legacy of collective filmmaking beyond any individual 

expression of an author.86 This implies a certain anonymity or ‘facelessness’ that is 

manifest in their use of the collective name: The Otolith Group. 

During the exhibition, three events were staged to further elaborate this 

dialogic space of ‘reading’ that is integral to the conditional and relational framing 

of The Otolith Group’s practice. These took the form of screenings and close 

readings of lesser-known film works,87 stemming from a series of screening and 

discussions called “The Image in Question” that had been initiated at The 

Showroom in September 2009, as part of the events accompanying A Long Time 

Between Suns.88 The general theme of the programme was the histories and 
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potentiality of the essayistic in film, particularly as a form of resistance or 

provocation to the reductive or homogenizing tendencies of conventional types of 

documentary film that purport to provide an objective view on a period or set of 

historical events and figures. These critical reflections were shored up by some 

heavyweight theoretical ballast in the form Jacques Rancière, in conversation with 

Kodwo Eshun, at “Image in Question II” at the ICA in London in 2010. The 

dominant motif of the conversation was the interface between the fictional 

character of documentary and the documentary character of fiction, particularly 

in relation to Rancière’s reading of Chris Marker’s work as “documentary 

fiction.”89 The event, then, not only carried on the Group’s exercise of teasing out 

the legacies that they wish to champion and acknowledge in relation to their own 

practice, but also provided a bridge to the restaging of Marker’s The Owl’s Legacy at 

the 2010 Turner Prize show and elsewhere. 

The three roundtable discussions that coincided with the Tate Britain 

exhibition, and were a continuation of the “Image in Question” series, involved a 

rare screening of Jean-Luc Godard’s 1982 film Changer d’Image/To Alter the Image, 

followed by an audiovisual presentation by theorist and critical studies lecturer 

Ros Gray, and a discussion with the Otolith Group on “telepolitics, militant 

pedagogy, cine-training and video-aesthetics.”90 The second event presented the 

UK premiere of Chris Marker’s rarely seen film Henchman Glance, which Marker, 

shortly before his death, gave to filmmaker Eyal Sivan. The documentary was 

constructed from footage of the trial of Adolf Eichmann in 1961. During an 

unofficial and unprecedented session of the Jerusalem district court, the defendant 

is seen viewing Alain Resnais’s 1956 cinematic reflection on the Nazi 

extermination camps Nuit et Brouillard [Night and Fog, 1956]. Marker, who was 

Resnais’s assistant on Nuit et Brouillard, synchronizes the view of Eichmann 

watching the film with sequences from the film itself that Marker downloaded 

from the internet (the recordings of the Eichmann trial by Capital Cities 

Broadcasting Corporation were overseen by American director Leo T. Hurwitz).91 

Following the screening, the Otolith Group hosted a discussion with Eyal Sivan 

and writer and theorist Adrian Rifkin, discussing questions of “observation, 

interrogation, witnessing, spectatorship, power, authority, montage and archive 

raised by Henchman Glance.”92 The last in the Tate Britain “Image in Question” 

series involved a screenings and discussions of Silvia Maglioni’s and Graeme 

Thomson’s films Facs of Life (2009) and Through the Letterbox (2010) – both films 
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based around video footage of Gilles Deleuze seminars at Vincennes (1975-76). 

Further distribution of these events is facilitated through archival recordings on 

The Otolith Group’s extensive website. 

I have mapped out this cluster of activities in more detail than is strictly 

necessary here in order to illustrate The Otolith Group’s sheer reach of ambition 

and commitment to critical exchange and to maintaining a cluster of strategic 

alliances. This play of exchanges and acknowledgement of the achievements, 

affinities and influences of others is a reflection and performance of the ever-

mutating points of orientation that characterise the films as well as other facets of 

the raft of production work undertaken by the Otolith Group. This is significant in 

terms of how The Otolith Group divests their work of the values associated with 

individual, autonomous authorship through collective production, and how this 

activity serves as a bridging device to the audience. This can be seen on the level 

of the individual Otolith Trilogy films themselves, in the way that they are studded 

with references and citations to other films, literary works, and other cultural 

fragments. Literary theorist Mary Orr has suggested that the “recycling and 

recasting of quotations and references [can be seen] as a bridging device between 

author-producers and audience.”93 This suggests, in Orr’s argument, a dynamic 

form of interpretation and model of exchange and interchange between producer 

and audience: “interpretation as process between any ‘authority’ and its 

reformulation.”94 This has something to say about the performance of authorship 

as practised by The Otolith Group – the ‘author’ as producer as well as ‘product’ 

of a multitude of influences and assimilations. Some manifestations of this 

dispersed and divested authorship in The Otolith Group’s integrated practice can 

be summarised as: the ‘author’ as appropriator, mediator, translator, curator, 

respondent and reader; the ‘author’ as an agglomeration of these processes, roles, 

conditions and exchanges; the ‘author’ as set of collective processes and 

subjectivities. The curator and critic Andreas Spiegl has made similar observations 

on authorship (in relation to the artist Cerith Wyn Evans), reminding us of an 

understanding, via Michel Foucault, Judith Butler and others, that the author, like 

other subjects, is always immersed in a process of dissolution and transformation, 

unable to be categorically fixed (therefore forever incomplete): “It hardly need be 

said that authorship as a performative product is permanently resistant to 

finalisation. Its origins are too heterogeneous and contingent, its ramifications are 

too complex to be readily ‘available’ or even surmountable.95 
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A famous authorial set – Felix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze – succinctly 

describe a particular performativity of collective authorship in their opening 

notes to A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia: 

The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus together. Since each of us was several, there was already 

quite a crowd. […] To reach, not the point where one no longer says I, but the point 

where it is no longer of any importance whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. 

Each will know his own. We have been aided, inspired, multiplied.96 

The impression of this type of alliance, which I associate with The Otolith Group, 

also implicates the rhizomatic method that Deleuze and Guattari lay claim to in A 

Thousand Plateaus (which also resonates with The Otolith Group’s approach in 

their integrated practice). The ‘rhizome’ is alliance, as Deleuze and Guattari 

claim: 

A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, intermezzo. 

The tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, uniquely alliance. The tree imposes the 

verb “to be,” but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction, “and… and… and…” This 

conjunction carries enough force to shake and uproot the verb “to be.”97 

In the next section, I briefly consider ways in which the rhizomatic and 

nomadological thinking of Deleuze and Guattari resonate in the filmic practice of 

The Otolith Group, and also how Deleuze and Guattari’s tropes of thinking have 

entered the theoretical environment of black British independent cinema of the 

eighties and nineties, to which The Otolith Group is allied. 

§ 

I didn’t want to make the film. 

Saying why he couldn’t, that’s what matters. 

THE ENGINEER disagreed. 

‘Every past has its own future.’ 

THE BOY laughs when she says things like that. 

Too much has happened. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 3] 
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Nomadological	  thinking	  –	  performance	  of	  a	  conditional	  map	  

A brief detour via the rhizomatic and nomadological thinking of Deleuze 

and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus offers a suitable setting for approaching Otolith 

III as both an assemblage and a multiplicity – both terms Deleuze and Guattari 

attribute to ‘the book’ configured as a rhizome- rather than root-system. The 

Otolith Group’s film may be thought of this way, as I have already implied, since 

it shares what Deleuze and Guattari declare to be one of the rhizome’s key 

characteristics: ‘multiple entryways.’ The rhizome, Deleuze and Guattari write, is 

not “…amenable to any structural or generative model.” Rather than the 

“infinitely reproducible principles of tracing” based on an “overcoding structure or 

supporting axis, something that comes ready-made,” Deleuze and Guattari liken 

the rhizome to something like the ‘performance’ of a conditional map. Their 

conception of a ‘map’ is one that is: 

…open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible to constant 

modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted to any kind of mounting, reworked by an 

individual group or social formation. It can be drawn on a wall, conceived of as a work of 

art, constructed as a political action or as a meditation.98 

We can plausibly think of Otolith III, intertwined with The Otolith Group’s 

‘integrated practice’ outlined above, as just such a conditional map. The 

metaphor resonates with Benjamin’s ‘method as detour,’ since it is subject to 

continual adjustments to the object which, as I have argued, disrupts the 

legitimising perspective of distance that ‘fixes’ the object in time and space. 

Instead of approaching historical objects as if they are already part of an ascribed 

timeline or succession of events, Benjamin looks to the marginal deviations and 

disruptions to such a model. This approach is suggested in a note in the Arcades 

project: 

Comparison of other people’s attempts to the undertaking of a sea voyage in which the 

ships are drawn off course by the magnetic North Pole. Discover this North Pole. What 

for others are deviations are, for me, the data which determine my course. – On the 

differentials of time (which, for others, disturb the main lines of inquiry), I base my 

reckoning.99 
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Philosopher Eli Friedlander interprets Benjamin’s figure of the sea voyager as 

problematizing “the directionality of inquiry that follows the succession of events”: 

The point is [Friedlander writes] never to work with material that has a time line already 

ascribed to it. Never work with what is in time. By way of the construction from 

differentials, an order will become manifest in which all that has failed and been 

discarded is redeemed by taking part in the manifestation of another time, call it the “time 

of realization.”100 

This movement of thought, in which discards and failure are retrieved and 

redeemed, is clearly embedded in Otolith III’s intertextual makeup, where an 

unmade script is re-inscribed in alternative and multiple temporalities, 

deconstructing the relationship between past and present. We might think of this 

in connection to resistance to any gesture of interpretation which relies on a 

readymade “overcoding structure or supporting axis,” to use Deleuze and 

Guattari’s formulation. But, as Deleuze and Guattari counsel, anti-systematic 

tactics are, of necessity, imbricated in the systems they seek to resist. Their 

problem remains to consider the way “coordinates are determined not by 

theoretical analyses implying universals but by a pragmatics composing 

multiplicities or aggregates of intensities.”101 For this, in Deleuze and Guattari’s 

thinking, we have to succumb to the process of a model forever at an impasse: 

“We employ a dualism of models only in order to arrive at a process that 

challenges all models.” It is, write Deleuze and Guattari, “the furniture we are 

forever rearranging.”102 

THE BOY outlined the script. 

Scene 1. THE DIRECTOR would explain himself. 

Scene 2. He admits his mistakes. 

Scene 3. He begs for forgiveness. 

Scene 4. He pledges to put right his wrongs. 

And that would be it. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 3] 

Deleuze and Guattari’s figure of the “furniture we are forever rearranging” 

suggests a mode of continual disassembling and reassembling that orients itself by 

the fragments and blind spots of existing representational models: in short, it 
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proposes a staging of the exigencies and difficulties of thinking, writing and 

reading that feeds back through (post)modernity. And yet this ungraspability, 

which appears acute for Deleuze and Guattari, also speaks of a legitimate hope for 

the potential collapse of the conventional distinctions between philosophy and art, 

the concept and the image. This is a potential model for a critical and self-

reflexive thought-structure that broadly allies Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking in A 

Thousand Plateaus to forms and methods mooted by Walter Benjamin in his Arcades 

Project and the modalities of essayistic film-making practised by The Otolith 

Group. 

§ 

We all had questions. 

For me THE ALIEN was not a body at all. 

It was more of a climate, a strange weather, under whose clouds we 

had all gathered, 

In whose altered geography we had walked. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 7] 

Fig. 64. The Otolith Group, Otolith III (film still, 2009). Courtesy and copyright The Otolith Group. 

I want to suggest one further context for the Otolith Trilogy films by 

briefly considering the import of Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘nomad thought’ for 

certain conceptualizations of Third Cinema and black British independent cinema 
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from which the expanded film-making, pedagogical and curatorial practice of The 

Otolith Group emerged. 

Deleuze and Guattari’s ambulant or nomadological thinking, as set out in 

A Thousand Plateaus, seeks a strategic situation outside an image of thought as a 

principle bound by a disciplinary model of organization, which they identify as a 

prescribed method subordinated to ‘universal’ concepts: 

A “method” is the striated space of the cogitatio universalis and draws a path that must be 

followed from one point to another. But the form of exteriority situates thought in a 

smooth space that it must occupy without counting, and for which there is no possible 

method, no conceivable reproduction, but only relays, intermezzos, resurgences.103 

In basic terms, ‘nomad thought’ is the possibility of thought to stray from accepted 

and acceptable paths, situating thought outside the ‘striated space’ of an interiority 

deemed universal. Deleuze and Guattari propose adopting the modalities of the 

in-between, or a ‘passing between’ – the ‘relays, intermezzos, resurgences’ – as 

tactics for dislocating the “dualism machine.”104 Nomad thought can also migrate 

across different forms and practitioners – for example, films and filmmakers both 

have the potential to produce this mode of a-systematic philosophical thinking, as 

Deleuze’s books on cinema makes clear.105 

Theorists of what has been variously called Third Cinema,106 “black 

independent cinema” (Teshome H. Gabriel)107 or “accented cinema” (Hamid 

Naficy)108 have drawn on elements of nomadic thinking as a way of theorising 

independent film-making practices that critically engage with postcolonial and/or 

diasporic situations, sensibilities and contexts. Meditating on nomadic aesthetics in 

relation to black independent cinema, Teshome Gabriel sets out a poetic 

constellation of citations that takes in nomadic cosmology, literature, philosophy 

(via Deleuze and Guattari), architecture and a scattering of (largely) African and 

diasporic film-makers. Amongst them, he references Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil 

(1983) and John Akomfrah’s Handsworth Songs (1986) – both artists and films that 

are conspicuously present in The Otolith Group’s writings, discussions and 

curatorial activities. Teshome gestures towards a ‘nomadic cinema’ that is self-

reflexive, non-generic, polysemic and open-ended – all qualities that I associated 

earlier with the essayistic filmmaking of The Otolith Group. The ghosts of A 

Thousand Plateaus can be sensed amidst Teshome’s manifesto “Towards a Poetics of 
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Nomadic Aesthetics,” in which he attempts to sketch an idea of a film that might 

characterise nomadic cinema: 

A film that acknowledges itself conceptually. 

A film that “traces no counters and delimits no form.” 

A film that is comfortable with readings that float. 

A film that “both attracts spectators and allows them no place to rest.” 

A film where the prefilmic proves to be hopeful rather than accurate. 

A film that is elated at being “a particle, a sprout,” an unfinished song.109 

Film and media theorist Hamid Naficy considers ‘accented cinema’ in relation to 

films produced by diasporic and exilic subjects – the ‘accent’ in question emanates 

“not so much from from the accented speech of the diegetic characters as from the 

displacement of the filmmakers and their artisanal production modes.”110 In 

particular, he highlights the ‘interstitial mode of production’ towards which, he 

argues, the filmmakers he discusses are inclined. By emphasising the ‘interstices’ – 

an expression which calls to mind Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘in-between,’ 

‘intermezzo’ figures – Naficy intends to complicate the presumption that ‘accented 

cinema’ issues from the margins and is thus bound, negatively, in its binary 

relationship to the centre. Rather, as Naficy elaborates: 

To be interstitial […] is to operate both within and astride the cracks of the system, 

benefiting from its contradictions, anomalies, and heterogeneity. […] As a result, 

accented filmmakers are not so much marginal or subaltern as they are interstitial, partial 

and multiple – not only in terms of their identity and subjectivity but also in terms of the 

various roles they play in every aspect of their films, from inception to consumption.111 

The situation and operations described by Naficy’s description is affiliated with 

what Deleuze and Guattari call a ‘minor literature’ in terms of how it intervenes 

and disrupts from within a major language: “A minor literature doesn’t come from 

a minor language; it is rather that which a minority constructs within a major 

language.”112 Deleuze and Guattari summarise the key characteristics of minor 

literature as: “…deterritorialization of language, the connection of the individual 

to a political immediacy, and the collective assemblage of enunciation.”113 All 

three interrelated aspects can be related to The Otolith Group’s engagement with 

post-colonial contexts and diasporic subjectivities – the general undoing of the 
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subject that their integrated practice and films imply and enact. 

Take, for example, Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘collective assemblage of 

enunciation,’ which we might take as an abstract model to describe The Otolith 

Group’s ways of dynamic functioning both in terms of their collective forms of 

production and use of multiple curatorial platforms (exhibitions, conversations, 

pedagogic forums, publications, film-making and distributing) and their means of 

appropriation and citation in individual films, creating alliances with multiple 

networks of other works, voices, institutions and spaces. The aim is not to 

reproduce existing structures or forms, but to strive for a way of functioning in 

terms of what Deleuze and Guattari understand as a dynamic assemblage – a 

productive and constantly fluctuating set of arrangements or constellations that 

produces dynamic, multi-layered, and often unanticipated, connections. 

An example on the level of content in which Deleuze and Guattari’s tropes 

of nomad thought/space are evident is the device of the time-travelling nomadic 

persona known as the Data Thief, who appears in a video essay by the Black 

Audio Film Collective titled The Last Angel of History (John Akromfrah, 1995), a film 

in which The Otolith Group’s Kodwo Eshun appears as an interviewee. The 

narrator of The Last Angel of History relates that the Data Thief, who comes from 

200 years into the future, is destined to make an archaeological study of 

“fragments, technofossils,” the “ruins, detritus” of the late twentieth century, 

linking black culture through music, space, science fiction and alien futures. In the 

film, this operation and environment provides a trope for a Pan-African 

experience of displacement, cultural alienation, deterritorialization and otherness. 

The otherworldly Data Thief, described by the narrator as a “scavenger, bad boy, 

poet figure,” is prefigured by ‘Afrofuturist’ musicians such as George Clinton, Sun 

Ra, Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry and others around which the Data Thief’s study (and the 

essay-film itself) is oriented.114 
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Fig. 65. Stills from The Last Angel of History, dir. John Akomfrah/The Black Audio Film Collective, 
1995. 

The idea of extraterrestriality and the capacity of the Data Thief character 

to be able to relate disparate times and spaces from outside the gravitational plane 

– ideas which recall the functioning environment of Deleuze and Guattari’s

nomadological thought – re-emerge in the character of Dr. Usha Adebaran-

Sagar: the main narrator of the first two films of the Otolith Trilogy. She, like the

Media Thief, is a figure from the future observing, studying and engaging with the

past through fragments of archival media. Both figures – the Data Thief and Dr.

Usha Adebaran-Sagar – could be said to operate in what Deleuze and Guattari

understand as the open-ended space of nomad thought, as Brian Massumi

describes it here in his “Translator’s Foreword” to A Thousand Plateaus:

The space of nomad thought is qualitatively different from State space. Air against earth. 

State space is “striated,” or gridded. Movement in it is confined as by gravity to a 

horizontal plane, and limited by the order of that plane to preset paths between fixed and 

identifiable points. Nomad space is “smooth,” or open-ended.115 

The science-fictional conceit of the time-traveller in both The Last Angel of History 

and the Otolith Trilogy could be read as an articulation of the anti-gravitational 

aspect of ‘nomad space.’ This form of speculative space, as read through 
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Afrofuturism and the music of Sun Ra, has been seen by anthropologist and 

musicologist John Szwed as: 

[…] both a metaphor of exclusion and of reterritorialization, of claiming the “outside” as 

one’s own, of tying a revised and corrected past to a claimed future. Space was also a 

metaphor which transvalues the dominant terms so that they become aberrant, a minority 

position, while the terms of the outside, the beyond, the margins, become the standard.116 

This Afrofuturist take on alternative views to time as progress, and space as 

domination, offers additional nuances to the challenges to teleological histories 

outlined in chapter one in relation to Benjamin, Warburg et al. Here, ‘nomad 

space’ can be seen more specifically as a metaphor for the formations and 

deformations of time and space enacted in Otolith Trilogy. We can begin to look 

at this more closely through the figure of the time-travelling figure Dr. Usha 

Adebaran-Sagar, introduced in Otolith I. 

§
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The human neurovestibular system is severely 

compromised by sustained periods in microgravity. 

The otoliths – the part of the inner ear that 

senses tilt – are especially affected. 

Faced with lack of stimulation of the 

otoliths in the ear’s semicircular canal, the 

saccule and the utricule begin to expand. 

In the course of the five missions to the 

International Space Station carried out between 

2009 and 2070, the deformation of the otoliths 

during foetal development prevented newly born 

children from learning to manage Earth’s gravity. 

Prolonged duration in microgravity has led to 

a bifurcation in hominization. Microgravity has 

evolved a new human species. 

We are better suited to space than gravic 

humans could ever be; but we are unable to 

survive conditions on Earth. 

Earth is out of bounds for us now; it remains 

a planet accessible only through media. 

“Notes from report on human adaptation to 

permanent agravic habitation as presented to the 

International Space Station Institute of 

Exoanthropology.” 

Dr. Usha Adebaran-Sagar 

24.10.2103 

[Otolith I, SCROLLING CREDIT] 
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Bundles	  of	  time	  and	  space:	  Otolith	  I	  and	  Otolith	  II	  

Dr. Usha Adebaran-Sagar is a mutant descendent of The Otolith Group’s 

Anjalika Sagar, who provides the voice of the character).117 In the future world of 

2103 Adebaran-Sagar, an “exo-anthropologist,”118 reports from the agravic 

conditions of the “International Space Station Institute of ExoAnthropology” 

where human descendants are forced to reside due to a permanent impairment of 

the human ability to survive in terrestrial gravity. The figure hovers beyond what 

Deleuze and Guattari judge to be the essence of the State: gravity, gravitas. The 

backdrop to the space station setting in the first Otolith film, a collaboration 

between Kodwo Eshun, Anjalika Sagar and Richard Couzins from which The 

Otolith Group took their name, was the artists’ experience of microgravity at the 

Gagarin Cosmonaut Training Centre (GCTC), Star City, Russia, as part of the 

MIR (Microgravity Interdisciplinary Research) campaign 2003. MIR was a 

consortium of European-based arts organisations – Arts Catalyst, V2, Projekt Atol 

and Leonardo-Olats – which was founded in 2001 to promote interdisciplinary 

research in microgravity and altered gravity conditions. This research led to the 

thought-experiment underpinning Otolith I and Otolith II: a speculation on a 

projected future of the human species in which a ‘vertical subjectivity’ determined 

by earth’s gravity is irrevocably lost. The artists envisage a situation in which life 

on earth is studied through media archives from the perspective of human 

descendants who are only able to survive in agravic conditions on a space station. 

The issue of ‘vertical subjectivity’ is crystalized in the form of the otolith: An 

otolith is sometimes known as an ‘ear stone,’ and refers to calcium carbonate 

crystals in the labyrinth of the inner ear. As it is controls balance, the otolith is 

responsible for the way humans are able to walk upright through space. 

Eshun has referred to microgravitational space – the space in which the 

narrator exists in Otolith I and II – as a “counter-environment […] a space that 

allows us to detach from, and thereby gain insight into a fundamental force that 

surrounds us.”119 Experiencing gravity as a “peculiarity,” Eshun writes, “implies 

an insight into the ways in which such a habitual force actively participates to 

form our consciousness.”120 Eshun sees the essayistic approach to film and digital 

media as a direct response this experience, since it allows for a multifocal and 

multi-temporal reconfiguration of the document and of the archive, which 
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parallels the way that “variable gravity offers a degree of immersion within the 

disorientation of the geopolitical.”121 

This recomposition of the geopolitical via an ‘agravic’ situation is given 

voice through the reflections of the unseen narrator Dr. Usha Adebaran-Sagar, 

who may be said to ventriloquize the multiple authorial voice of the Otolith 

Group itself.122 The object of the doctor’s study is an “Earth [that] is out of 

bounds for us now; […] a planet accessible only through media.”123 The voiceover 

and montage of images that constitute the film, then, is an expression of the 

doctor’s own research of life on earth through an excavation of its media archives. 

This fictional narrative frame becomes a portal, in Otolith I, for a journey around a 

constellation of episodes and moments including biographical details related to 

Anjalika Sagar’s own personal history. For example, quoting from ‘Anjalika 

Sagar’s’ diaries, the narrator recounts the artist’s 2003 journey to Moscow – the 

initial period of the actual making of Otolith I – when, among other things, Sagar 

experienced zero-gravity weightlessness in Ilyushin 76 at the Gagarin Cosmonaut 

Training Centre at Star City. This trip also gave Sagar the opportunity to 

research the historic meeting in the 1970s between her grandmother, Anasuya 

Gyan-Chand, who was President of the National Federation of Indian Women, 

and Russian cosmonaut Valentina Tereshkova, who became the first woman in 

space when she orbited the Earth in 1963.124 Film documentation of Sagar’s visit 

to Moscow, plus her diary entries recording this experience as well as letters to her 

(deceased) grandmother (to whom the film is dedicated),125 make up some of the 

archive material that Usha-Adebaran Sagar is researching. This is woven into the 

patchwork of sound- and image-material in the film as a whole (along with historic 

footage and photographs, still and moving imagery from the family’s personal 

albums and movies, and other such traces). So, rather than proceeding forward 

from the notional future set up by the opening epigraph (the “Notes from Report on 

Human Adaptation to Permanent Agravic Habitation as presented to the International 

Space Station Institute of ExoAnthropology”), the narration takes the audience 

back into a re-told version of the past,126 as seen from the perspective of a future 

alien being, who mediates archives containing fragmentary memories of Sagar’s 

familial past and accounts of her ‘present’ experiences. 

The (historic) present tense of the (making of the) film is further established 

through filmed sequences of the 2003 protests in London against the planned 

invasion of Iraq: a significant but ultimately futile show of opposition that remains 
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a point of contention for the beleaguered left in Britain opposed to what was 

deemed to be an illegal war.127 Dr. Sagar, divining ‘Anjalika’s’ thoughts, surmises: 

“She knows this vertical energy they call protest will come to nothing and this 

knowledge haunts her.”128 Reading from her diaries, we hear that ‘Anjalika Sagar’ 

wrote about the tenor – and the latent potential – of the protests: 

She wrote: […] A protest for the right to protest 

As if that might be enough to stop the war happening. 

As if the unprecedented nature of the event could, through its very unlikeliness, 

turn the inevitable into the possible long enough to alter our fate.129 

Dr. Usha’s re-thinking of the ‘inevitable’ as merely the ‘possible’ gives voice to the 

possibility of an alternative future, ‘what might have been,’ imagining an 

intervention and subversion of the fate of the past.130 The event of the 2003 

protest and subsequent invasion of Iraq is set against the meetings between 

Anasuya Gyan-Chand and Valentina Tereshkova via Anjalika’s childhood 

memories of her grandmother’s anecdotes and (photographic and filmic) imagery 

of the meetings themselves. The narration and the palimpsest-like character of the 

montage of image and sound fleetingly picks out various backdrops: Indian 

socialist ideals and the politics of post-independence India; ‘Third-world’ feminism 

and the Soviet space programme; memories of utopian struggles undercut by the 

more ominous setting of Cold War politics and the nuclear threat. Beneath this lie 

the efforts of the Non-Alignment movement in India, which led to the Treaty of 

Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation between India and the Soviet Union in 1971, 

paving the ground for the meetings between the two women in 1972 in Moscow 

and 1983 in London: a thread of historical and personal memory that allows us to 

glimpse an imagined utopian alternative future in relation to the depressed 

frustrations of the 2003 protests in London. 

The narrative set-up of Otolith I, with the ambiguous, nomadic figure of 

Dr. Usha Adebaran-Sagar as its portal, carries through to Otolith II. The 

predominating theme of the second film of the trilogy is Adebaran-Sagar’s 

meditation on the pressures of capital, labour and property speculation in relation 

to the present-day Mumbai (of 2007), particularly the chronically overcrowded 

agglomeration of Mumbai’s Dharavari megaslum set against the – somewhat 

dilapidated – state of the Le Corbusier-designed ‘new town’ architecture of 

Chandigarh. We imagine (the film fragments give an impression of) the 
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fragmentary, tinkering assemblage of Dharavari against the planned autonomous 

language of Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh. We can also see how the skeleton of Le 

Corbusier’s architecture was destined to be reconfigured and added to, growing 

into its own version of a dynamic assemblage and thus eschewing its prescribed 

structure. Again, in Otolith II, partial, discontinuous glimpses of multiple spaces 

and times are filtered through the narrator reading from Anjalika Sagar’s ‘diary 

entries.’ A fair proportion of the voiceover script is given over to a kind of 

travelogue documenting the Group’s research period for the film itself. And so we 

witness, through the archive material Dr. Adebaran-Sagar has assembled, the 

irony of the Group’s footage of workers constructing a line of red phone boxes – 

British phone boxes – on a film site outside one of Mumbai’s abandoned textile 

mills. (“Most of the mills were bulldozed to make way for malls,” reads the 

Doctor, from Anjalika’s diary, “A few became film-sets.”131 The spectre of labour 

is shown to be submerged in spectacle.) 

Many sequences in Otolith II utilise techniques and methods to deliberately 

drain the images of representational legibility – Mumbai’s slums, referred to as 

“the banlieues of the future,”132 are shot from a moving car at night; shots are 

framed so that they avoid faces and truncate bodies; frames come in and out of 

focus; still images pile on top of one another too rapidly to be fully registered. 

Little context is given for long, silent documentation of the repetitive labour of 

film crews and artisans working, or the camera silently exploring the ruined 

interiors of abandoned textile factories. In an interview about their film Nervus 

Rerum (shot in the Jenin refugee camp in the Palestinian Occupied Territories) – 

the Otolith Group speak of a strategy of opacity in order to “complicate normative 

modes of address” related to the “ethics of bearing witness”133 to the situation of 

the other. The opacity created by the camerawork and editing acts to short-circuit 

any “ethnographic shortcut to empathy,” as Eshun notes.134 As in their 

imag(in)ing of the Mumbai megaslums, strategic ‘opacity’ is aimed at resisting the 

visibility and transparency of the ‘insights’ of the documentary exposé. This raises 

fundamental issues to do with what Demos calls “the obduracy of the ‘image’ and 

its tricky relation to ‘reality,’ the latter constituted by the inextricable connection 

to the imagination.” This is a vital part of how the essayistic, in the Otolith 

Group’s films, operates as textural and perceptual disorientation. Demos invokes 

Jacques Rancière’s term “heterogeneous sensible” regime of the image to help 

define the “irreducible hybridity of film”135 – the essayistic mode produces 
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disruptions and detours to the conventional meanings and values of cinematic 

imagery in order to put meaning in motion, as it were. This is produced in the 

films through a complex visual, sonic and (inter)textual architecture presenting 

irreducible intensities of meaning both through presentational strategies (opacity 

being one example) and the dense intertwinement of disparate texts and sources. 

Near the beginning of the film there is a shot from a boat pulling into 

Mumbai harbour – the now-familiar voice of Anjalika Sagar, in the guise of the 

exo-anthropologist, declares: “It is the age of capital, an age of sacrifice. Three 

hundred years ago an earth-sider sat at his desk and wrote: Time is everything, man is 

nothing; he is, at most, time’s carcass.”136 The ‘earthsider’ is Karl Marx in The Poverty of 

Philosophy, written in 1847, Marx’s critique of the economic and philosophical 

doctrine of P. J. Proudhon. The quotation is picked up 120 years later by Guy 

Debord in chapter six of The Society of the Spectacle. Later on amongst the film’s 

meditations on work, real estate and capital, the narrator summons the ghost of 

Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker (plus the spectre of Benjamin’s “angel of history” in the 

phrase “…you play back its traumas./Its lost futures, endlessly.): 

Tarkovsky invented nothing in Stalker.  

The Zone was merely his attempt to map the slow death of labour. 

An agony recorded by architecture. 

Think of the mill as a stone tape. 

Your nervous system is the recorder. 

And you play back its traumas. 

Its lost futures, endlessly.137 

I mention these various citations in passing to alert us to the way in which all the 

films in the trilogy are made up of myriad fragments from and allusions to 

multiple authors and texts (including other films). Both the scripts and image 

material contain numerous scraps from multifarious sources, creating a kind of 

collective, heterotopic filmic and literary space that houses a host of authors 

‘ghosting’ the Otolith Trilogy. This ‘ghosting’ recalls the tag-line from the film 

Handsworth Songs (1986) by the Otolith Group’s mentors, the Black Audio Film 

Collective: “There are no stories … only ghosts of other stories.”138 In Handsworth 

Songs, directed by John Akomfrah, an essayistic, multi-layered narrative structure 

is adopted, which pits sound and voiceover against montages of newsreel footage 
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and witness testimony from the 1985 race riots in Handsworth, Birmingham and 

Tottenham, as well as archival material (“fragmented residues of histories of 

migrations”)139 gesturing at suppressed Black British histories: both form and 

subject enact an undoing of received ideas of how ‘black culture’ is perceived. The 

complex textural excess and commitment to re-coding marginal and supressed 

histories in Handsworth Songs, and other essayistic films by the Black Audio Film 

Collective, is echoed in the integrated practice of The Otolith Group through 

which films are produced as assemblages or rhizome-systems marked by multiple-

entry points. Also, linking back to issues of postcoloniality in Handsworth Songs, 

Eshun sees the microgravitational situation of the films’ narrator as a mirror for: 

…the context of instability, disorientation and imbalance endemic to the post-colonial 

aftermath of refugees, migrants and diasporic citizenship. It is not simply that everyone 

becomes an alien in variable gravity; rather that the actualities of such an alien time-space 

suspend normality in such a way as to provide revelation through a continual logic of 

reversal. Microgravity is an event whose singularity destroys all metaphor and in so doing 

allows a thousand allegories to bloom.140 

In this recursive structure within which The Otolith Group operates, we might 

also encounter the “unregulated architectures”141 of the megaslums of Mumbai as 

exemplary of this environment of rhizomatic thinking, via the words of Dr. Usha: 

DR. USHA  There was little data available on the megaslums. 

They were impossible to control. 

Difficult to penetrate. 

Holes in the Net. 

The equivalent of rainforest.142 

§ 

Fig. 66. Dharavi, Mumbai. 
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Also embedded in the voice-over of Otolith II is premise for Otolith III: the lost 
future of Indian science fiction: 

DR USHA  Why do Indian artists produce so little science fiction? 

Satyajit Ray’s film The Alien would have rendered this question void. 

It is this emptiness that allows nostalgia for a lost future. 

Ray writes the first draft of his screenplay for The Alien in February 1967. 

The Alien is a small humanoid creature whose spaceship splashes down in a small Bengali 

village far from the metropolis. 

Here it is befriended by a boy called Haba. 

Ray wrote: INTERIOR OF HABA’S SHACK. NIGHT 

The alien sees Haba huddled in asleep on the mat. 

The alien’s eyes are now glowing red. 

PROCESS SHOT. 

The red in the alien’s eyes turn glowing violet, 

enabling him to look into Haba’s brain and sink into his unconscious. 

HABA’S DREAM 

Haba is dreaming and the alien becomes part of his dream. 

We see Haba and the alien happy, playing hide and seek in a strange black and white 

world of geometrical forms. 

Fig. 67. Chandigarh. 
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In one of the conversations for A Long Time Between Suns, Kodwo Eshun relates that 

this Alien sequence hidden within Otolith II was created before the Group were 

sure “whether a work informed by Ray’s screenplay would be possible.” The Alien 

episode was inserted in Otolith II until “it either gained a retroactive significance or 

[remained] in an allusive, fragmentary form.”143 The potential of this scrap of film 

– a nascent Otolith III submerged within Otolith II – is characteristic not only of the

Group’s allusive and correlative manipulation of fragments in their films, but also

of their Group’s interest in what they call ‘past-potential futurity.’ This is

unpacked further in the next section in connection to theories relating critical

readings of history and the image as ‘event.’
§
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Time:	  past-‐potential	  futures 

I have previously highlighted space (or spatiality) as a key modality of the 

Otolith Trilogy films. Here I turn to temporality in the films, particularly in 

relation to the way the films act to reconceive and reassemble historical narratives. 

Resistance to pre-scribed historical narratives of the ‘once upon a time’ variety is 

already evident in the way the filmmakers put to use citations and fragments in 

their films, by way of dynamic montages of sound, word and image, as a means of 

salvaging, reworking and creating new relations between traces of disparate 

cultural material. In Otolith I and II, as we have seen, the fictive device of the time-

traveller re-searching media archives is used to perform memories of alternative 

pasts haunted by possible futures. The films also summon the ‘past potentialities’ 

of the 1960s Non-Aligned Movement, Indian Socialism and Third-World 

Feminisms. In Otolith III, characters who have broken free from the script of an 

unmade film are apparently able to shift seamlessly across times and spaces, as if 

itinerantly journeying through the kind of open-ended nomad time-space that 

Deleuze and Guattari envisaged. The ‘pre-formed images’ recover the latent 

potential in an unrealised Indian science-fiction film. The multiple, impure 

temporalities at play in The Otolith Trilogy is referred to by the Group as a 

“temporality of past-potential futurity.”144 Writing on this device of re-imagining 

alternative future trajectories of the past and present in the Otolith Trilogy, art 

historian T. J. Demos describes the Group’s conception of ‘past-potential futures’ 

as: “a creative appropriation of Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s notion of 

‘potentialities,’ […] – a formulation that describes their seeking to reanimate 

bygone dreams of a future that may never yet have come to pass.”145 We may 

suppose some seeds of resistance inherent in the Group’s reanimation of what 

‘might-have-been’ since it operates as a device for alternative, deviating and 

subversive readings of history. This modal form – what might have been – 

suspended in contingent ‘past-potential-futures,’ reflects the idea of potentiality’s 

presence that Giorgio Agamben explores in his anthology Potentialities (through 

readings of – among others – Aristotle, Walter Benjamin, and Herman Melville’s 

character Bartleby).146 Agamben’s reading addresses ‘potentiality’ as a suspension 

in which the possibility of passing – or not passing – into actuality coexist. In “On 

Potentiality,” which introduces Aristotle’s understanding of potentiality in the 
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second book of his De Anima, Agamben writes: “It is a potentiality that is not 

simply the potential to do this or that thing but potential to not-do, potential not 

to pass into actuality.”147 So, the potential not to do (or be) signals an opening up: 

an interim – or interstitial – term in which the presence of impotentiality undoes or 

suspends an opposition between Being and non-Being, or the subject as a fixed 

identity. (This notion of suspension and potentiality is allied to the way ‘hesitation’ 

was addressed in chapter two). The contingency at the heart of potentiality lends 

itself, in Agamben’s reading, to an understanding of a critical reading of history 

drawn from Benjamin (citing the Austrian writer Hugo von Hofmannsthal) where 

historical method can be re-configured “[t]o read what was never written.” 

Benjamin’s exemplifies this through the idea that the ramifications of a cultural 

text may only be grasped at some later point in time. Borrowing from the French 

literary critic André Monglond, this is visualized as a photographic plate from 

which an image is developed at some future date. Benjamin makes the connection 

between these ideas in a passage in parentheses in his “Paralipomena to ‘On the 

Concept of History’”: 

(If one looks upon history as a text, then one can say of it what a recent author has said of 

literary texts – namely, that the past has left in them images comparable to those 

registered by a light-sensitive plate. “The future alone possesses developers strong enough 

to reveal the image in all its details. Many pages in Marivaux or Rousseau contain a 

mysterious meaning which the first readers of these texts could not fully have 

deciphered.” (Monglond; N15a,10.) The historical method is a philological method based 

on the book of life. “Read what was never written,” runs a line in Hoffmansthal. The 

reader one should think of here is the true historian.)148 

In one aspect, this offers an impression of how the technologies of photography 

and film, and later digital imagery, play a significant role in how history may be 

(re)conceived via technological means. Literary critic David Ferris reads 

Benjamin’s observation on the significance of photography for history in terms of 

the way that “[p]hotography becomes […] not merely a means of producing 

images, but rather becomes itself an image, a technique for the production of 

history’s political significance.” While photography and film, according to Ferris, 

cannot be confused “with an understanding that remains the domain of history, 

they are […] the means by which this understanding is developed.”149 This is 

because the photographic image is able to exhibit something other than what is 



353 

shown in the original manifestation or context, since it is recognised differently 

through future ‘developers’ and readers. ‘What has been’ is transformed and 

transfixed in what Benjamin calls the “now of recognizability.”150 

The conceit of the Dr. Adebaran-Sagar character in Otolith I and II might 

best be considered an avatar for the ‘future developers’ Benjamin cites, since the 

‘mission’ of the character’s re-search is to rescue and reorder the memories and 

shards of twentieth century history – a process that is enacted in the film itself as a 

montage of sound, words and images that create a constellation of temporalities 

and migrating thoughts and afterthoughts. The future developers of Otolith III are 

somewhat different – the non-existent characters of the unmade script are 

themselves images: “Unfinished characters with interrupted biographies. Poor 

images making our way across Region 2 Restricted.”151 These images – or these 

forms of images – are suspended in the potentiality of being/nonbeing, 

realized/unrealized as they seek out the possibility of their own production as 

images – a possibility that is risky and must partially be resisted since to belong to 

cinema as image is to be bound to the regime of representation. The implication 

for the potential ‘life’ that the images continually seek throughout the film is that 

this ‘life’ or agency is situated in relation to the ‘event’ and therefore ‘beyond 

representation.’ Towards the end of Otolith III, we hear the voice of the 

Industrialist coming to a realisation: “Now I know that I must take the side of the 

event.”152 In the opening lines of Otolith I, the issue of the ‘event’ of history as 

exceeding (yet also manifestly bound up in) image and memory is raised: 

v/o  For us, there is no memory without image. 

And no image without memory. 

Image is the matter of memory. 

There is an excess, which neither image nor memory can recover – but for which both 

stand in. 

That excess is the event. 

History.153 

This inclination towards the excess of the ‘event’ implies the ‘operation’ of the 

image – as networked, relational, recoverable – beyond representational meaning. 

Demos expands on this point: 
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This notion of the ‘event’ […] reaffirms the film’s dissolution of the boundaries between 

the real and the imaginary, for if the image is forever the source of newly wrought 

configurations between its appearance and its meanings, then it becomes impossible to 

consider it as simply reflective or representative of a frozen reality.154 

If this is returned to a Benjaminian understanding, we might then view the agency 

– and potentiality – of the image manifest in Otolith III as critically presenting the

significance of the past in the ‘event’ of the (ever-changing) present: in the “now of

recognisability.” For Benjamin, this is synonymous with the death of intention.

Benjamin suggests this is a note in the Arcades project:

Every present day is determined by the images that are synchronic with it: each “now” is 

the now of a particular recognisability. In it, truth is charged to the bursting point with 

time. (This point of explosion, and nothing else, is the death of the intentio, which thus 

coincides with the birth of authentic historical time). The image is that in which what-has-

been [das Gewesene] steps together [zusammentritt] in a flash with the now to form a 

constellation.155 

The resuscitation and disjunctive reshuffling of ‘what has been’ in the Otolith 

Trilogy echoes in more general terms the challenge to historical inevitability – a 

belief in progress – in Benjamin’s re-conception of history. As Demos suggests: 

“On the basis of the Group’s filmic destabilising notion of time, our present 

emerges as far less certain than it might seem.”156 

§ 

Fig. 68. The Otolith Group, Otolith III (film still, 2009).Courtesy and copyright The Otolith Group. 
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The instability of the present that Demos refers to, combined with the 

character of the science-fictional threads running through the Otolith Trilogy, 

(which has affinities to Akomfrah’s The Last Angel of History and Chris Marker’s La 

Jetée), also links to J. G. Ballard’s conceit of producing future worlds that bear close 

resemblances to present situations. This is connected to what Frederic Jameson 

identifies – in his book Archaeologies of the Future – as the often concealed – complex 

temporal structure of science fiction: “[…] not to give us ‘images’ of the future 

[…] but rather to defamiliarize and restructure our experience of our own present, 

and to do so in specific ways distinct from all other forms of defamiliarization.”157 

The detour via the future back to the present and recent past in Otolith I and II, 

reformulated as some future’s past (and accessible only through mediatized traces) 

is therefore an indeterminate route to a possible archaeology of the present (and 

the constellation of it’s past traces in the future). Jameson describes this in relation 

to how science fiction re-imagines the ungraspability of the present: 

It is this present moment – unavailable to us for contemplation in its own right because 

the sheer quantitative immensity of objects and individual lives it comprises is 

untotalizable and hence unimaginable, and also because it is occluded by the density of 

our private fantasies as well as of the proliferating stereotypes of a media culture that 

penetrates every remote zone of our existence – that upon our return from the imaginary 

constructs of SF is offered to us in the form of some future world’s remote past, as if 

posthumous and as though collectively remembered.158 

The narrative set-up in Otolith I and II shares this sense Jameson has identified as 

part of the structure of SF in which the present is simultaneously brought into 

relief and ‘made strange’ through the alternative perspective of an imagined 

future. 

In Jameson’s argument, contrary to the sense in which SF may be taken as 

an “exercise in historical melancholy,” crumbling images of futuristic architecture 

(for example) in SF worlds envisage a world in which: 

…things are not seized, immobile forever, in some ‘end of history’, but move steadily in 

time towards some unimaginable yet inevitable ‘real’ future. SF thus enacts and enables a 

structurally unique ‘method’ for apprehending the present as history, and this is so 

irrespective of the ‘pessimism’ or ‘optimism’ of the imaginary future world which is the 

pretext for that defamiliarization.”159 
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There is a recognisable tincture of melancholy suffusing the apparitions of failed 

utopian dreams and present struggles revisited in Otolith I and II – a futility 

characterised by the image of mutant beings of the future resigned to sifting 

through the degraded remains of media archives of the past to study visions of 

futures that have already come to pass (or not). Nevertheless, the film negotiates a 

particular mood and method of reading history as potentiality, allied to the 

thought of Benjamin and Agamben, which keeps the history of the present in play, 

as it were, in line with Jameson’s observation that defamiliarization is a useful tool 

for opening out history in the present as a dynamic form. This is doubled by the 

research activities of the narrator enacted in the film; that is, the construing of Dr. 

Adebaran-Sagar’s creative reading of fragmented images and texts drawn from a 

virtual archive embodied in the filmic material. Demos proposes that in the 

Otolith Trilogy “…history is shown to be an open ontology, one that can never be 

fully written.”160 Potentiality, linked to the activity of reading and an undoing of 

what Benjamin describes as an “‘eternal’ image of the past” – the given of 

historicism and its culmination in a conception of universal history161 – suggests a 

model of critical thinking set in motion throughout the Otolith Trilogy films. 

Referring to Otolith III, Kodwo Eshun indicates just such a critical 

operation at play: 

 
The point was how to pay homage to this definitively unfinished film, how to take this 

unfinished and unmade status seriously. And how to redeem it. Not to just write it as a 

failure – because that’s how film history would regard it of course. […] The key was to 

find this form that could evoke this idea of this definitively unfinished status.162 

 

Ventriloquizing the language of Benjamin (‘how to redeem it’) and Marcel 

Duchamp (‘definitively unfinished’), Eshun suggests several motivations behind 

their project that can be expressed in relation to reading and criticality. On the 

one side, the artists read history in terms of complex relations between present, 

past and future, or, as Benjamin has it, as “the constellation which [one’s] own era 

has formed with a definite earlier one.”163 Rather than to confirm how, in a 

(legitimising) procession of (film) history, Ray’s film would be forgotten or 

footnoted as a failure, the Group sought to give this ‘definitively unfinished status’ 

a form (a hybrid form that borrows from, among other things, essay-, epistolary-, 
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notebook- or travelogue films). On the other side, such an essayistic form, which 

entwines a performative mode of address and fragmentary makeup, extends and 

opens up the text to future critical readers/viewers since, to reiterate, The Otolith 

Group regards the types of films they make as multiple spaces to be “re-

watched/re-entered”164 rather than readily consumable products associated with 

mainstream cinema. The element of discontinuity evoked here suggests a further 

resistance: to the apparent seamless flow that constitutes ‘cinema’ itself, as 

described by Roland Barthes: 
 

Resistance to the cinema: the signifier itself is always, by nature, continuous here, 

whatever the rhetoric of frames and shots; without remission, a continuum of images; the 

film (our French word for it, pellicule, is highly appropriate: a skin without puncture or 

perforation) follows, like a garrulous ribbon: statutory impossibility of the fragment, of the 

haiku.165 

 

The Otolith Group prefer to inhabit the ‘impossibility of the fragment’ – 

impossible because the contingencies, absences and discontinuities apparent 

within the repertoire of image, sound and script means the legibility of recognition 

is displaced in any encounter with the films. Reflecting Benjamin’s montaged 

presentations of textual and image fragments in One-Way Street, the Arcades Project 

and elsewhere, a viewer/reader of The Otolith Group’s films must be committed 

to tracing variations, repetitions and overlappings of disparate filmic material – 

discontinuous clashes of time and space forged through montages of text, audio 

and image from disjunctive sources and orders. Such an arrangement tallies with 

the connection Barthes makes between the essay and collage: “[T]he essay falls 

into essentially the same category as works of collage – montage of heterotopic 

elements.”166 And it is amongst this potentiality that we may find the excess of 

what Duchamp names as the ‘art coefficient’: “between the unexpressed but 

intended and the unintentionally expressed” that is, in Duchamp’s argument, 

‘refined’ and multiplied by readers/viewers, who thus contribute to the creative 

act.167 Such a scenario, then, undoes any conceptually closed circuit of meaning 

represented by notions of the artist’s immutable intention steadfastly manifest in 

the artwork. 

Responding to a question on this mode of potentiality in the Group’s film 

projects, Eshun expresses a desire for such an encounter: 
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People respond to a work in ways that exceed the aspirations and the references 

embedded in the work. We can see the hopes that we have for the work. It is a relief when 

it becomes other people’s and starts being shared.168 

 

This poses the interpretive space as an indeterminate one that cannot wholly be 

reduced to either author or reader since, as Adorno observes in the epigraph to 

this chapter, “…the thinker [the ‘essayist’] does not think, but rather transforms 

himself into an arena of intellectual experience, without simplifying it.”169 This 

impression of the dispersed author as an “arena of intellectual experience” 

inscribes within the text a reader (or readers) negotiating that arena. In this way, it 

is imagined as a place that is not properly claimed by either author or reader but 

is, rather, a medium for potential encounters: that is, where meaning is produced 

rather than reproduced. 

§ 

 

 
THE INDUSTRIALIST  Who will play the roles of my friends? 

They will tell you they’re the wretched of the screen. 

Illegal images crossing region codes without proper papers. 

But that’s not the way it looks to me. 

This woman, this woman could play the part of the Engineer. 

Or she might. 

No. 

She has the right attitude for an Engineer. 

She could lead a drilling expedition in that river in Bengal. 

That’s how it was scripted back then. 

[Otolith III, SCENE 6] 
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Reading	  the	  future	  of	  the	  text	  

 

On this point of expanding ‘reading’ – reading as reception of and 

encounter with a text at some future point in time – Paul Ricoeur’s observations 

on Michel Charles’s theory of reading (Rhétorique de la Lecture) are relevant here. 

Ricoeur notes that: 
 

[Charles’s] initial formulation – ‘reading is part of the text, it is inscribed in it’ – takes on a 

new meaning: reading is no longer that which the text prescribes; it is that which brings 

the structure of the text to light through interpretation. 

 

To clarify further this notion of the inscription of reading within the text, Ricoeur 

cites Charles re-formulation of his idea: “The reading is in the text, but it is not 

written there; it is the future of the text.”170 (In Benjamin’s image, it is the 

photographic plate waiting for its future developers.) Following on from Charles’s 

theory of reading, Ricoeur extends his discussion towards an emphasis on reader’s 

response – an understanding that goes some way towards thinking about how a 

viewer’s encounter with the Otolith Trilogy might be articulated (ignoring the 

obvious differences between the literary text – the object of Ricouer’s study – and 

the filmic). Tracing Roman Ingarden’s argument,171 (which mirrors Duchamp’s 

conception of the work of art as ‘definitively unfinished’), Ricouer reports that 

Ingarden views a text as ‘incomplete’:  
 

For Ingarden, a text is incomplete, first, in the sense that it offers different “schematic 

views” that readers are asked to “concretize.” […] It is in relation to this image-building 

concretization that the work presents lacunae, “places of indeterminacy.” However well-

articulated the “schematic views” proposed for our execution may be, the text resembles a 

musical score lending itself to different realizations.172 

 

This returns us to a notion of history as a particular form of reading differently that 

Benjamin’s citation of Hofmannsthal (‘To read what was never written’) alerts us 

to. 

In order to work through how such a reading is ‘performed’ in the Otolith 

Trilogy, various different perspectives on the interlay between history, memory 

and fiction may be helpful here. Firstly, the interconnections between the quasi-

historical character of fiction and the quasi-fictive character of history 
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(Ricoeur).173 Next, Jacques Rancière’s reading of Chris Marker’s film-/video-

essays as a genre of fiction.174 Lastly, the various interrogations, re-codings and 

reconfigurations of traditional conceptions of the archive by contemporary artists 

and theorists as understood by (among others) Hal Foster in his reading of the 

‘(an)archival’ impulse’ evident in the work of particular artists in the first decade of 

this century;175 Okwui Enwezor in his 2008 exhibition Archive Fever: Uses of the 

Document in Contemporary Art, where the camera is understood as an “archiving 

machine” and, thus, “every photograph, every film is a priori an archival 

object;”176 and Paula Amad in her reading of an early twentieth-century film 

archive (Albert Kahn’s Archives de la Planète) as a ‘counter-archive’ and an early 

prefigurement to “contemporary debates and practices across history, philosophy, 

art, and especially new media.”177 

 Of the first, Ricoeur explains that: 

 
The interpretation I am proposing here of the “quasi-historical” character of fiction quite 

clearly overlaps with the interpretation I also proposed of the “quasi-fictive” character of 

the historical past. If it is true that one of the functions of fiction bound up with history is 

to free, retrospectively, certain possibilities that were not actualized in the historical past, 

it is owing to its quasi-historical character that fiction itself is able, after the fact, to 

perform its liberating function. The quasi-past of fiction in this way becomes the detector 

of possibilities buried in the actual past. What “might have been” – the possible in 

Aristotle’s terms – includes both the potentialities of the “real” past and the “unreal” 

possibilities of pure fiction. 

 

In Ricoeur’s argument, “the constraints of history […] epitomized by 

documentary proof”178 are loosened if we allow for the necessary freedoms of 

(quasi-fictional) narrative reconstructions or re-readings of histories now 

inaccessible to us. This quasi-fictional element, which seeks to summon the 

unrealized possibilities of the historical past, is one clearly foregrounded in the 

reconstructions and alternative readings of – often submerged or marginalized – 

histories and memories in the Otolith Trilogy. One of the tactics for presenting 

the admixture of ‘fiction’ and ‘history’ is the way various subjectivities are 

assembled and forged through each other in Otolith I and II. These include the 

narrative conceit of the exo-anthropologist’s futuristic setting and her fictional 

familial relationship to The Otolith Group’s Anjalika Sagar, her citation of Sagar’s 

‘diary entries,’ as well as the intermingling of (actual and fictive) autobiographical 
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and historical elements which serve to illuminate a speculative past-potential-

future by combining more-or-less official documentation of events with personal 

memories excerpted from letters, family photo albums and home movies. This 

accumulative method serves to refigure time in order to challenge any sense of the 

inevitability of the past’s future. Instead, the films set out to liberate the 

potentiality submerged in the actual past that Ricoeur highlights as a function of 

historical narrative. 

 ‘Fiction’ and ‘memory’ also emerge as a key terms in Jacques Rancière’s 

reading of Chris Marker’s film- and video-essays – a key influence on The Otolith 

Group. Rancière’s references to the way Marker ‘forges’ or constructs memory 

through the arrangement or interlacement of heterogeneous images179 is also 

relevant to the admix of imagery and anachronic temporalities that are 

constructed in the Otolith Trilogy for various historical moments and settings. 

Rancière’s reading understands how Chris Marker’s documentary film-essays 

construct memory, where memory, in Rancière’s terms, is the “work [oeuvre] of 

fiction,” reminding us that the root of fiction[fingere]: “doesn’t mean ‘to feign’ but 

‘to forge.’” The implication is that Marker’s film doesn’t merely make up reality 

but produces it.180 Like Marker, the Otolith Group uses images from everyday life 

(for example, the documentation of their research trip to Mumbai for the making 

of Otolith II) as well as both ‘official’ and personal archival material, but offer the 

documentary material a value beyond evidentiary proof through engaging what 

Rancière names a “fictional or poetic tenor.”181 This type of “fiction of memory” 

insists on a complexity of structure that belies the reductive or homogenizing 

tendencies of a conventional type of documentary that purports to provide an 

objective view on a particular set of historical events and figures. Instead, “fictions 

of memory,” according to Rancière, tactically invoke speculative readings since it 

“sets its roots in the gap that separates the construction of meaning, the referential 

real, and the ‘heterogeneity’ of its documents.”182 The invocation of ‘memory’ – 

which elicits a tenor of fragility and forgetting183 – also signifies a dislocation of the 

normative and taxonomic imperatives of history ‘proper’ by, for example, 

reassembling marginalized or submerged histories. An example, amongst the 

recovery of fragments of the history of Indian Cold War politics and the present 

socio-economic situation in Otolith I and II, is the fate of Mumbai’s textile mills 

and, by implication, the anonymous workers attached to them in Otolith II. In the 

film, there are long, un-narrated passages in which the camera silently explores 
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the ruined interiors of abandoned textile mills. The repetitive character of labour 

is also illustrated through extended, silent documentation of film crews and 

artisans engaged in repetitive work. 184 In order to enact a counterpoint to the 

spectacular or tourist gaze on workers they filmed in Mumbai, The Otolith Group 

developed an experimental strategy, where Gargey, the cameraman: 

 
…would frame a sequence for the same duration as that of the working teenager. If one 

boy embroidered the hemline of a sari for ten minutes, then Gargey would film the boy 

for that same duration of ten minutes. The proposition was to transfer the weight of the 

image which would then begin to register the effort of the hand-held frame. 

 

The experiment aimed to evoke the “affective dimension of production” and 

labour – to allow the aesthetic of the images to affectively ‘produce’ subjective 

‘labour,’ rather than to pose the camera as an ‘objective’ documentary device 

supported by a legitimising narrative frame and the logic of its regime, as Rancière 

might put it. 

 The final context relates the reassembling of archive material in the 

Otolith Trilogy to contemporary preoccupations by artists and theorists with the 

limits and potentiality of the archive as a theoretical and material instrument (in 

the wake of Foucault and Derrida.)185 A prominent voice on contemporary artists 

working with the archive in the first decade of the twenty-first century is Hal 

Foster’s. He highlights several aspects of what he calls ‘an archival impulse’ that 

corresponds to elements of the archival mode of The Otolith Trilogy (which I also 

related to Huws’s Origin and Source in chapter two). Foster writes of a desire, on the 

part of artists working with archives to: “make historical information, often lost or 

displaced, physically present” and to reassemble source material that can “be 

obscure, retrieved in a gesture of alternative knowledge or counter-memory.”186 

Similar to Demos’s assertion that, in the Otolith Trilogy,  “…history is shown to 

be an open ontology, one that can never be fully written,”187 Foster highlights the 

indeterminant character of work by particular artists drawn to the ‘archival 

impulse’: 

 
Although the contents of this art are hardly indiscriminant, they remain indeterminant 

like the contents of any archive, and often they are presented in this fashion – as so many 

promissory notes for further elaboration or enigmatic prompts for future scenarios. In this 

regard archival art is as much preproduction as it is postproduction: concerned less with 
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absolute origins than with obscure traces (perhaps “anarchival impulse” is the more 

appropriate phrase), these artists are often drawn to unfulfilled beginnings or incomplete 

projects – in art and in history alike – that might offer points of departure again.188 

 

The Otolith Trilogy’s ‘temporality of past-potential futurity,’ referred to above, 

seems to chime particularly with Foster’s insight that the archival objects 

constructed by contemporary artists “serve as found arks of lost moments in which 

the here-and-now of the work functions as a possible portal between an unfinished 

past and a re-opened future.”189 

 While Foster’s article favours (though not exclusively) artworks presented 

through installation formats by artists such as Thomas Hirschhorn, Sam Durant 

and Renée Green, Okwui Enwezor’s exhibition Archive Fever focuses on 

photography and film as media sharing a unique ability to function (and 

malfunction) as archival mechanisms, stemming from the earliest forms of 

mechanical reproduction to the more recent digital field of image sharing. The 

way The Otolith Group handle archives in their films connects to Enwezor’s 

curatorial desire to: 

 
[…] show the ways in which archival documents, information gathering, data-driven 

visual analysis, the contradictions of master narratives, the invention of counter-archives 

and thus counter-narratives, the projection of the social imagination into sites of 

testimony, witnessing, and much more inform and infuse the practices of contemporary 

artists.190 

The emphasis that both Foster and Enwezor place on counter-memories, counter-

archives and counter-narratives – allied to The Otolith Group’s approach to the 

archive in The Otolith Trilogy – is also very much present in Paula Amad’s 

fascinating study of Albert Kahn’s Archives de la Planète. This early twentieth 

century archive comprises colour photographs and fragments of unedited non-

fiction (pre-documentary) film designed to capture and preserve images of 

everyday modern life across the globe. Amad re-interprets the essential 

relationship between cinema and the archive, through the prism of Kahn’s 

collection, in terms of a ‘counter-archival impulse,’ in that the predominating 

expression of history in this archive is not that of officialdom, but rather anecdotal 

histories of everyday life at its margins, recognizing: 
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…the new medium’s challenge [to] the traditional definition of the historical event by 

invoking this different type of unreliable, anonymous, unofficial, and uneventful history to 

which the film camera seemed fatally drawn.191 

 

This early film archive, then, represents a complex challenge to the positivist, text-

based concept of the archive associated with the nineteenth-century, and offers an 

interesting case that prefigures contemporary discussions provoked by the 

limitations of the ‘traditional’ archive: the archive as a type of powerful enclave of 

officialdom jealously protected by its gatekeepers. As Amad explains, her study is 

designed to return us to: 

…the origins of these [current] debates in the archival mediascape of the early twentieth 

century, when film’s unique documentary qualities appeared to revolutionize the 

traditionally text-based concept of the archive. Promising the historicist dream of total 

recall while also threatening the nightmare of infinite memory, film presented what I call 

a “counter-archival” challenge to the positivist archive’s sacred myths of order, 

exhaustiveness, and objective neutrality. […] At the core of film’s counter-archival record 

of reality was its attraction to the everyday fragment as the history of the present, in direct 

contrast to nineteenth-century archives’ dedication to the political document as the 

history of the past.192 

Likewise, a counter-archival impulse is apparent in The Otolith Trilogy’s partial, 

fragmentary view of an unfinished past and the films’ preoccupation with 

submerged or missing histories – history redrawn through memory. Such an 

impulse recalls Walter Benjamin’s radical quest for a form of historical 

reconstruction that might account for the experience of the nameless, oppressed 

and marginalized. Esther Leslie writes how Benjamin envisaged history as “not 

only to be seen as a task contained by a scientific discipline but also […] as a form 

of remembrance.” Recognising the political and ethical import of ‘memory’ in 

relation to the positivist assertions of ‘official’ histories, Leslie suggests that 

Benjamin’s interpretation of history realises the notion that “[r]emembrance, a 

form of memory, modifies the dead actualities of history. […] Transforming the 

interpretation of the past opens the field for the transformation of the future.”193 

Cultural geographer Jessica Dubow argues that Benjamin – in particular in the 

Arcades Project – actually reorients the historical case form by: 
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…short-circuiting that temporal stretch line given by scaling the exemplary to the heights 

of the explanatory; interfering with that line that would discern in the singularity of the 

object a potential procedure not yet released, a future fulfilment yet to unfold.194 

 

In the final part of this chapter, I want to extend these archival contexts to include 

the ‘pirate archive,’ produced by the ‘poor images’ of Otolith III. This suggests how 

the pirated digital image enacts new versions, new future fulfilments of the 

archives, in unforeseen (and unpoliced) ways. 

§ 

 
THE DIRECTOR is beside himself. 

‘What are you doing here?’ he keeps saying. 

‘How did you find me? 

You don’t even exist.’ 

 

This isn’t going the way I planned. 

It’s not easy to meet your maker. 

I meant to say it the way we rehearsed it. 

Instead THE BOY blurted out: 

‘I want more life. 

Father.’ 

[Otolith III, SCENE 3] 

 
Fig. 69. Illustration by Jack Kirby for an unrealized film of Roger Zelazny’s novel Lord of the Light 
(1967). 
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Poor	  images,	  pirate	  archives	  and	  media	  archaeologies 
 

 The spaces across which the unmade characters in Otolith III transverse are 

subject to DVD licensing controls and divisions. After escaping from the 

screenplay, the “found themselves in the outer perimeter of REGION CODE 3 

Protected.”195 They try to locate THE DIRECTOR in “Region 2 Restricted.” 

They see themselves as “illegal images crossing region codes without proper 

papers,”196 […] “poor images making our way across region 2 Restricted.”197 

What does this suggest? On the one hand, the (ideas of) images are apparently 

subject to policing, surveillance, restriction: subject to what Hito Steyerl calls a 

“politics of verticality,”198 which has replaced the dominance of the stable horizon 

and linear perspective that had grounded and enabled the art historical worldview 

of Erwin Panofsky: a fracturing, then, of a point of view and model of objectivity 

assumed to be natural and scientific. The view from above (as opposed to the 

horizontal perspective) might well be, according to Steyerl, “a perfect metonymy 

for a general verticalization of class relations in the context of an intensified class 

war from above – seen through the lenses and on the screens of military, 

entertainment, and information industries.”199 On the other hand, despite this 

seemingly draconian regime, the images in Otolith III are enabled to cross borders 

between region codes, albeit illegally. Moreover, submerged within the space of 

the essayistic, the ‘pensive images’200 of the BOY, the INDUSTRIALIST, the 

ENGINEER and the JOURNALIST are able to traverse constellations of visual 

and textual matter, operating in heterogeneous zones of time and space, seemingly 

at will. In this thought experiment, the image-protagonists manufacture their own 

escape from the pages of Ray’s screenplay by manipulating the porous boundaries 

of image transfer, in spite of (or, perhaps, because of) their unstable status as 

images: 

 
 They don’t want to face what we all know. 

 

We’re not images. 

Not sounds. 

Not even fictions.201 
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 As we have seen, the Otolith Group’s integrated practice is strongly 

motivated by an ongoing interrogation of the status of the image – prompting 

questions such as: How is an image constructed? What does an image do? What is 

the relationship between images and thought? And, following W.J.T. Mitchell, 

what do images want?202 Mitchell responds to his own question with the counter: 

“What is it that they lack?”203 The Otolith Group manoeuvres the image into a 

state of lack, mobilizing what Mitchell refers to as the “‘double consciousness’ 

surrounding images”:204 that is, the realization that while we don’t really believe 

that images have lives of their own, despite their apparent power, this doesn’t stop 

us speaking about them as if they do. Otolith III speculates about the possibility of 

the agency of the image by working through the theoretical conundrum in which 

images, in excess of interpretation, materialize both as instruments of and subjects 

to speculation. Further, Otolith III performs the apparent desire of images “to be 

seen as complex individuals occupying multiple subject positions and identities,” 

to which Mitchell refers.205 

 But these images have another weapon in their arsenal: they are “poor 

images”: “They will tell you they’re the wretched of the screen.”206 The phrases 

cite Steyerl’s influential essays on the politics of the image, collected in the 2012 

anthology The Wretched of the Screen. A ‘poor image’ denotes, in Steyerl’s argument: 

 
…a copy in motion. Its quality is bad, its resolution substandard. As it accelerates, it 

deteriorates. It is a ghost of an image, a preview, a thumbnail, an errant idea, an itinerant 

image distributed for free, squeezed through slow digital connections, compressed, 

reproduced, ripped, remixed, as well as copied and pasted into other channels of 

distribution. 

… 

Poor images are the contemporary Wretched of the Screen, the debris of audiovisual 

production, the trash that washes up on the digital economies’ shores. They testify to the 

violent dislocation, transferrals, and displacement of images – their acceleration and 

circulation within the vicious cycles of audiovisual capitalism.207 

 

In Steyerl’s argument the low res ‘poor image’ is the poor cousin “in the class 

society of appearances,”208 but its nimbleness, its ability to be transferred and 

transformed ‘under the radar,’ so to speak, gives it a certain agency beyond the 

controls of distribution networks and authorial intention and the value-status of 

‘originality.’ (“The poor image is an illicit fifth generation bastard of an original 
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image.”)209 Its weakness – its lack – then, is its power. It is capable of transgressing, 

but is also subject to manipulation. This agency (and permeability) lends a 

complexity to the ‘double consciousness’ that Mitchell confers to the image. And, 

of course, the democratization of images infers an ideological complexion and, 

indeed, battleground, where its users can actively participate in their creation and 

production, as well as be drafted into their service: 
 

While the territory of poor images allows access to excluded imagery, it is also permeated 

by the most advanced commodification techniques. While it enables the users’ active 

participation in the creation and distribution of content, it also drafts them into 

production. Users become the editors, critics, translators, and (co-)authors of poor 

images.210 

 

 The ‘poor image,’ in another sense, can be equated to the essayistic, or any 

experimental or non-commercial film, since these forms are less valued in the 

commercial system and so run the risk of being discarded from state film archives. 

If they are recovered and copied, they enter into an alternative value system 

through being circulated as pirate copies within private distribution systems.211 

Yet the attention paid to poor images by those who reformat, re-edit, upload and 

re-distribute them means that perhaps, Steyerl argues, “one has to redefine the 

value of the image. […] Apart from resolution and exchange value, one might 

imagine another form of value defined by velocity, intensity and spread.”212 The 

tactical recycling and recombination by which poor images are transformed and 

transferred, and the alternative (and pragmatic) distribution and presentational 

networks through which poor images detour, means that their value lies no longer 

with ‘originality’ or stable sites like the cinema, nor can they be thoroughly 

controlled as commodities. Further, as film theorist Kuhu Tanvir suggests, the 

“fluid, pirate and networked archive of cinema” represented by the errant 

circulations of the ‘poor image’ creates “a fundamental change in the constitution 

of the archivist and the archive.”213 The essentially mobile archive ushered in by 

digital technology challenges the traditional role of the archive as the “guardian” 

of the document, holding it under “house arrest,” as Derrida formulated it.214 

Tanvir argues that:  
 

…the pirate potential of this digital explosion gestures toward a fundamental 

transformation in the disciplining impulse of the archive on historiographic practices. The 
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power that the archive has in controlling History and curbing its destabilizing 

heterogeneity undergoes a change in the archival framework of the pirate archive.215 

 

Widening the reach from the digital environment of the ‘poor image’ and the 

‘pirate archive,’ film theorist Thomas Elsaesser argues that the “digital revolution” 

as a moment of rupture, should not only be thought of in technological (or 

aesthetic) terms, as (merely) a “powerful device of signal conversion, a new 

standard in the techniques of information, and a process of inscription, storage 

and circulation.” Rather, he argues, “‘the digital’ in this context is also a 

metaphor: more properly, a metaphor for the discursive space and enunciative 

position of rupture itself.” In short, Elsaesser sees “…digital media as the chance 

to rethink the idea of historical change itself” and proposes ‘media archaeology’ as 

a new historiographical model to “overcome the opposition between old and new 

media.” Moving away from chronological-linear models of film history and 

towards thinking about (non-causal) family relations between media, in Elsaesser’s 

argument (with shades of Benjamin) leads: 

 
…to a properly “archaeological” perspective, where no continuity is implied or assumed. 

The past is recognised as at once irrevocably “other” and separate from us, and it can be 

seized only by a hermeneutics of the fragment, a discourse of metonymies, and an 

“allegorical” view of (always already lost) totalities.216 

 

Elsaesser also speaks of the need for the (film) historian “to articulate, rather than 

merely accommodate, these several alternative, counterfactual or parallax 

histories around which any study of the audio-visual multi-media moving image 

culture now unfolds.” With echoes of the structural condition of the Otolith 

Trilogy, he writes that: “Perhaps it is advisable to speak not only of a past, a 

present and a future, but also speak of an archaeology of possible futures and of 

the perpetual presence of several pasts?”217 Seen in this light, The Otolith Group’s 

“past-potentiality-futurity” can be seen in terms of an affective zone for 

embodying and envisioning – of reading differently – history as a stable site. In 

this, the value and status of the contemporary image is a fruitful site for working 

through how this might operate, from the idea of the light-sensitive plate that 

Benjamin appropriated to envision how history might be thought in terms of the 

“now of recognisability,” to Steyerl’s compromised ‘poor images’ that envisage, 

enact and proliferate alternative, non-conformist, knowledge economies to bring 
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uncertainty into state-based historical structures and constitutions. 

§ 

 

My concern here has been with the meta-structural character of Otolith III, in 

relation to the other Otolith Trilogy films and The Otolith Group itself as a 

systemic entity. The question of how one ‘reads’ the multiple text of the film – the 

microscopic, interior details that operate in relation to a multiplying network of 

alliances (multiplying with each viewer, each audience, each venue) – is to some 

degree a moot point. Any of the myriad oblique and fleeting references in the 

filmic text could provide multiple entry and exit points to the film, enacting and 

mobilising thought. So what do we do with such excess? Clearly, forensic 

examination and detective work seeking to account for and secure the meaning of 

the compilation of fragments integral to the film would be inadvisable – possibly 

even futile and counterproductive. Rather, I am thinking about the ‘case’ more 

generally. Thinking essayistically in film may be thought of as a critical act in the 

way that it creates a “subjective encounter with and through another 

representational language or medium as a questioning of the possibilities and 

limitations of that discourse,” as Tim Corrigan suggests.218 So we might see the 

Otolith Trilogy as refractions of, or detours out of, documentary, History and 

Cinema. Essayistic films, like their literary counterparts, are “evolving and 

unfinished discursive performances” – they eschew the habit of “positing texts as 

closed and finished artefacts.”219 The habit of the essayistic is more for ‘undoing’ 

or ‘unmaking’ the film or, as in the case of Otilith III, activating the potential of the 

unmade film. Towards the end of the film, the Industrial says that: 

 

 It was cinema that stopped THE DIRECTOR. 

It nearly destroyed us. 

It will kill me if I let it.220 

 

What is the value of (re)enacting this creative failure? It’s the experience of this 

film, now, and its confrontation with failure as a problem that generates future 

problems, future failures. 
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 What do I need to carry out my creative sabotage of the future? 

 

I will need my friends. 

We will need each other.221 

 

END 

§ 
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Endings	  
…of	  delay,	  hesitation	  and	  detour	  
	  
 It would seem a misnomer to give these closing remarks the status and 

value of a ‘conclusion,’ given my concern throughout the PhD with opening out 

the bounds of representation: a modality of critical resistance to the ‘work’ or the 

‘artist’ as an abstract, coherent, concluded entity. Instead I offer ‘endings,’ 

understood in a similar way to Said’s ‘intransitive’ or ‘conceptual’ sense of 

‘beginning,’ which has the character of an unending thought experiment where 

the ‘useful’ beginning (or here ‘ending’: the logical conclusion) cannot be 

decisively located. This sense of an ending is inextricably entwined with its own 

‘unending’ or, in Duchamp’s words, the work of this study remains “definitively 

unfinished.” 

§ 

 

 I began with the idea that hesitation, delay and detour are figures of 

thought that may offer a way of thinking through the interface between models of 

research in academic structures (‘knowledge’) and alternative notions of research 

in, through and as art (‘non-knowledge.’) This production of research in the 

hybrid zone between the art school and academy – in the threshold between the 

art & design college from which I write and the traditional academic frame to 

which the ‘PhD’ is formally addressed – proposes an ambivalent kind of encounter 

between the visibility represented by the perspective of the academy and the 

obscurities and blindness of the studio (or study). Since I am addressing artworks 

as a critical writer, I aimed to be mindful of the ambiguities of this encounter and, 

in particular, the resistance embodied in the object of ‘art’ to the ‘proper’ vantage 

point of traditional academic disciplines. An understanding of artworks as 

conditioned by incompletion and indeterminacy suggests how ‘art’ resists or 

evades the legibility of normative frameworks of disciplinary knowledge. Delay, 

hesitation and detour propose a productive scepticism, invoked by Walter 

Benjamin, towards these frameworks, configuring responsive and reflective 

‘unmethodical methods,’ re-invented for each research excursion (the eccentric 

route of my endeavour). In my PhD, the main target for a deconstructive handling 

tempered by hesitation, delay and detour were abstract entities like the ‘artwork’ 
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and the ‘artist’ which, I claim, are categories in appropriate to an understanding 

of art as an open process. My approach sought to use hesitation, delay and detours 

as modalities of resistance that acknowledge art’s resistance to critical analysis and 

to categorical definition. In considering art’s ‘criticizability,’ and to paying 

attention to how artworks produce alternative processes of expanded ‘reading,’ I 

presented ways in which the perception and experience of artworks critically resist 

models of history based on evolutionary, linear, perspectival structures. Receiving 

and encountering art objects in terms of the potentiality of their ‘after-lives’ leads 

us to suspect ideological constructs based around ‘authenticity’ and ‘originality.’ 

This might be taken as read almost a century after Benjamin convincingly 

demolished such categories in his Habilitionsshrift of 1925. Although, considering 

the document’s failure, and originality’s continuing success in the institutions of 

art and capital, maybe we still have to strive to fulfil the role of the text’s future 

developers. 

§ 

Delay, hesitation and detour are best described as modes of suspended 

animation – a tensile oscillation that acknowledges how the apperception of 

critical encounters with art can materialize. To portray this tension, I discussed 

‘delay’ in terms of the anachronistic relation between fore-histories and after-lives 

of artworks. This aimed to convey the idea of ‘criticizability,’ where the meanings 

of artworks unfold and proliferate according to the contours of the time in which 

they are experienced, contrary to prescribed models of interpretation that lock 

artworks in a completed past. In ‘hesitation,’ I valued the ‘energetic inactivity’ of 

study as a process of creative-critical thought that colours artistic praxis. In 

thinking of hesitation as a gathering of questions (rather than a rallying of 

solutions) I sought to acknowledge artworks as incomplete and conditional, thus 

resistant to the definitive syntax of representational models. My conception of 

‘detour’ registered the obstructions and variations of essayistic ‘refraction’ – a 

critical operation and unpredictable ‘method’ intended to undo received 

structures and models, and to offer a portal for difference and otherness that 

cannot be known in advance. All of these models of thought invest in a future 

praxis of art-research that seeks a way out of a corpus of academic research 

method as procedures that are testable, repeatable, identifiable and definitive. My 

understanding of ‘hesitation,’ ‘delay’ and ‘detour’ contribute to a future pirate 
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archive where the blindness, illegitimacy and unknowingness of art practice have 

refracted and transformed the logic and constitution of knowledge. 

§ 

 

Hesitation, delay and detour can be thought of as arbitrary parameters of an a-

systematic system – a kind of experimental net to capture future articulations of 

research: a card-file, to cite Benjamin’s famous Denkbild, that contains everything 

essential for the future researcher, relinquishing the strong constitution of the 

Work or the Book. I would say this is not at all dissimilar to a description of 

experimental systems, in a science context, as “cobwebs of sorts. Something which 

is neither known nor known when it is coming, has to be enabled to entangle 

itself.”1 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1  Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, “Experiment, Research, Art,” Journal for Research Cultures, 
https://researchcultures.com/issues/1/experiment-research-art.html, accessed 4 March 2016. 
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