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EDITORIAL
This issue of Revista de História da Arte — Série 

W brings together updated and expanded ver-
sions of selected papers presented at the Times 
and Movements of the Image international con-

ference, held in Caldas da Rainha and Lisbon on 15 and 16 
November 2018. Resulting from a call for papers and invi-
tational participations of internationally recognized keynote 
speakers, the event intended to discuss the contemporary 
meanings, functions and temporalities of the image, probed 
in their limits and potentialities across different media and 
disciplines. The conference aimed at reaching across, and be-
tween, multiple bodies of practices and knowledge in order 
to question alternative notions of time and movement, bring-
ing to the fore issues of hybridity, medium specificity and im-
age materiality. Another preoccupation was to (re)examine 
the problems of durability posed by the new technologies 
of the image and by performance art, while keeping focus 
on the many issues this subject raises when confronted with 
the so-called traditional disciplines of painting, sculpture and 
drawing.

Relying upon penetrating contributions of established 
and emergent scholars, independent researchers and art-
ists, the present issue offers a wide range of articles, which, 
while diverse, bear testament to a lively interchange of no-
tions, conceptual approaches, and areas of study to reveal 
the heterogeneity of the image as a cornerstone of contem-
porary art theory and media studies. Along with the cutting 
edge research presented by the keynote speakers in the first 
part of the issue, the articles collected in the Dossier provide 

insightful approaches to the topics of interest firstly delin-
eated for the conference, offering original perspectives on a 
number of significant issues:

a) the emphasis on the experience of subliminal images 
in contemporary visual practices; 

b) the practices through which photography has shift-
ed from the isolated moment to the productive rela-
tionship between stasis and motion, including visual 
arrangements that transform notions of photographic 
narrativity; 

c) how chrononormativity and linear montage in cine-
ma gives place to the interruption of movement, ad-
dressed by Bellour as a new category of time that ex-
tends Deleuze’s dynamic taxonomy of images;

d) the ways new media technologies, such as video and 
audio-visual installation, considered by Y. Spielmann as 
‘transformation imagery’, focus on the transitions be-
tween images and the experience of time, encompass-
ing new forms of creative thinking and spectatorship;

e) the consideration of performance as an activity in-
creasingly integrated in cinema, photography and vid-
eo, leading to the investigation of the practices of the 
body in relation to anti-diegetic structures and pro-
cesses of repetition and duration;

f) finally, the procedures through which the so-called tra-
ditional artistic disciplines increasingly incorporate is-
sues of time and movement that question the conven-
tional principles of representation. 

              

BRUNO MARQUES
LUÍSA SOARES OLIVEIRA
MIGUEL MESQUITA DUARTE
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The articles in this issue of Revista de História da Arte 
— Série W are concerned with the analysis of the manifold 
times, movements and spatial relationships activated by im-
ages, tackling different readings of intermediality and con-
tributing to the theoretical consideration of what an image is 
today.

The first three articles are authored by two keynote 
speakers, Damian Sutton and Michael Archer; and an invited 
author, Francisco Paiva. 

Damian Sutton discusses how the viewers establish a dy-
namic and temporal relationship with the photographic por-
trait, its photographer and sitter, highlighting the intricacies 
of the photographic media. Sutton argues that a dialogue 
between Barthes’ theory and Deleuze’s pragmatics allows us 
to read the time of the portrayal as haecceity, in which we 
describe, remember, and reproduce affect as a thing in itself, 
with its own uniqueness. 

Michael Archer, on the basis of a photograph of a young 
girl taken after Haiti’s earthquake, discusses pornotroping 
and the unspeakable space of improvisation, a Moten’s break 
as a space of resistance. In the break, he discusses, there is 
the prospect, if actively pursued, of realising new relations, 
pulling focus to reveal elements hitherto ignored or thought 
insignificant, irrelevant, or obscured by the dazzle, froth or 
persistent reiteration of that which is usual. 

Finally, Francisco Paiva addresses notions of imitation, 
duplication, representation, simulacra, and virtuality, to dis-
cuss the technological devices of the image from an historical 
and epistemological perspective. He intelligently articulates 

the ideas of authors as disparate as Plato, G. Bruno, Alkindi, 
J. Baudrillard, M. Foucault, G. Deleuze, L. Manovich, among 
others.

In the Dossier, Katarina Andjelovic states that the en-
counter between the postmodern film and architecture testi-
fies to the history of the modifications in our understanding 
and representation of space within a rich history of the im-
age. Caterina Cucinotta presents the concept of genetic crit-
icism as it reflects upon the artistic processes intrinsic to film-
making, shedding light on some of the costume design and 
art direction practices observed in Portuguese cinema. Tracy 
Piper-Jones discusses how the photographic error reveals 
qualities of the photographic experience normally hidden in 
conventional photographs, and proposes a reconsideration 
of time in relation to photography perceived through the ac-
cidental image. Luís Bento argues the way contemporary art 
appropriates medical imagery, ultimately leading to a consid-
eration of disease as an artistic object. 

Gonzalo Munoz-Vera explores the relationship between 
nineteenth century traditional panoramas and the immer-
sive experience of Jon Rafman’s 2015 Sculpture Garden. By 
comparing new and old forms of experiencing virtual envi-
ronments, he evaluates the role that architecture and bodi-
ly participation have in performing immersive realities. Also 
premising his investigation on issues of bodily experience, 
media specificity, and the tensions between traditional and 
new devices, Jason Dee draws upon his own artistic work to 
address the digital reinterpretation of the spaces and times 
of cinema within gallery settings. Anthi-Danaé Spathoni 
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offers a discussion of David Hockney’s landscapes since the 
1960s to the present day, exploring how landscape in the 
post-painting era is subverted and revitalized as a genre by 
means of imaginative intersections between different media 
(painting, photography, new digital technologies). Analyzing 
the essay films Heart of a Dog, by Laurie Anderson, and The 
Voyagers, by Penny Lane, Ana Luísa Azevedo shows us how 
the characteristics of audiovisual media, by altering our per-
ception of time and by enabling new strategies for staging 
and perceiving the subjective self, are linked to the redefi-
nition of life experience, understood in its various rhythms, 
potentialities and transformations. By focusing on the exhi-
bition Os Animais que ao Longe Parecem Moscas [Animals 
that look like flies from a distance], by Portuguese duo João 
Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva, Sara Castelo Branco reflects 
on issues involving the intersection between the deferred 
time of the film projection and the phenomenological expe-
rience of the object; the times and movements of the image 
across different formats and film techniques; and the bodily 
and spatio-temporal experience of the spectators at the time 
they are confronted with the presentation of moving imag-
es in museums and art galleries. Addressing Alexandra do 
Carmos artistic projects between 2008 and 2018, Alexandra 
do Carmo and Daniela Salazar re-evaluate the relationship 
between cinema and drawing by dismantling the curatorial 
apparatus that intervenes within the fabrication of a particular 
art work and its conceptual organisation. Finally, the Artistic 
Projects section features the visual artwork of a number of 
selected artists and researchers. Using a plethora of media 

ranging from photography and film to painting and installa-
tion, these projects explore multiple themes, methodologies 
and points of view related to the values and the potentialities 
of the image as a discursive and sensorial apparatus. Running 
parallel to the conference programme and coordinated along 
the general goals of the event, these works resulted from a 
call for artistic projects. They were exhibited in a collective 
show curated by Isabel Baraona and Samuel Rama (ESAD.
CR – LIDA), held at ESAD.CR (one of the conference venues), 
from 14 November to 19 December 2017.

Ana Pérez-Quiroga works on the simultaneously histor-
ical and biographical story of Niños de Russia [Children of 
Russia]. The artist mixes footage and archival documents 
related to the exile of Spanish children in the URSS during 
the Spanish Civil War with personal items and photographs 
brought back by her mother at the time of her return to Spain 
in 1956. Christian Mieves paintings tell us about the passing of 
time and the layering of temporal realities, as do, in different 
ways, Jacqueline Butler’s and Sarawut Chutiwongpeti’s proj-
ects: whereas Mieves explores the on-going processes of ero-
sion and material deterioration of everyday objects, Butler’s 
White Island focusses on a simultaneously real and imagined 
island that shifts from the representation of the visible to an 
experience of the unseen; as for Chutiwongpeti, in Shall I see 
you again in Milky way...?, he concentrates on factual stories 
to explore the human condition and the spiritual and histor-
ical dimensions of time, linking past life memories and the 
fragility of things to existential questions and philosophical 
preoccupations. Using photography as a documentation of 
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performance, Daniela Plamadeala investigates the dynam-
ics of social and subjective changes and their reflection on 
landscape. Both Stephen Connoly and Miguel Faleiro deal 
with the perceptual and socio-political complexities of urban 
landscapes. Combining extensive sequence shots with the 
testimonies of ordinary residents, Connolly’s essay film takes 
us on a spatio-temporal journey through the city of Detroit, 
metaphorically seen as a complex Machine Space traversed 
by issues of race, finance, and socio-political transformation. 
Faleiro, on the other side, presents a series of stationary vid-
eo sequences related to the theme of multifamily housing in 
London. Taking the imagery of architectural structures as a 
focal point for reflecting on the policies of high-density and 
low-cost housing that characterized the British post-war so-
cial modernism, Faleiro is also interested in exploring the phil-
osophical meanings of tectonic micro-movements and inten-
sive expressions. To some extent, this is something at work in 
Maren Hahnfeld’s project too. Winter of Eden addresses the 
changing political landscape in the USA, marked by the 2016 
presidential election, through the unexpected and intimate 
portrait of a couple from a remote community in Southern 
Idaho. Hanfeld juxtaposes photography, moving images, in-
terviews and landscape records to construct a political and 
poetic narrative, endowing the viewers with the capacity 
to think individual and collective attitudes toward local and 
global issues. In a different approach, Rogério Paulo da Silva 
uses the technological potentialities of video to explore the 
idea of time contractions and dichotomies between stasis 
and motion. Finally, Sebastiano Antonio Raimondo presents 

a photographic sequence that documents the destruction of 
a sculptural work, during the solo show of Portuguese art-
ist António Bolota at Appleton Square gallery, questioning 
notions of photographic representation, ruin, evolution, de-
struction and reconstruction, death and rebirth.  

We would like to express our sincere appreciation to the 
authors and artists who provided the content of the issue, 
without which this publication would have been impossible. 
We would like also to thank the generous participation of 
the reviewers, who delivered insightful readings and com-
ments on all submissions. The publication involved the joint 
efforts of the Institute of Art History at Universidade NOVA 
de Lisboa, and the Design and Arts Research Lab (LIDA) at 
the Caldas da Rainha School of Arts and Design, Polytechnic 
Institute of Leiria (IPLeiria-ESAD.CR). We are most grateful 
for their scientific, institutional and financial support.



PHOTOGRAPHY AND 
THE THIN PRESENT: 
BARTHES, DELEUZE 
AND THE TIME OF 
PORTRAYAL 
               

DAMIAN SUTTON
Coventry University
               

This article emerges from an exploration of practices of performance in cinema and their informed reading via 
contemporary events. After writing previously on Gary Oldman’s performance as George Smiley in Tomas Alfredson’s 
adaptation of John Le Carré’s Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (2012), I had started to consider his performance as Winston 
Churchill in Joe Wright’s Darkest Hour (2017). I had been working with a pragmatic or diagrammatic methodology 
discussed here in order to explore how scholars understand portrayal to be reliant upon cultural understandings of 
Churchill, his background and his legacy, as well as previous and contemporary portraits of Churchill, for example 
John Lithgow in Netflix and Sony’s The Crown (2016- ), Brian Cox in Jonathan Teplitzky’s Churchill (2017), as well 
as many previous interpretations. Churchill, of course, is invoked in contemporary British culture by politicians and 
populists seeking a distinct separation from the European Union (called at the time a “hard Brexit”). A famous 
example of this is British Foreign Secretary and later Prime Minister Boris Johnson, a biographer of Churchill and 
described in newspapers as having a Churchill fetish.

ABSTRACT

The temporal relationship we have with a portrait, its photographer 
and sitter, is a phenomenology of the pose – as both portrayal and self-
portrayal – in photographic media. The portrait preserves the present 
on behalf of the future, which looks back at its past. The catastrophe 
of photography is its emptying out of time, noted most famously in 
Barthes’ reading of a portrait by Alexander Gardner. 
However, the recorded, remembered, and shared image practices 
in contemporary visual culture reveal an attenuation of time that 
is at once ‘now’ and ‘then’ as a distinct affective experience that is 
understandable, legible, and exchangeable. It is full, not empty, but 
thinned rather than lost. This thin present needs a phenomenology 
that accounts for combination and duplication, as well as the sensation 
of loss and separation, as direct experience. I propose that a dialogue 
between Barthes’ work and Deleuze’s pragmatics allows us to read 
the time of portrayal as haecceity, where we describe, remember, and 
reproduce affect as a thing in itself, with its own uniqueness. 

KEYWORDS: BARTHES, DELEUZE, PORTRAITURE, PHOTOGRAPHY, HAECCEITY
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Haecceity and the thin present

In contemporary visual culture we are surrounded by 
portraits and self-portraits. Whilst the phenomenon 
of the “selfie” has captured the attention of schol-
ars in media and communications, the humanist and 

deadpan portrait has become a staple of editorial, photojour-
nalist, and fine art photography, given attention by scholars 
of photography history, as well as art history more generally. 
At the same time, the biopic in cinema and television is in 
rude health, to the extent that some characters from history 
– especially figures of political populism – are so attractive 
in our time of economic, nationalistic and globalist crises 
that we can enjoy the task of comparing multiple portrayals 
by esteemed actors to our conceptions of historical and cul-
tural usefulness. As a consequence of these cultural practic-
es and commonplaces, we readily understand that portrayal 
speaks across time and history, and is always in dialogue 
with the spectatorial present. Portraiture, and here we will 
focus on photographic portraiture, is the specific portrayal 
not only of character but also of time, that speaks to myth 
but also to an uncertainty of spectatorship. Compare, for 
instance, two photographs: one is a portrait of US President 
Abraham Lincoln, one of the last ever taken and which has 
been mishandled and cracked; the other is that of one of 
the conspirators in the plot to assassinate Lincoln and his 
colleagues. Each is a portrayal in terms of the address to the 
camera, but each is also a portrayal of a moment in parallel 
with our moment of spectatorship. Such moments of the 
portrait can appear disjointed, in conflict or contradiction, 
sometimes collapsing together or renting apart two discrete 
moments as past and present, each of which is in turn at-
tempting to address a future moment of viewing. Rarely are 
moments of portrayal understood as the same moment of 
creative production that has and will continue to exist. This 
article seeks to propose and explore this concept. Primarily 
engaged with the photographic portrait, I wish to explore 
the time of portrayal as a thing it itself, and give it substance 
through the notion of the thin present. In so doing, I wish 
also to consider at the end of the article a key moment in the 
history of photography theory, when the idea of portrayal as 

a thing in itself, with a time of its own, seemed to emerge in 
argument whilst remaining maddeningly elusive.

This relationship between the moments of sitting and 
that of spectatorship is commonly understood as a defeat or 
collapse of temporalities, introduced into theory by Roland 
Barthes in his essay Camera Lucida that is produced by a 
mechanical effect of photography without a time of its own. 
([1980] 1993). The portrait preserves the present on behalf 
of the future, which looks back at its past. In such a reading 
all these temporalities co-exist as conflicting, emptying forc-
es. The catastrophe of photography is its emptying out of 
time. Yet in Barthes’ own analysis – of both his role as sitter 
and viewer – this moment of affect is clearly always in the 
present and is an attenuation of, and not limited to, this pres-
ent. He eventually resolves this by considering the notion of 
a person’s “air”, when photographed, as a form of present 
absence, or form of affect (109). At this juncture in Barthes’ 
essay, the notion of portrayal as a single moment, stretched 
across all apparently discrete temporalities, reveals itself yet 
seems impossible to contemplate fully. Portrayal as a produc-
tive moment of creative mark-making seems an absurd pros-
pect within a technology of temporal extraction/subtraction, 
whose very nature appears bound to a sense of loss of the 
person and their time. And yet it exists, and invites a concep-
tual exploration in light of the abundance of portraits and 
self-portraits in social media. 

When he himself is photographed, Barthes poses, and 
will be seen posing (1993, 10-15). He presents himself for the 
camera and understands this as a self-portrayal (if not nec-
essarily a self-portrait, since he is not the camera’s operator), 
whilst recognising the portrayal of others and their address 
to him in their portrait. The temporal relationship we have 
with a portrait, its photographer and sitter, is a phenomenol-
ogy of the pose – as both portrayal and self-portrayal – in 
photographic media. This has become, perhaps, a classical 
definition, and one which is supported, rather than counter-
acted, in contemporary visual culture and the modern ubiq-
uity of portraits and selfies. The recorded, remembered, and 
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shared image practices of the selfie generation continue to 
present this attenuation of time that is at once “now” and 
“then”, but its relationship to a commodification of the pho-
tographic transaction reveals that it is a distinct affective ex-
perience that is understandable, legible, and exchangeable. 
This subordination to exchange, in terms of sharing, send-
ing, and “likes”, reveals that the time of the pose should not 
be seen as an emptying of time. Instead I want to explore it 
here as the thin present, taking a cue from what Nigel Thrift 
has proposed as “thick time” (Thrift 2004). Thrift asserts that 
“time has to be seen as composed in and of a set of practic-
es (often crystallized in objects) that limit difference and so 
allow directed action to take place.” One of these, as clock 
time, 

may be tighter or looser in character according to the de-
mands of the particular situation. Instead of a metrical strait-
jacket, then, it is a commonly held toolbox of pragmatic short-
cuts, made up of particular forms of intuition, some limited 
forms of cognition, and a relevant array of instruments, some 
of which may count as forms of thinking in their own right, 
which are continually developing and reframing what counts 
as the world (875).

Thrift appears to take model this understanding on the 
notion of thick description in human geography by which de-
liberative observation of small practices allows for an under-
standing of how we think and frame (and reframe) the world. 
By contrast, by proposing the thin present we might explore 
the apparent evanescence of time in the photographic por-
trait as something that is still, nevertheless, there as a fram-
ing practice. It may be emptied of the physical, mechanical 
processes of portraiture, but the time of portrayal remains as 
a thing in itself: a thin present, for want of another descrip-
tion. We often notice this when “what counts as the world” 
clings to the present, such as when portrayal announces itself. 
Consider for a moment the film actor playing a cultural icon, 
Oldman as Churchill for instance. Such a portrayal is a shared 
intimacy that relies upon a concept of shared presence and 
shared present, no matter how distant the sitter, actor, or 

viewer are from each other. Life and live-ness remains. The 
actor’s portrayal relies upon a shared moment of suspended 
disbelief that is retained as the moment of pro-filmic pro-
duction retreats. This thin present needs a phenomenology 
that accounts for combination and duplication (as the physi-
cal image is reproduced, distributed, combined, extracted for 
consumption), as well as the accounting for the sensation of 
loss and separation of classical theory. It must account for 
them both as direct experience that has meaning but which 
escapes straightforward representation of the sitter within 
the context of spectatorial understanding.

This is a phenomenology of haecceity, described by 
Gilles Deleuze as “degrees of power which combine, to 
which correspond a power to affect and be affected, active 
or passive affects, intensities.” (Deleuze and Parnet [1977] 
1987, 92). Haecceities are experiences of glimpses, sensa-
tions, and passions that escape or defeat the quantifiable 
whilst shaped by it. Haecceity is where we describe, remem-
ber, and reproduce affect as a thing in itself, with its own 
uniqueness. Through a Deleuzian pragmatic methodology – 
understanding process as diagrammatic – we can determine 
how we think through portrayal in film, for instance, but also 
how we can think through portrayal in contemporary and 
social photography.

A Deleuzian pragmatic methodology is used here to un-
derstand production and reception of photographic media 
as an assemblage from which we can extrapolate a study 
of portrayal as mark-making. It can be challenging to es-
tablish a phenomenology which can be understood from 
the perspective of the material (the photographic act) as 
well as the performative, in which the fact of performance 
or portrayal escapes the explicit temporality of the film or 
photographic production. As in all photographic media, the 
context of viewing can be far removed from the context of 
manufacture, and portrayal exists in the Deleuzian virtual 
image that is a crystallization of production and reception 
or viewing as an assemblage (the crystal-image) (Deleuze 
1989, 68-98).
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1 In this regard the essay echoes the genesis of Walter 
Benjamin’s “Small History of Photography”, which began 
as a request to review a series of photography books, 
and for which the author becomes the (somewhat) self-
acknowledged link between seemingly disparate artists 
([1931] 2015). Benjamin connects Karl Blossfeldt with 
Eugène Atget and Hill and Adamson, largely due to his 
having to review their books together, whereas I think 
Barthes remains within a fairly discrete corpus of widely 
acknowledge photography “greats” through a longer-
term engagement with gallery photography. In this way 
Barthes’ approach echoes that of Deleuze in his cinema 
books or his appreciation of Francis Bacon – always led 
by what he sees as a viewer, an appreciator, rather than 
an art or film critic or historian engaged in a specific task.

2 This photograph is one of a sequence of photographs 
of Payne taken at the same time. Payne is being held on 
a US Navy ship during the trial, and is seated against a 
smokestack or bulkhead. He has been kept hooded for 
much of the time before this photograph. The passage 
in Barthes’ writing that refers to this image is commonly 
interpreted to infer that the photograph was taken 
immediately prior to Payne’s execution, and is effectively 
an “about-to-die” photograph from the condemned cell. 
Gardner, Alexander, photographer. Washington Navy 
Yard, District of Columbia. Lewis Payne in sweater, seated 
and manacled. United States, 1865. Photograph.https://
www.loc.gov/item/2018672091/ [accessed 25th March 
2019].

In cinema, for instance, portrayal inheres not only the 
physical performance of actors, its editing, post-production, 
and incorporation into the film text, but also our ideas of the 
performed and the performer, our expectations and memo-
ries, voluntary and involuntary as dream. Portrayal is at once 
an awareness of manufacturing the image and of its recep-
tion not as two discrete identities in contradiction, but in a 
relationship as a thing in itself. Following this, we can look to 
the time of portrayal as something linked to the photograph-
ic – the sensory-motor situation – but which nonetheless es-
capes it, is attenuated or thinned. Haecceity offers an answer 
to the simplest of questions in this regard: “what is the time 
of portrayal?”

Through a pragmatic methodology we can, firstly, rein-
troduce ourselves to a particular idea of time in the portrait 
– that of the pose – and characterise it as haecceity. Secondly 
we can propose a time of portrayal that is not solely located 
in the material, nor merely in the experience of the beholder, 
but in the Figural (as transcendental affect). This involves ex-
ploring the effectiveness of the pragmatic methodology by 
looking at Deleuze’s writing on the diagrammatic in art, and 
in so doing put Barthes and Deleuze in dialogue with each 
other. This is an imagined conversation that is provoked by a 
breakaway comment from Deleuze at his most thoughtful on 
the relationship between structures of meaning and of expe-
rience, but one which offers some resolution to the paradox 
that ends Barthes’ seminal essay on photography in Camera 
Lucida.

The Time of the Pose
Let us consider a famous problem that emerges in 

Camera Lucida as Barthes works towards his theory of pho-
tography’s eidos, its distinctive expression that he eventu-
ally finds rooted in a kind of facticity or “that-has-been”. 
In this project Barthes moves away from the semiotic and 
structural analysis of photographs within a wider visual cul-
ture and instead focuses on the visceral impression photo-
graphs leave on him (which we might call an example of af-
fect) as the sole mediator. He separates out the historically 

or artistically contingent knowledge that can be understood 
as intention (whether culturally or specifically the act of 
the photographer as operator) as studium, which can also 
amount to a general “order of liking” (27). From this is sepa-
rated the ability of photographic details within the image to 
create affect that is not within the photographer’s intention 
(nor the general understanding of meaning) and which is, 
instead, only in the relationship with the individual viewer. 
This is the punctum, an affect which punctures or pierces 
the relationship of viewer to studium and which can appear 
aleatory, consequential or inconsequential, and which in ef-
fect reminds the viewer that the photograph makes mean-
ing beyond representation.

In the book, Barthes addresses historically significant 
photographic work largely completed by photographic 
documentarians or artists (including Alfred 
Stieglitz, Nadar, Robert Mapplethorpe, 
Richard Avedon, and André Kertesz).1  But 
at one point, Barthes’ turns to an historical 
portrait by Alexander Gardner, a portrait 
of an ex-Confederate soldier Lewis Payne 
(real name Lewis Powell) who had attempt-
ed to murder US secretary of state William 
H Seward as part of the conspiracy in which 
John Wilkes Booth assassinated Abraham 
Lincoln.2 This shift, from the artistic and hu-
manist photography to the historical and ar-
chival, serves to allow Barthes to illustrate 
a new punctum “which is no longer of form 
[detail] but of intensity, is Time, the lacerating 
emphasis of the noeme (“that-has-been”), its 
pure representation” (96). He has reached 
this point due to a faltering in his analysis of 
the punctum when he looks upon the photo-
graph of his mother as a child. It is this pho-
tograph by Gardner that allows him to under-
stand this faltering, this wound:

https://www.loc.gov/item/2018672091/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2018672091/
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In 1865, young Lewis Payne tried to assassinate Secretary of 
State W. H. Seward. Alexander Gardner photographed him 
in his cell, where he was waiting to be hanged. The photo-
graph is handsome, as is the boy: that is the studium. But the 
punctum is: he is going to die. I read at the time: This will be 
and this has been; I observe with horror an anterior future of 
which death is the stake. By giving me the absolute past of 
the pose the photograph tells me death in the future. (ibid)

For Barthes this anterior future can be read into all pho-
tographs, and the anterior future of the death of the sitter is 
a reminder of the viewer’s own death. 

What pricks me is the discovery of this equivalence. In front 
of the photograph of my mother as a child, I tell myself: she 
is going to die: I shudder, like Winnicott's psychotic patient, 
over a catastrophe which has already occurred. Whether or 
not the subject is already dead, every photograph is this ca-
tastrophe. (ibid)

For Barthes this affect surely hangs on the “absolute 
past” of the photograph confirmed not by the mechanical 
(all photographs are past) but on the contingent knowledge 
of Payne and his subsequent execution. The photograph 
was taken on a prison ship, some time before trial, and al-
though this does not serve to complicate Barthes’ reading 
of the image – Payne could not have hoped for much other 
than a guilty verdict at the time – it does complicate the 
pose which Payne strikes and which, for Barthes, lends ur-
gency to his analysis. It is an image Barthes wants to be 
urgent, wants to be instantaneous, because in our cultural 
understanding the photograph wants to be located in time, 
located in the temporal. I want to explore this a little fur-
ther, and say that the pose in the portrait is always already 
happening in a manner which robs it of its future. The sitter 
poses for the photographer and this moment does not end 
but remains unending for the viewer or spectator. The time 
between taking the photograph and viewing is irrelevant 
except in the diagrammatic sense, which we will come to 
later. 

We can add to this Barthes’ notion that the photograph 
is always already past – “he is dead” – but it is robbed of 
its pastness because of its projection into a future it cannot 
imagine. The sitter looks into the camera into a virtual future 
only.

As I have previously argued (Sutton 2009), our appar-
ently physical, tangible apprehension of time is one created 
from duration and produced as a moment. Now I want to 
start to define how long this moment is or, rather, how thin it 
is. I want to shift our sense of time away from chronology and 
extensity towards intensity, and give it a phenomenology. The 
moment of photography and the moment of viewing are not 
connected, nor are they emptied out. They are instead the 
same moment as haecceity.

The concept of haecceity appears in Deleuze and 
Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, and again in the Dialogues 
with Claire Parnet, as the phenomenology of deixis in which 
movements, experiences, aggregates of particles are indi-
vidualized as non-subjective affects (Deleuze and Guattari 
[1980] 1996; Deleuze and Parnet, [1977] 1987). Haecceity is 
the way that we individualize that which does not easily iden-
tify itself but which we need to give form and shape to in 
order to exchange it as affect. Identity, for instance, is  haec-
ceity in that it is an aggregate of particles given individuality, 
but that individuality may change as we ourselves become 
part of a convocation: “You have the individuality of a day, a 
season, a year, a life (regardless of its duration) – a climate, 
a wind, a fog, a swarm, a pack (regardless of its regularity)” 
(Deleuze and Guattari [1980] 1996, 262).

So the sitter and the photographer are haecceity in the 
portrait sitting (or pro-filmic moment) but the assemblage 
does not stop there: haecceity also inheres the viewing sit-
uation and all that informs both intention and reception. 
Haecceity in the Gardner photograph inheres other assem-
blages: the portrait apparatus, the gallery, the cell, the fear, 
the hood of the condemned man. But the haecceity also has 
a temporal feature. In Dialogues, Deleuze elaborates further 
that haecceity explains “An hour, a day, a season, a climate, 
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one or several years - a degree of heat, an intensity, very dif-
ferent intensities which combine - have a perfect individu-
ality which should not be confused with that of a thing or 
of a formed subject.” He continues: “It is hecceities that are 
being expressed in indefinite, but not indeterminate articles 
and pronouns; in proper names which do not designate peo-
ple but mark events, in verbs in the infinitive which are not 
undifferentiated but constitute becomings or processes. It is 
hecceity which needs this kind of enunciation. HECCEITY = 
EVENT” (1987, 92).

In terms of consequentiality we might say that 9/11 or 
the Gulf War are haecceities, or #metoo as a movement and 
moment, but to focus on this misses the fact that haecceities 
are individuations that defeat intention and emerge as the 
figural. Haecceity defies the conditions that it intersects to 
produce something else. This is why the pose is one moment, 
as haecceity, stretched or thinned across apparently diverse 
times of Barthes’ Operator and Spectator. 

How does the figural – a visual feature emerging from 
the picture – become this event, this haecceity? The answer 
to this question has a lot to do with what is held back (or hid-
den) from Barthes’ gaze toward Payne in the Gardner pho-
tograph, in the sense that his/our inability to read the image 
reminds us that to pose for the photograph is to choose be-
tween what to show and what to hide, in the manner that 
photographic portraits are always a portrayal. In this manner 
the pose is a form of mark-making in the manner of the dia-
gram or the figural, and which can be analysed using Deleuze 
and Guattari’s diagrammatic or pragmatic method. 

The Pragmatic Method
The concept of the diagram, or diagrammatic, has re-

emerged recently in writings on contemporary art and cin-
ema that develop the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari (O’Sullivan 2009; O’Sullivan 2010; Conley 2011; Rotas 
and Springgay 2015). This is perhaps because of the promi-
nence in Deleuze and Guattari’s exploration in both volumes 
of Capitalism and Schizophrenia of the abstract machine; 

this is a mechanism or agency that is immanent to any sig-
nifying system or structure (assemblage) that has the effect 
of destabilizing or deterritorializing meaning (in Deleuze 
and Guattari’s terms) in order to produce new formations 
(Deleuze and Guattari [1972] 1984). It is taken up in a clos-
er, more focused example in Deleuze’s work on the painter 
Francis Bacon in which the role of the diagram has consider-
able importance ([1981] 2010). 

In their discussion on language and the regime of signs 
in A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari describe the 
abstract machine as that which makes the regime of signs si-
multaneously less and more than language ([1980] 1996, 140). 
In a regime of signs there exists a point at which operations 
(of signification) and meanings are divided between formal-
ized expression and formalized content, and it is in observing 
this point that we recognise the breakdown of symbolic cor-
respondence and causal relations between the two. This is 
the point in any signification system where meaning and ex-
pression become dislocated, leading to transformation, mu-
tation, and to the evolution of signification. In our common 
understanding, we recognise how words and meanings be-
come dislocated through misuse (deterritorialized) and the 
later meanings that form in discourse become accepted as 
self-evident (reterritorialized). 

In their discussion, Deleuze and Guattari suppose a func-
tioning agent within a regime of signs that makes expres-
sion and content work reciprocally. There must be an agen-
cy, they surmise, a mechanism within language, that makes 
expression the partner of content but which exploits their 
differences in the production of the new. This is the “pure 
Matter-Function—a diagram independent of the forms and 
substances, and expressions and contents it will distribute” 
(141). The diagram is an act or writing, drawing, speaking, or 
other plastic articulation – an artifact – that rents meaning 
apart, in order for new meanings to emerge. As I will argue 
it can be schematic – like a mapping of meaning – or it can 
be a physical insertion, twisting, or attenuation. It is the lat-
ter that allows us to conceptualise the phenomenology of 
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time in portrayal as one of mark-making. First though, it is 
important to understand how the diagram can be conceived 
as both a mapping of forces and a creative act of produc-
tion in itself.

Seemingly at odds with the artifact, the diagram at this 
stage lacks any specific corporeal agency, since it is de-
scribed by Deleuze and Guattari in terms of the wider semi-
otic. Neither is it referential, representational nor even “real, 
but rather constructs a real that is yet to come, a new type 
of reality” (142). The diagram is a force that knows “only 
traits and cutting edges that are still elements of content 
insofar as they are material and of expression insofar as they 
are functional, but which draw one another along, form re-
lays, and meld in a shared deterritorialization” (ibid). The 
problem that emerges is how to relate this to actions, texts 
and discourses.

Deleuze and Guattari prepare for this in their discus-
sion of “Pragmatics”, their name for the study of the regime 
of signs which must necessarily take into account both the 
diagrammatic (the action that disrupts or innovates) and 
the programmatic (the forces that incorporate innovation). 
Pragmatics is the study of how innovation becomes ortho-
doxy, an often cyclical and politically engaged process. 

Whilst political readings of Deleuze and Guattari nat-
urally focus on the revolutionary potential of the diagram-
matic, what is significant about their approach is Deleuze’s 
and Guattari’s interest in how order is restored within any 
system that is disrupted. In order to remain a productive 
force, the abstract machine has to avoid two potential out-
comes. On the one hand, it has to avoid total deterritorial-
ization or total abstraction, and on the other hand it has to 
avoid a reterritorialization or return to the same figurative 
state. To avoid this the machinic assemblage has four com-
ponents or phases which correspondingly must be stud-
ied using four strategies of Pragmatics, whilst these in turn 
correspond with phases of artistic creation and analysis. 
Paraphrasing Deleuze and Guattari we can say that these 

are: 1) A generative phase of concrete semiotics (the mixing 
of signs) which must be traced; 2) a transformational phase 
of potential similarity which must be mapped; 3) a diagram-
matic phase of forces of signification (Matter-Function); and 
4) a machinic phase which outlines the “program of the as-
semblages that distribute everything and bring a circulation 
of movement with alternatives, jumps and mutations” (146-
147). Artistic function (Matter-Function) therefore exists in a 
process that neatly parallels viewing and reception: one per-
ceives the act of mark-making and immediately locates it in 
discourse and memory, but one is also affected by the force 
of signification which escapes or disrupts this. Nevertheless, 
one immediately seeks to incorporate it into new paradigms 
of creative action. 

The diagram or graph appears as a kind of catastrophe, 
or threat of catastrophe, which must be harnessed or con-
trolled as a process of innovation. Deleuze had developed 
this independently in his book on the painter Francis Bacon, 
and this gives is a further insight into the role of the creative 
act, as a kind of destructive rewriting of the figurative. In 
Deleuze’s analysis of Bacon’s process of painting (now rolled 
into three phases), the artist begins with figuration, and is 
surrounded by cliché, so that the preparatory work is an en-
counter between the artist and “all the figurative and proba-
bilistic givens that occupy and preoccupy the canvas ([1981] 
2010, 70)”. Whether these ‘givens’ exist as marks on the can-
vas or only within the artist’s head, the second phase act of 
mark-making (the diagram) begins the process of clearing 
out, opening up, so that in the third phase the Figure will 
emerge.

Deleuze bases this “law of the diagram” from an inter-
view Bacon gave to David Sylvester in 1966:

[David Sylvester]:
Are you aware of the moment when you find that you are be-
coming free and the thing [the painting] is taking you over?
[Francis Bacon]:
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Well, very often the involuntary marks are much more deeply 
suggestive than others, and those are the moments when you 
feel that anything can happen.
[DS]:
You feel it while you’re making those marks?
[FB]:
No, the marks are made, and you survey the thing like you 
would a sort of graph. And you see within this graph the 
possibilities of all types of fact being planted […] if you think 
of a portrait, you maybe at one time have put the mouth 
somewhere, but you suddenly see through this graph that 
the mouth could go right across the face. And in a way you 
would love to be able in a portrait to make a Sahara of the 
appearance – to make it so like, yet seeming to have the dis-
tances of the Sahara (Sylvester 1987, 56).

In this analysis, the diagram is a moment of smearing, 
scraping, opening, renting asunder the figurative both virtual 
(every figurative possibility in the artist’s head) and actual 
(the marks made already, which may be in thrall to the en-
vironment of images within which the artist works). Deleuze 
draws on Bacon’s description of this as a “graph”, employing 
the term’s mathematical connotations as a series of lines, as 
well as a drawing or act of writing, and which in Deleuze’s 
work becomes “diagramme” (rather than “graphique” for ex-
ample) in French. It’s not always clear that Deleuze doesn’t 
mistranslate graph as a map for graph as a stroke.3

Nevertheless what we have is what Deleuze later de-
scribes as Bacon’s “law of the diagram”: “one starts with a 
figurative form, a diagram intervenes and scrambles it, and a 
form of a completely different nature emerges from the dia-
gram, which is called the Figure” (109). Bacon draws from his 
visual experiences and is, like so many artists, in an anguished 
relationship with all the possibilities of what a painting might 
look like (the clichés). He describes being “assaulted all the 
time by photography and by the film”. He starts with figura-
tive drawing and, stepping back to survey the work, sees how 
other (“anti-illustrational”) sensations, other percepts none-
theless emerging from the drawing, are made by marks that 
stretch, contort, or thin out, the figurative. 

Barthes’ pragmatic adventure
Let us return to Barthes’ essay on photography, taking 

with us this “law of the diagram” from Deleuze and Bacon. In 
this regard it’s perhaps appropriate to see Barthes’ approach 
to the studium as Pragmatic in the Deleuzian sense, perhaps 
also because it is an almost avowed departure from semiology 
and its restrictions on the study of how photographic images 
affect, and the intensely autobiographical nature of Barthes’ 
work. The punctum would therefore be the diagram or graph 
that inheres “possibilities of all types of fact”. This is the point 
that Deleuze makes on Barthes in Dialogues: “He appears to 
explain himself; in reality he is creating a pragmatics of lan-
guage” ([1977] 1987, 116). The studium corresponds with the 
generative and transformational phase of analysis – under-
standing intentions and mapping these against patterns and 
discourses. The photographer raises the camera, a contract 
is arranged with the sitter – they will both struggle with the 
multiple images and identities that they do or do not want 
to present. Not too theatrical, not too reserved. The shutter 
goes. The punctum emerges as the diagram – the detail that 
punctures the image and speaks across distance, but which 
also provides the map across which one must traverse in or-
der to re-read the image. The punctum can now be seen to 
inhere the intentional aspects of mark-making without com-
promising the aleatory quality it has a direct experience for 
the spectator alone. Once the punctum exists for the spec-
tator, as with Bacon’s graph, the work can only ever be seen 
through it. Portrayal as a gesture in time, as a mark-making 
of the actor or as a contracted performance from the pho-
tographic sitter, exists in the same way. But at this point in 
Barthes’ exploration he falters, and it is not altogether easy 
to see why. In this last section I wish to ex-
plore this with the aid of art historian Michael 
Fried’s reading of this moment in his landmark 
writing on photography and art.

In his essay on Barthes and the punctum, 
Fried points to the struggle Barthes appears 
to have to get beyond the Gardner image and 
what it means for his analysis of the eidos of 
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photography (Fried 2005).4 The problem is that Payne is 
clearly posing, retaining some interiority, and portraying a 
version of himself for (or perhaps in agreement with) Gardner. 
This complicates Barthes’ argument since the punctum is a 
feature of the photograph and its relation to the viewer only. 
It cannot be intended by the photographer. 

Fried puts Barthes’ work into the context of his own art 
historical project of surveying the shift from theatrical tab-
leau painting to anti-theatrical painting as an aesthetic and 
political practice. Art after Diderot in the Eighteenth Century 
refuses to engage the beholder and moves away from theat-
rical tableau presentation until, according to Fried, it emerg-
es again in minimalist art. Barthes’ work corresponds with 
Fried’s because the punctum is profoundly antitheatrical. 
Fried alights on Barthes’ discussion of a Koen Wessing pho-
tograph that captures two nuns in shot with some soldiers 
on the street in Nicaragua. For Barthes, such a contrast is 
a punctum only if there is sufficient reason not to see it as 
juxtaposition intended by the photographer. Such an inten-
tion would be seen as theatrical in the pejorative sense, and 
unable to produce the kind of effect that can only be creat-
ed in Spectatorial affect. The shift from punctum as detail to 
punctum as Time occurs because the photograph is always 
an event in the present.

Fried says: 

Time, in Barthes’s sense of the term, functions as a punctum 
for him precisely because the sense of something being past, 
being historical, cannot be perceived by the photographer or 
indeed by anyone else in the present (560).

The pose thus creates a problem, since it is an explicit 
acknowledgement that the photograph will be seen in the fu-
ture, and in the case of the Gardner portrait of Payne the his-
torical significance of the portrait was likely not lost on both. 
Compare this with the “cracked plate” portrait of Lincoln by 
Gardner, which significance as one of the last photographs of 
the president could not have been known at the time.5

Fried also points out that the pose in a portrait is both 
fundamentally theatrical, as a Matter-Function, but also the 
foundation of the photographic act, as Barthes attests: “The 
physical duration of this pose is of little consequence; even 
in the interval of a millionth of a second (Edgerton’s drop of 
milk) there has still been a pose, for the pose is not, here, the 
attitude of the target or even a technique of the Operator, 
but the term of an ‘intention’ of reading: looking at a pho-
tograph.” (Barthes [1980] 1993, 78). Thus, Barthes stretches 
the pose from the intention of the photographer to the act 
of reading and viewing on the part of the viewer. The pose is 
singular and filled with significance, even if apparently emp-
tied by the collapse of temporalities. This is what we may call 
thinned, an apparent absence of materiality, due to its long 
reach across the virtual presents of material and spectatorial, 
that belies a sinewy strength.

Barthes resolves this in the idea of the photographic por-
trait as having an “air” that “exorbitant thing which induces 
from body to soul” and the “intractable supplement of iden-
tity”. “The air [he says] expresses the subject, insofar as that 
subject assigns itself no importance” (109). Fried is not con-
vinced, saying that at this point “the impetus of his discourse 
gives out”. (Fried 2005, 571). However, I do think something 
emerges in the affective here that is as close to the figural 
as we will ever see in the photograph as compared to paint-
ing – as in Bacon – though Barthes perhaps struggles with 
it. Barthes reaches haecceity via a different route – that of 
defining “air” – in his attempt to understand the catastroph-
ic element of the photograph (“that-has-been”) which none-
theless has something that remains within it of the intention 
of portrayal as a single, shared moment.

https://www.si.edu/exhibitions/cracked-plate-photograph-lincoln%3Aevent-exhib-5760
https://www.si.edu/exhibitions/cracked-plate-photograph-lincoln%3Aevent-exhib-5760
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In her book, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, Christina 
Sharpe discusses at length the photograph of a young Haitian 
girl who, having been triaged following the earthquake in 
2010, lies waiting in Port au Prince for further help and treat-

ment. She has on her forehead a strip of adhesive tape on which the 
word Ship has been written. I discussed this book on the fact, the 
history, and the continuing effects and ramifications of the Middle 
Passage slave trade with a number of colleagues both while reading 
it and subsequently, and although the charge of this particular im-
age, and its importance for the instigation and unfolding of Sharpe's 
text was evident, I could never bring myself to perform, in relation to 
it, the simplest of acts. That is, by way of making a straightforward 
explanatory aid that would help clarify my remarks, to hold the book 
open, to take a snap of it on my iPhone, and send it in a message or 
email to my interlocutor. Surely, I could ask myself, this would really 
be the best way to convey knowledge, to say look, here, this is what 
I'm talking about. But the hesitancy, the block is installed by the 
knowledge we all have that my exhortation, were I to utter it, would 
be a lie. Because, ‘what I’m talking about’ doesn’t mean ‘what I’m 
talking about’, it means ‘this is the single item I’m selecting to talk 
about from amongst the many things that Christina Sharpe is talking 
about’. While the superficial forms and tonalities of what I transmit 
to my colleague might accord with those in the photograph discov-
ered by Sharpe in her search through the archive of that event and 
subsequently reprinted in her book, the image file I send would con-
stitute a quite different kind of object. Far from being a single node 
- albeit an important one - embedded amongst many others within 
a complex argument, it would become a token of sensational won-
der, an invitation to polish one's sense of outrage at the disparities 
of power and resource that persist between the world's nations, an 
opportunity, in fact, to feel virtuous at the expense of, and through 
the continued exploitation of, both the photograph's subject, and
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Sharpe’s argument in relation to her. The inability to open my 
camera app and take the snap remains, and I will not repro-
duce it here (Sharpe 2016, 46).

Much of the time I find myself being aware of the kind of 
space of improvisation I understand from Fred Moten as con-
stituting a break (Moten 2003, 87ff). It is a between space, for 
sure, between canons and customs, habits, assumptions, pre-
sumptions, and ingrained oppressive behaviours, but it is in 
its betweenness that lies that potential for improvisation, for 
repositioning and reframing, for re-articulation, for reorienta-
tion, for a musical mode of experience that confounds insis-
tent and persistent structures and orthodoxies. It is above all 
else a space of resistance. In the break there is the prospect, 
if actively pursued, of realising new relations, pulling focus to 
reveal elements hitherto ignored or thought insignificant, ir-
relevant, or obscured by the dazzle, froth or persistent reiter-
ation of that which is usual. Bearing in mind the significance 
and character of the break for Moten, it is not a space that I 
can easily or straightforwardly enter. 

It is more, I suppose, that I’m in the position of the char-
acter Tyador Borlú, in China Miéville's novel The City and The 
City, inhabiting Beszel, an environment that occupies exact-
ly the same location as its twin Ul Qoma. Citizens of Beszel, 
while as it were 'unseeing' the 'other' city as they go about 
their daily lives, are endlessly aware of its pressing presence. 
What one wants is to not ‘unsee’, or perhaps to explore ways 
in which it might be possible to unsee one’s unseeing.

I know that it is a space and a way of being that demands 
attention, that demands my attention.

A point of resistance reveals itself within and between 
two works on show in London as part of the 2018 Turner Prize 
exhibition. In one room is Luke Willis Thompson's screening 
of a trio of films, one of which is Autoportrait, a 16mm black 
and white loop showing a still, silent Diamond Reynolds, pro-
jected to fill the gallery wall from floor to ceiling. Diamond 
Reynolds, as you know, is the woman who live-streamed the 
aftermath of the killing of her partner, Philando Castile, by a 
policeman in St Paul, Minnesota while her young daughter sat 
in the back seat of the car. You can watch that video if you 
wish. I’m sure you can easily find it yourself online along with 

the dashcam footage from the police car recording the mo-
ment of shooting. I'm not going to show it. 

At the Tate this film is projected onto the wall at the 
opposite end to the gallery's entrance. It is a sizeable room, 
but nevertheless what faces you as you enter and which 
visually and physically interrupts your passage is a met-
al structure within which sits the projector together with a 
substantial system of rods and spindles that provide support 
for the lengthy loops of the continuously running film se-
quence. What I am confronted with in the first instance, in 
other words, is not the subject observed but the mechanism 
of observation. This is how you are looked at, this is how 
you become subject to the enquiring, curious, appropriative 
gaze of the viewer, this is how you become spectacle. The 
unavoidable physical bulk of the projection cage is a block. It 
is oppressive, and however much the various commentaries 
on the work reassure me of Reynolds' collaborative involve-
ment in the work's making, and her editorial control over her 
appearance, what I see more than anything is an apparatus 
of subjection. Beyond this apparatus the film is, for me, liter-
ally unwatchable. The work presumes to erase the distinction 
drawn by Hortense Spillers between ‘captive and liberated 
subject positions’. As she writes in her essay, ‘Mama’s Baby, 
Papa’s Maybe’:

‘… as a category of ‘otherness’, the captive body translates 
into a potential for pornotroping and embodies sheer physi-
cal powerlessness that slides into a more general ‘powerless-
ness’, resonating through various centers of human and social 
meaning’ (Spillers 2003, 206).

Following Spillers, Alexander Weheliye defines pornot-
roping as ‘the enactment of black suffering for a shocked and 
titillated audience’ (Weheliye 2014, 90).

I should say that when speaking with my students about 
it I discovered that quite independently they had also had the 
same reaction on coming upon the work. Likewise, the crit-
ical duo Gabrielle de la Puente and Zarina Muhammad, who 
publish as The White Pube, have consistently questioned the 
work's ethical stance.



19 RHA 11 THE RED TRUCK

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

There was a protest against it by the group BBZ, who 
wore t-shirts at the opening of the exhibition bearing the text 
Black Pain is Not For Profit. The demonstration and text echo 
Parker Bright's protest in front of Dana Schutz's painting 
Open Casket at the 2017 Whitney Biennial. Parker, as you re-
call, stood in front of Schutz's painting - a painting that took 
its form and subject from the photograph of the badly beaten 
body of Emmett Till, lynched and murdered in Mississippi in 
1955, blocking the view for visitors and forcing anyone who 
wished to look at the painting to see instead the words Black 
Death Spectacle written on the back of his t-shirt. An image 
of this protest was itself subsequently appropriated from the 
internet, printed on a mirror by Neïl Baloufa like a latter-day 
echo of Michelangelo Pistoletto's works from 1968 and hung 
in Baloufa's exhibition, 'The Enemy of My Enemy', at Palais 
de Tokyo in Paris in early 2018. Bright, in turn, found his im-
age - which is to say, this image of himself in front of Schutz’s 
painting - from a phone picture of Beloufa's show again post-
ed online, as a result of which he started a crowdfunding cam-
paign to raise the fare to Paris in order to be able to go and 
speak with Beloufa about the implications of his (Beloufa’s) 
appropriative action.

Dean Kissick wrote the following about this trail of image 
appropriations for the online site Spike:

‘As we approach the 50th anniversary of May 1968, we have 
an artist travelling to Paris to protest an image of himself pro-
testing another image, and this says a lot about how represen-
tation functions today: reality has become a byzantine circu-
latory system of images which are stripped of their contexts 
and over which we've lost all control. Beloufa's mirror was an 
appropriation of an Instagram featuring Bright, who in turn 
found out about it from a selfie featuring Beloufa's work: a 
circulating image from a show that's about the circulation of 
images. Of course, Beloufa has long been interested in com-
plicated ways of presenting moving images’.

So that's all right, then. It's the system. It's the system 
of image capture, storage, publication, dissemination, copy-
ing, dragging and dropping, posting, reposting, captioning, 

cropping, filtering, that brings about this repeated, insistent 
installation and reinstallation of certain operations of sub-
jugation and oppression, and of the endless offering up of 
these operations as ultimately uncontentious and ethically 
unproblematic consumable spectacle. If enough people tell 
us that these acts strip an image of its context can we behave 
as though we believe it’s true? Even though we know full well 
that it isn’t?

Not long ago I was asked to write a short text for some 
departing students. I had an image I wanted to offer, first seen 
in a retweeted tweet from the Luxembourg cyclist Christine 
Majerus. It was joyous, an image of a girl doing a wheelie as 
she left school, and in my search for the best means to ex-
press, offer up, transmit, move this image on from the phone 
screen to my eyes and mind, to the eyes and minds of the 
students I found myself reading a Paris Review interview with 
the American poet Claudia Rankine, author of, among other 
things, Don’t Let Me Be Lonely, and Citizen. In the course of 
the interview Rankine talks of how one discovers things, how 
you know/sense/comprehend their importance and the need 
to allow them their time to settle within you in order for them 
to be able to re-emerge. I realise in describing Rankine's re-
marks I have unconsciously reached for a similar image in 
Rilke's novel The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, where 
the narrator suggests that poetry does not come through 
the describing of an experience, but through absorbing that 
experience so deeply that you almost forget it is there be-
fore, sometimes many years later, it can re-emerge in its own 
authentic form (Rilke, Rainer Maria 1990, 20). In making this 
point Rankine in her interview is talking specifically about 
the experience of hearing Diamond Reynolds' daughter on 
that video. One of the students happened to come by my 
office and found me sitting at my desk with my head in my 
hands. In answer to the concerned enquiry as to what was 
wrong, I could only say that something I had seen had made 
writing about something else I had seen immeasurably more 
problematic.

I wanted to tell them something. It had been stuck in my 
head for a while now and it needed to find a way out. It was 
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nothing, it was really nothing. But the fact that it asked to 
be conveyed laid open the structure of a world that militates 
against the taking of pleasure, sheer pleasure in accomplish-
ment, in command of oneself and the resources at one’s dis-
posal, and in outright physical exuberance. Things are always 
turned, are they not, into instances of sentimentality and put 
to work in the service of the status quo? Sentimentality is a 
block, a thwarting of progress, an interruption to a flow, a 
blunting of directed force. Sentimentality dissipates all such 
energies across the heteronormative field such that they can 
be all the more easily reabsorbed and neutralised. Lauren 
Berlant, in The Female Complaint, sees sentimentality as ev-
idence of unfinished business. We definitely have unfinished 
business. 

So, there was a girl and there was a bicycle. The thing I 
wanted to tell them was trivial, a small incident observed - 
not by me, but by someone who shares their surname with 
an artist who is no longer with us. The person who saw this 
thing saw it and she offered it up, complete with hashtag. I 
didn't catch it straight away, but others did and passed it on 
and when it reached my eyes it entered them and lodged in 
the grey matter behind. 

Christine Majerus, and then Jo Rowsell Shand and Lizzie 
Deignan (yes, I follow a lot of women cyclists on Twitter), and 
then me.   And Lauren Berlant. 

Christine, and then Jo and Lizzie, and Lauren, and me.
I wanted to tell them something, but it was clear that 

what I had at that stage was not mine to tell. This image was 
not my image and I needed to discover a means to sharing 
that was not appropriative, that did not piggy back on the 
efforts of another. I was struggling to find a way to say it, 
and that struggle manifested itself not least in looking and 
thinking hard about what it means to say that one is looking. 
'You begin to see things as possible by reading other people's 
work,' says Claudia Rankine in that interview. So she talks of 
a moment entering you, and you remaining in dialogue with 
the intensity of that moment until it finds its voice. When she 
says this she is referring, as I have explained, to a moment so 
much more significant than this little titbit I had. It is a mo-
ment that must be addressed, whose intensity overwhelms 

and that speaks to the most profound systemic dysfunctions 
of the day, to a catastrophic failure of imagination and an ab-
sence of empathy. This moment is one that I am not qualified 
or experienced to convey. But I, you, she, he, they, we must 
absolutely be and remain open to address by it.

This happens. You begin in a small instant of pleasure, 
a sight that makes the body sing, and the words that arise 
take us quite elsewhere, into darkness. Rankine is in a lecture 
hall, listening to Judith Butler.  How is it that words, the same 
words that can speak to pleasure, connection, and intima-
cy, how is it that words, Rankine hears someone ask Butler, 
can be so hurtful? And the answer, as Rankine paraphrases, 
lies just in this issue of address. 'Because we are address-
able. And the way we demonstrate our addressability is by 
being open to the person in front of us. So we arrive, we are 
available to them, we expose ourselves, and we give them 
the space to address us. And in that moment of vulnerability 
and exposure, we are not defended against whatever comes.' 
And still there is and must be that pleasure and its associated 
optimism.

In the third of their conversations, collected as A Rap on 
Race, James Baldwin and Margaret Mead discuss pipeline 
construction. You need the pipeline to channel stuff from the 
guts to the brain. Intelligence starts low down.

Baldwin said, ‘you learn to think because you're forced 
to learn to think, and you learn to think because you've felt 
deeply enough about something to think about it. Something 
happened to disturb the peace in you’.

And Mead said, ‘There are thousands of things that we've 
been saying that nobody could have said - nobody, no matter 
how bright they were - two thousand years ago. They couldn't 
have said them no matter how bright they were’.

To which Baldwin replied, ‘In one way, that's true. But, if I 
may, I must point out to you, or remind myself, that as a mat-
ter of absolute fact that is not true. The poets always said it’ 
(Mead & Baldwin 1971, 183-86).

Something happened to disturb the peace in you. A girl 
and a bicycle. A pipeline. Christine, then Jo and Lizzie, and 
Lauren, and Claudia and Judith, and James and Margaret, 
and me.
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1 The name forms here are a slightly abridged version of 
what I hear in the narrator's reading on the soundtrack 
of Prodger's film from Julian Cope's book, The Modern 
Antiquarian: A Pre-Millennial Odyssey Through Megalithic 
Britain, Harper Collins, New York and London, 1998.

So finally there is a route that might be found to what I’d 
like to hope is a non-appropriative sharing of an image as ap-
parently uncontentious as that of a young girl leaving school 
doing a wheelie - a route that doesn’t rely on tapping and 
saving, retweeting, taking a screenshot and WhatsApp-ing 
or Instagramming, or whatever. And you understand, anyway, 
that the ‘image’ is not and never was a picture, but is words 
in a less than 140 character tweet on a small, shiny and amaz-
ingly not yet cracked screen. 

In the adjacent space, next door to the Luke Willis 
Thompson film that I am not watching, or cannot watch, 
or cannot bring myself to watch, I'm watching Charlotte 
Prodger's film Bridgit. The film begins and ends with a ris-
ing and falling. At the start Prodger stretches out along the 
length of her sofa. We see her legs and trainer-shod feet, and 
above them, beyond the padded wooden arm of the sofa, 
the green foliage of several pot plants placed in front of the 
window. Prodger holds the camera against her body so that 
it moves softly up and down to the rhythm of her breathing. 
At the finish there is a shot from the aft of a ferry in which we 
see the deck, the aft rail, the boat's wake and, beyond and 
above all this, the green hills of the receding land rising and 
falling with the vessel's gentle pitch. Compiled from short se-
quences shot on her iPhone over the course of a year Bridgit 
is full of stillness and movement. A static shot of woodland on 
a misty day. No movement visible, but the sound of a wood-
pecker drumming its beak against a nearby trunk in search of 
food sporadically punctures the silence. A red-out. The space 
between two ships revealed as the ferry from which they are 
being looked at sails past them. Parallax unfolding. Stories 
of care - care of the elderly, care of a patient, care for one's 
fellow workers, care for one's partner. Questions of gender, of 
sexuality, and of moving out of, away from, in relation to an 
externally, socially assigned category. A story of anaesthesia, 
and of how it confounds the understanding of time and ac-
tion. A cat sparring in the light from a desk lamp while music 
that I recognise but can’t quite put a name to plays in the 
background. 

I'm struck in particular by one section that lingers on 
a Scottish winter landscape shot through a train window. I 

guess, and have it confirmed by a colleague later, that this 
is the Cairngorms. The ground falls gently away towards the 
bottom of the broad valley through which the train is travel-
ling, before rising again towards the softly rounded, snow-
capped mountain and hill tops in the middle and far distance. 
A road runs along the valley bottom parallel to the railway 
line, and Prodger's camera lets us see a large red truck mov-
ing in the same direction as the train. It is a vivid smudge of 
red amid browns, greens and whites. On the soundtrack, be-
fore one of the narrators (there are two) starts talking about 
and reading from Julian Cope's writings on pre-historic Britain 
and the meanings and variants of the name Bridgit - Bride, 
Bryd, Bryg, Breso, Brishee, Brita, Bree - you can hear the fa-
miliar regular rhythm of the train's wheels.1

The train is moving very slightly faster than the lorry, so 
that as it continues on its journey from left to right it slowly 
slides across the screen from right to left until it disappears 
altogether from the camera's sight. It is never the focus of the 
shot, but the lorry is there, and visible, and its size and colour 
allow it to articulate the space in view. In doing so it opens 
the scene up to multiple layers, vectors, axes and modes of 
time. The succession of the seasons, the relative motions of 
train, truck and other users of the road, the rotation of the 
earth, the spinning of the wheels, the turning of the engines, 
time tables, just in time delivery.  And, that longer passage 
of moment to moment to moment brought to consciousness 
through the combination of the worn, weathered folds of the 
land and the mutating name forms spoken in the voiceover - 
Bride, Bryd, Bryg, Breso, Brishee, Brita, Bree - back through 
history, and pre-history to the period at which this now old 
landscape was newly formed. And other movements - the 
movements of technology, as if the slow phase shift of train 
and truck - a wheel/reel flange - shadow the path of a satel-
lite in almost geo-stationary orbit around the earth. Almost, 
but not quite. Two things moving in resonant relation rather 
than in unison. 

Talking of the whooshing swell and retreat 
of the reel flange Katherine McKittrick - in her 
case considering the outro to Jimi Hendrix's 
Axis, Bold As Love - describes it as that 



22 RHA 11 THE RED TRUCK

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

'technological labour' that forms one aspect of a 'knotted in-
vitation to reimagine the science of being human' (McKittrick, 
2015, 160). It not only invokes Earth's axis and a Cartesian 
axis, and hopeful futures of the 'not yet', but it draws atten-
tion to a different system of knowledge that cannot function 
through self-referencing biocentric modes of humanness. 
McKittrick is here thinking through the writing of Caribbean 
novelist, playwright and theorist Sylvia Wynter, whose own 
essay, 'Rethinking Aesthetics', looks at Perry Henzell's The 
Harder They Come and Spike Lee's Do The Right Thing and 
addresses this recent moment in which we witness what she 
calls 'the global ours', which is to say the moment of the as-
sured universal applicability of Western structures of thought.

The truck moves and the train moves, almost but not 
quite in unison through this old landscape and I'm remind-
ed of what Wynter writes towards the end of 'Rethinking 
Aesthetics':

‘The autonomy of human knowledge of physical and organic 
reality and, therefore, the 'separate language' of the natural 
sciences was won by western thinkers and scientists only on 
the condition of their continued heteronomy of cognition with 
respect to the processes by means of which we are instituted 
as specific modes of being (the subject) and of ultrasociality 
(forms of life) or cultures. 
This heteronomy was, and is, based on the belief system of 
ontocentrism - that is, that the human pre-exists the complex 
of signifying practices and discursive systems by means of 
which it is instituted as such a subject or mode of being; that, 
therefore, in effect, the laws which govern human behaviours 
are the same as, rather than analogous to, those which govern 
physical reality and organic reality’ (Wynter 1992, 270).

The Trucks Bring Things, David Salle reminded us in 1984, 
when he gave the phrase as the title to a diptych. Within the 
left, narrower portion of Salle's canvas, painted in mono-
chrome black and white, there is a small solid black circle, a 
black hole, a blind spot, a central absence around which the 
image of a female body in a stylishly furnished room holds 
itself together in its necessary partiality. In the larger, right 

hand portion, framed by the cartoon-like rendition in gross-
ly exaggerated foreshortening of a man gesturing to have 
his empty glass refilled, is a real, illuminated light bulb. The 
truck and the train pitch us between these poles - the abyssal 
blind spot and the cheap illumination that masquerades as 
enlightenment.

The wheels and the engines turn, and as Fernando Pessoa 
says, as he watches a steamer break the horizon, enter the 
mouth of the Tagus and move towards the wharf, 'in me a 
flywheel slowly starts spinning'. This is Pessoa as Álvaro de 
Campos, in his 'Maritime Ode'. Álvaro de Campos the Futurist, 
in love with the machine-inflected rhythms of life, thrilled and 
energised by the romance of the sea, of piracy, of danger.  

Nothing has lost its poetry. And now there are also machines
With their poetry, and this entirely new kind of life,
This commercial, worldly, intellectual and sentimental life
Which the machine age has conferred on our souls.

What fragrant depth of meaning there is to be found in 
something as ordinary and everyday as an invoice or a bill of 
lading.

And prior to that, when the flywheel spins fast, and he is 
caught up in the romance of the sea and of its dangers, de 
Campos feverishly and gladly submits himself to the physical 
hardships that would certainly ensue:

Rip me and wound me!
Streak my body with blood
From east to west!
Kiss with cutlasses, whips and rage
My blissful carnal fear of belonging to you,
My masochistic yearning to submit to your fury,
To be sentient, impassive object of your omnivorous cruelty
…

He is, as he freely admits, in a dream world, although its 
fantasies are tied to a distinct view of human and technolog-
ical progress:
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I the engineer and sophisticate who studied abroad,
Would love to see once again only wooden ships and sailing 

[vessels,
To know no other seafaring life besides the ancient life of the 

[seas!
For the ancient seas are Absolute Distance,
The Pure Faraway, free of the weight of Today . . .
Ah, how everything here reminds me of that better life,
Of those seas that were larger, since navigation was slower,
Of those seas that were mysterious, since no one knew much 

[about them!
(Pessoa, F. 2006 [1915], 206, 166-96)

In the second chapter of In the Wake, Sharpe consults 
her colleague, Anne Gardulski, on what happens to a body 
in the sea. A strong line that moves through Sharpe's book is 
the poem, Zong!, by the Tobagan-Canadian poet M NourbeSe 
Philip. NourbeSe Philip's book-length work is, in the poet's 
description, a 'recombinant anti-narrative' written from the 
words that form the transcript of the 1783 trial of Gregson v 
Gilbert, a dispute between a slave trading company and its 
insurers over whether the murder of 133 people by throwing 
them overboard was a liability to be born by the trading com-
pany – a loss due to the negligence of the captain – or by the 
insurance company – a loss of cargo necessarily jettisoned in 
an effort to save a stricken vessel. Zong was the ship origi-
nally named Zorg (the Dutch word, care), but which became 
transformed through an error in its repainting (Philip, 2008, 
204). In describing her work on the trial transcript in making 
the poem Philip says:

‘I murder the text, literally cut it into pieces, castrating verbs, 
suffocating adjectives, murdering nouns, throwing articles, 
prepositions, conjunctions overboard, jettisoning adverbs …’ 
(Philip 2008, 193)

Gardulski tells Sharpe it is unlikely a human body would 
make it to the sea floor intact. Sharpe asks:

‘What happened to the bodies? By which I mean, what hap-
pened to the components of their bodies in salt water? Anne 
Gardulski tells me that because nutrients cycle through the 
ocean (the process of organisms eating organisms is the cy-
cling of nutrients through ocean), the atoms of those people 
who were thrown overboard are out there in the ocean even 
today. They were eaten, organisms processed them, and those 
organisms were in turn eaten and processed, and the cycle 
continues’.

Sharpe goes on to explain: 

‘The amount of time it takes for a substance to enter the ocean 
and then leave the ocean is called residence time. Human blood 
is salty, and sodium, Gardulski telles me, has a residence time 
of 260 million years. And what happens to the energy that is 
produced in the waters? It continues cycling like atoms in res-
idence time’ (Sharpe 2016, 40-41).

The truck and the train pitch the black hole against the 
bulb's weak light, de Campos's romantic longings against all 
who live in the residence time of the Middle Passage's wake.

Sylvia Wynter describes her reappraisal of what it means 
to be human as an act of deciphering.  

‘A deciphering turn necessarily calls ontocentrism into ques-
tion. Not only does it insist, as the founding premise of its own 
practice, that the human, because always discursively institut-
ed, is an 'outcast' of nature, for whom the laws which govern 
nature, because only analogous, cannot provide any mode of 
knowledge which prescribes an ought to human behaviours, 
but it also proposes a new 'ground' on whose basis the discur-
sively instituted rules which govern human behaviours can be 
known’.

And she goes on to say:

‘... the way we 'normally' feel about Self, Other, and World 
should not be taken as any index of the 'justness' or legitima-
cy of the ratios of distribution of power, privilege, and role 
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allocation which lead to the social effectivities both of the 
throwaway lives of the high-risk areas and the over-consump-
tion of the suburbs’ (Wynter 1992, 270-71).

The trucks bring things.
The present moment, history, pre-history, palaeo-history 

and geological time. The Futurism of the past and its projec-
tion into the present moment. The future. 

As the truck slides out of sight - Bridgit - Bride, Bryd, 
Bryg, Breso, Brishee, Brita, Bree - and the spinning flywheel 
of de Campos's Maritime Ode enters my mind through my 
eyes, I recall two things, both of them maybe neither here nor 
there, and both, in their different ways, really not. Firstly, a 
recognition that Zong, the accidental name of the slave ship 
is consonant with the English translation of the words-in-free-
dom poem that the arch-Futurist Filippo Tomaso Marinetti 
wrote on his experiences at the battle of Adrianopole in 1912. 
What famously appears in the original as Zang Tumb Tuumb, 
is rendered in English as Zong Tomb Toomb (Marinetti 2002, 
55-82). The sound of approaching death in the English of 
Futurism is Zong. Secondly, revealed through the impossibil-
ity of ignoring absolutely every piece of click bait placed in 
one's social media path, a discovery that the term 'residence 
time' first appeared in the dictionary the year I was born.
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ABSTRACT
The artistic dynamics centered on mediation are characterized 
by permanent, prolific tension between what we see and what 
we understand or can intuit as the ultimate reason for the artistic 
phenomena. Defense of simulation rescues simulacra and replicas 
from moral stigma, since Antiquity, related to experiences of 
substitution, which allows us to find a fundamental operative 
and poetic value in them that is able to reframe processes of 
representation. This article therefore proposes a critical review of 
tradition and a reflection on some of current theoretical paradigms
in order to discuss the performance of different mediation devices
in the construction of meaning.
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1. Mimesis

Censored by Plato (Republic, X), figurative art 
carries the stigma of guilt by being associated 
with simulation and deception, double imita-
tion. Mimesis describes copies (eikastiké) or 

illusory evocations (phantastiké) of the phenomenal world, 
that is, imperfect imitations of the perfect world of the ideas. 
The supposed Platonic negativity of imitation is limited to 
the original etymological sense. On his part, Aristotle would 
regard imitation as a power, a fundamental necessity of hu-
man nature itself, in the sense of poiesis, a creative “opera-
tion” based on the order, form, and rhythm of things.

Thus, the scope of imitation has paramount importance: 
it informs us about the object, as well as the content and the 
process of prediction. Mimetic activity therefore runs against 
the ambivalence between the sensible and ideal worlds, the 
plurality of senses of trinomial art: technical (téchne) and 
moral, or virtue (aretê); finally, against the virtue that the 
subject did not know he/she had and to the “imagination of 
what he has not yet seen” (Philostratus, Vit. Ap. 6.19)

However, the idea of imitation proposed by eigh-
teenth-century author Quatremère de Quincy (1842, 177, 
216) already implies the paradigm shift from nature to clas-
sical works, from “model” to “type”.

Another concession to the mimetic activity, according 
to Winckelmann, is the possibility that its contributions can 
unveil the “truth” in the classical sense of alétheia. Moreover, 
there is also a fourth, very current sense. Replica – to re-
spond and repeat, say what’s already been said – speaks to 
a similarity that stems from the actual production and act of 
multiplication (Arasse 1997, 8). In this allusion to manufac-
tured replacement, there is a kind of coating, masking and 
concealment of the real, replacing what is seen by its ap-
pearance, reflected in the ambiguous Albertian expression 
“fingire quello si vede.” Quincy considered that for a work 
of art be “imitation art”, it is not necessary for its model 
to be clearly located in physical and material nature, since 
the similarity produced is analogical, that is, an artwork can 
imitate effects, ways, tastes, and laws without imitating the 
thing itself.

Imitation will later be associated with illusion, derived 
from the Latin illudere, a concept connoted with the capac-
ity to deceive through images (trompe l'œil). Imagination 
will then be the moral faculty which has the property of pre-
serving, reproducing and recalling images of external ob-
jects or impressions of internal feelings. “Imagination” refers 
to all the incorporeal signs that result from the experience 
and can, therefore, be considered in two ambivalent sens-
es: (1) a kind of mnemonic repertoire in relation to which 
the impressions provoked by the objects can be classified 
as external; (2) a kind of laboratory that combines received 
images and generates associations of objects, feelings or 
impressions, participating in the power of what is called 
“genius” or invention (invenzione), which in the Renaissance 
simply meant a new combination of preexisting figures. The 
Latin ideal Ingenium means precisely the mental faculty of 
generating, producing, and inventing. By definition, “in nos 
genitum” indicates a habit, a natural or innate disposition 
that can be applied to a given study, cognition or work.

2. Imaginary
Giordano Bruno (De imaginum compositione, 1591) took 

imaginary memory as “internal writing” with repercussions 
on the scheme of the universe in a way that leads to para-
dise and hell, plausible in some magical organisms like the 
luminous statue of Prometheus, the bronze serpent, or the 
golden calf. Through these images, the soul gains access to 
the energies of the higher world, where forms, simulacra, and 
signs appear as vehicles and bonds that present, introduce, 
contain, and conceive the places (memoria locorum) where 
intimacy of the spirit is housed and displaces the substance 
and meaning of the images. Gómez de Liaño (1999, 158, 288) 
considers, in fact, that “the two classic types of imagina-
tion (imago and fantasy) are distinguished by the temporal 
factor: one occurs in real-time and refers to the empirical 
aspect and the other evokes fragments of memory, emo-
tions, feelings, and expectations recognized by analogy.” 
The concatenation between these two types enables intu-
ition in the brain to function and reinforces the instrumental 
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and complementary performance of the simulacra for the 
sensation of reality. In this sense, Augé explores the ambi-
guity between the notions of dream and vision in different 
anthropological contexts to demonstrate that illusions con-
tain traces of sensations and complex reminiscences that 
cannot be interpreted literally. As a presence, images facili-
tate the management of everyday life, and not only in a re-
ligious context. Hence the repeated practice of reproducing 
and copying icons, as Tarkovski showed in Andrei Rubliov, a 
film whose main character embodies the twofold facet of a 
representative and represented subject.

The oscillation between the film-state and the oneiric 
or dream-state raises the question of the veracity of medi-
ating illustrations and paradoxical hallucinations, which are 
made possible by lowering references of the self. The sta-
tus of fiction depends to a large extent on the efficacy of 
this device, although it may also be understood as an open-
ing to the other, as alterity. The “other” is an “I”, points out 
Lacan, a mirror in which the “work of art” is reversed. Fiction 
can be pure imagination recognized by the individual, not 
ceasing to be a virtual place of socialization, served by a 
whole “logistics of perception” that indelibly conditions the 
space-temporality of the gaze, the current experience that 
depends on this continuous and synchronous analogy be-
tween empirical and conceptual phenomena: “the spirit is 
something that lasts,” Bergson said.

3. Perspective
The “visible” is what can be perceived by vision, that 

which is apparent, that which appears and we can see. The 
notion of perspective, Latin Perspicere, refers precisely to 
the ability to perceive properly but also means the ambiva-
lent aptitude to understand through vision, to “see through” 
the plane of the picture or figuration.

The seminal work of Alkindi (Abu Yusuf Yaqub ibn Ishaq, 
Baghdad, 800-873), known as De scientia perspectiva, De 
visu or De aspectibus and long cited by Albert Magnus, 
Roger Bacon, and even Leonardo, was striking in building 
the visual paradigms of the Modern Age. It is not limited 
to the adoption of Aristotelian and Platonic cosmogony in 

        
FIG. 1 Robert Fludd (1619). "Oculus Imaginationis", Ars memoriae,
in Utrusque Cosmi...Historia.  Tomus Secundus, Oppenheim.
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that, besides abstract entities, it considers bright rays phys-
ical entities, giving utmost importance to sensitive observa-
tion of the behavior of light, matter, and form.

Grossatesta took precisely the same perspective as the 
science that studies the formation of luminous bodies, and 
was to reveal the proper “quid” of things. Essence, the first 
principle, and form, the “quid”, is light – the cause by which 
the thing is; so the theory of the diffusion of light would 
be part of the science of nature. The analogical sense of 
light had already been extolled by Abbot Suger in the wake 
of neo-Platonism of the Areopagite, for its gnoseological 
and spiritual aspect that resembles the viewing of a “noble 
discretionary power of the spirit,” in the voice of Nicholas 
of Cusa. The terms imago, similitudo, idolum, phantasma, 
simulacrum, forma, intentio, impressio or passio all indicate 
the same thing, Bacon affirms: the effect caused by natural 
agents light and color on the subject’s senses forms the sen-
sitive species, the image.

The writings of Brunelleschi (1415), Leon Battista Alberti 
(1436), Piero della Francesca (1480) and Leonardo da Vinci 
(c.1490), although in debt to this philosophical tradition, 
clearly denote the basis of the modern dissonance between 
experience, eyewitness and theology. The metaphor of the 
“vedutta” used by Alberti in his treatise De pictura (Florence, 
1435) lays the foundations for the theory of art.

Alberti tells us about painting as this capacity to repre-
sent the history, as “mise en scène” which through antono-
masy leads to a consideration of what is inside and outside 
the scene. Piero della Francesca explained it better: per-
spective “contains in itself five parts: the first is to see, that 
is the eye, the second is the form of the thing seen, the third 
is the distance from the eye to the thing seen, the fourth 
is the lines that go from the end of the thing seen to the 
eye, and the fifth is the term between the eye and the thing 
seen, where it is intended to put things.” As can be easily 
understood, the philosophical, astronomical and mathemat-
ical relevance of this question, as I also tried to demonstrate 
in my book What does Drawing represent? (2005), has even 
altered the notion that the individual has of himself.

4. Look and See
Early in the dawn of the Modern Ages, the classical rhet-

oric of mimesis collapses, and is confronted with the con-
ceptualization of a kind of hyper-reality: art is no longer a 
reality but creates reality. Even in the most elementary of its 
manifestations, like drawing, it is no longer understood as an 
image and is now seen as a sort of edification of the spirit. It 
was precisely this teaching that came to us from the treatise 
On the Science of Drawing (Da Ciência do Desenho, 1548) by 
Francisco de Hollanda, in which drawing was considered an 
“active principle”, rather than a simulacrum: The drawing “im-
itates itself” in the “resource” of its figurative and subjective 
intentions, between “blindness” and manual activity, between 
idea and execution, between abstraction and empathy. The 
visible logically refers to the opposite of this, settling in rela-
tion to the invisible, the hidden; “Art does not reproduce the 
visible; it makes visible,” says Paul Klee.

        
FIG. 2 Piero della Francesca (1445-50),
Flagellation of Christ. Quenching on
wood (58,4×81,5cm), Galleria Nazionale
delle Marche, Urbino 
(c) Wikimedia commons]
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The ability to illuminate, to bring to light, becomes evident 
and almost personified, I would say, in the process of photo-
graphic development. Hidden dimensions, paraphrasing Hall, 
evidenced in the “spirit photography” of the William Hope 
Collection, which naively seeks to simulate images of ghosts. 
Those beings without bodies whose mythological condition 
lies between truth and lie, beings and non-beings, visible and 
hidden, memory and oblivion. Mnemonics depend precisely 
on the recognition of figures for the construction of meaning. 
The name comes from the Greek titaness Mnemosyne, which 
Warburg symptomatically used to designate his Atlas of the 
Imaginary. 

Georges Bataille poses the question of looking in the 
wake of the visible’s metamorphosis into invisible images. 
The death of the image is therefore parallel to the death of 
the eye. In his pornographic novel, Histoire de l'oeil, erotici-
zation depends on and results from the metonymy of sig-
nifications, that is, it results from the work of the gaze, from 
the sliding movement between memory and anticipation that 
reveals Simone’s body. The obscene side is precisely the one 
that lies beyond the visible in this staging of meaning. In his 
essay L'Oeil (1928), Bataille cites the eye-cutting scene of Un 
Chien Andalou, a film directed by Buñuel and Dalí, as a par-
adigmatic example of the limits of vision, clearly indexed to 
the will to see. This appeal is resumed in L'Erotisme (1957). 
This scene transfers the truly artistic dimension out of the 
picture. Once again, art has nothing to do with reality, that is, 

it does not reproduce, it does not duplicate, it only creates 
reality. This reality is more plausible than visible, to go back 
to the title of this article.

That which is representable, can be presented or sim-
ulated in art, completely escapes the “empire of signs” in 
Barthes’s expression and any analogy with writing. It can 
become plausible through writing, but this does not de-
pend on standards or verbal meaning, but instead varies 
depending on the significant phenomenon of perception of 
dynamics, to allude to the duality between structured and 
structuring frameworks, exposed by Eco in 
his The Absent Structure (1997). In this form 
of mediation between empirical experience 
and imagination, Baudrillard (1976) would 
recognize a “technosphere” from the order 
of simulation, which takes a central place in 
contemporary times.

In the wake of this, Focault’s Les Mots et les 
Choses (1983) establishes a relation between 
what is visible and what is merely enunciable, 
based on Velázquez’s masterpiece. The abili-
ty of media technologies to “continue” work 
that was fixed and stabilized alters the aes-
thetic experience and favors staging, to return 
to Alberti. Staging is subject to a formal prin-
ciple of recognition, fundamental for framing 
contemporary artworks like Eve Sussman’s 89 
seconds at Alcazar, video, which aims to “pro-
long” Las Meninas in time, exploring the com-
plex heterochrony of this phenomenon.

5. Photography
Susan Sontag recognizes that it is proper 

for photographs to establish a naive relation-
ship with visible reality. Most photographers 
take snapshots as a reminder of their everyday lives, and or-
dinary people take these records as being true. That’s why 
photographic work around fantasies produces so much at-
traction, she says. The knowledge obtained from the photo 
will always be “a semblance of knowledge, a semblance of 

        
FIG. 3 Luis Buñuel (Dir.) (1929),Un chien andalou. Short film, 35mm.
Two frames. © www.imdb.com/title/tt0020530.

        
FIG. 4 Eve Sussman; Rufus 
Corporation (2004), 89 
seconds at Alcázar. 360 degree 
continous colour video, single 
take. 10 min. © New York: The 
Museum of Modern Art 2004
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wisdom, as the act of shooting is a possession of simulacrum, 
a semblance of rape” (Sontag, 1973, 43).

Thus, the omnipresence of photography still persuades 
us to consider the world to be more and more available. In 
this “natural” relationship with media, photography and tele-
vision in particular help to eliminate the spaces of negoti-
ation that provided some critical distance between people 
vis-à-vis those who oppress them. The spectacularization of 
daily life has shortened this distance, replacing almost all the 
parameters of representation with fleeting simulacra, whose 
cybernetics hinders any kind of reaction.

6. Mediation
The discourse on representation is to a large extent a 

thought about mediation strategies and the impact of media 
and technology on life. Representation heavily depends on 
phenomena and objects that help to replace or falsify the 
real. In The Logic of Simulation, Jean Baudrillard considers 
the coding process responsible for creating an almost magi-
cal hyper-reality where the real is replaced by its signs, pro-
moting a specularity of identity between model and copy.

Baudrillard distinguished three orders of simulacrum: 
counterfeiting, production, and simulation itself. The first, 
generated fundamentally by replacing signs with words, ap-
peals to the order of discourse; the second comprises pro-
duction simulations that affect market value; the third order 
is the one that sublimates the simulation itself as a mode of 
accessing the real, eliding its origins and its ends, transcend-
ing the narrative to position itself as the only possible truth: 
“The simulacrum is never what conceals the truth – the truth 
that it conceals is what does not exist. The simulacrum is 
true” (Baudrillard 1991: 7). If the question of the simulacrum 
immediately poses the question of truth, which I prefer to 
call plausibility of the real, the perceptual fissions that are at 
the basis of the unit of discourse depend on processes of re-
versibility over the syntagm that guarantees remote control 
of the image over reality, as Deleuze understands in his Logic 
of Sense (1990).

Thus, the development of devices is able to increase the 
ability to see, to watch and to punish, says Foucault. This 
does not replace, but accentuates the reflective divergence 
with the Discursus Imagum, when considering the cultural 
and symbolic construction of vision.

7. Reproduction
By establishing a distinction between sign and mark, the 

latter a feature that highlights the first, Walter Benjamin res-
cues the sign of his involuntary character to position it in the 
field of analogy and representation. But in Merleau-Ponty’s 
Phenomenology of Perception (1945), this resource has been 
situated in the field of the sensitive, depending on the type 
of gesture that connects the interior of the body with what is 

        
FIG. 5 David Hockney (1986). 
My Mother. Polaroid photos. 
Bolton Abbey.
© www.hockney.com 1982]
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external to it, in a rhetoric that complements the optic with 
the haptic and even the synesthetic.

The conquest of optical space takes us back to Greek 
art, and its particular dichotomous distinctions between light 
and shadow, figure and background, contour and surface. 
Wolfflin’s opposition between linear and pictorial (Durer vs. 
Rembrandt) is much more primary considering the percep-
tual changes that occur in body-conditioned vision, with or 
without a pencil in hand. When we draw, we see things dif-
ferently: “même l’objet le plus familier à nos yeux devient 
tout autre si l’on s’applique à le dessiner: on s’aperçoit qu’on 
l’ignorait, qu’on ne l’avait jamais véritablement vu” [Even the 
most familiar object to our eyes becomes completely differ-
ent if we want to draw it: we realize that we did not know it, 
that we had never really seen it] (Valéry, 54).

Our gestures and observation vectors allow us to con-
sider the “forces”. Therefore, it is important to hold that pur-
pose alters vision. That is, it is not only the idea (eidos) and 
all the semantic history of the pre- and post-intelligible that 
we find in Vasari and Zucharo that justify the indexation of 
art to knowledge: revelation itself, as the ability for clairvoy-
ance and to sense the differences and specific characteristics 
of the objects, depends on the dynamics of anticipation and 
reconstruction of multiple sensory percepts. Signs are also 
seized through gestures.

Within so-called postmodernity, the dignity of work is 
relativized. It is more than looking at the experience that con-
stitutes it, losing its connection with the referent, even with-
drawing from the idea of representation to approach the no-
tion of presentation or enunciation, as Hal Foster summarizes, 
in the wake of Louis Marin. The power of the “false” is asso-
ciated with that of the phantasmatic simulacrum (Deleuze, 
36-37) that the copy of the copy (Warhol) degrades to the 
point of forgetting and disregarding the status of the origi-
nal. Repetitions, variations on a theme or even copies have 
a specific value, especially since replicas or simulations pre-
suppose the recognition of differences from the model. Each 
work installs differences in which its specificity lies. This is 

precisely the central paradox of Orson Welles’s F for Fake 
(1973).

Repetition also focuses on the problematics of time, 
anteriority, resumption and discontinuity, the rationale that 
becomes relevant in critical thinking about simulacra. This is 
even true for pieces that were originally thought of in a qua-
si-burlesque context, as with Boîte en Valise by Duchamp. 
The myriad reproductions presuppose some functional con-
vergence, in the aspect and intentions that lead one to re-
peat, to do again, in the hope of exposing what one believes 
to be essential. But the context and the artwork’s circum-
stances change and interfere in what it is and what it means 
or triggers:

“La connaissance par simulation et l’interconnexion en 
temps réel valorisent le moment opportun, l’occasion, les cir-
constances relatives, opposées au sens molaire de la vérité 
hors temps et hors lieu, qui n’était peut-être qu’effets d’écri-
ture” [Knowledge through simulation and real-time intercon-
nection value the opportune moment, the opportunity, the 
relative circumstances, as opposed to the molar sense of the 
truth out of time and out of place, which may perhaps have 
only been the effects of writing] (Didi-Hubermann 1995, 12).

        
FIG. 6 Paulo Brighenti (2001), 
untitled. Series, charcoal on paper. 
© Atelier temos Tempo, Feital 2002
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8. Repetition
The ability to discern between representation and repe-

tition, in the physical and psychic sense, competes with the 
Aristotelian notion of real identity. Repetition is associated 
with memory, desire and will, meaning and transcendental 
limit - thanatos. From an ontological point of view, Deleuze 
(1996) tells us, repetition is still essential to the recognition 
of equality since anything that resembles something else has 
corresponding qualities.

Taken as an expressive technique, repetition allows us to 
show the same as being identical or another. This phenome-
non of alterity occurs when a movement extracted from the 
real is repeated in the theater to represent what it really is. 
When manifested, the difference respects the dimensional 
tetrad of classical representation established by Foucault: an 
identity of the concept, opposition in the predicate, analogy 
in the idea and similarity in perception. The focus, therefore, 
lies on the performance of repetition.

Since antiquity, the difference between model and copy 
establishes a link with tradition (mnemosyne), sending the 
work in search of a remembrance (eros). Thus, positive com-
mitment to the conservation of artistic memory presupposes 
a resistance to erosion. Somewhat paradoxically, repetition is 
a future mark of what “was”. The original and the copy then 
find themselves in the reproducibility problem. Repetition 
of the same or the analog will not, therefore, be a merely 
mechanical operation. Both converge in the Platonic sense 
of the idol (eidolon): a simulacrum that looks like an image, 
more than a real being.

They are images that do not prove, but rather evoke, 
icons (eikon). Such homothety presupposes both correspon-
dence and variation. It is a paradoxical condition of opening 
some figures to others: only what seems similar differs and 
only differences appear similar. The ontogenesis of difference 
comprises degrees that evolve from difference to deferred, 
beginning with a space-time interval. Sometimes a whole 
series of drawings pursues the same “drawing”. Matisse of-
ten uses sequences of drawings, creating variations in which 

each chord rests on the preceding one. This is a process he 
accurately calls “cinematography”.

9. Variation
We find that the debate about the nature and reality of 

time in the Western world has had a great impact on discus-
sions about the obsolescence of the numerous and diverse 
cultural phenomena that alternate only to create the illusion 
of eternal novelty: becoming-ever-different.

Within generative attitudes, the “pastiche” is the mode 
of appropriation that most challenges identity. Copying and 
quotation always come with variation, deviation and the 
struggle inherent in the balance between imitation and ar-
tifice. If the instability of “being” reveals constant metamor-
phosis, we can always ask: what is “new”, in the end? What 
intervenes or happens between moments? The new is, then, 
this principle of change because it comes from the morpho-
genetic vanguards that link invention to transformation, and 
difference to alterity.

We can, of course, distinguish two aspects of the figure 
in art: the figurative relation with the referent and the figura-
tive, iconic sense, which takes representation itself as an au-
tonomous configuration. Tradition considers that the figure is 
disciplined by the outline, which not isolates as it restrains it, 
preventing the form from dissipating. But because it excludes 
it, it endows it with a particular structure, capable of deal-
ing with the matter by intellectual means. This is, moreover, 
the paradox of Art du Trait which is reflected in the following 
statement by Deleuze (2002, 52):

“In art, and in painting as in music, it is not a matter of 
reproducing or of inventing forms, but of grasping the forces. 
That is why no art is figurative. Klee’s celebrated formula that 
‘Art does not reproduce the visible; it makes visible’ means 
nothing else. The task of painting is defined as the attempt to 
make visible the forces that are not. It is evident. Strength is 
closely related to sensation.”

Deleuze refers to the geniuses of Cézanne and Van Gogh, 
whose work decomposing and recomposing colors, move-
ment and figures reflects an ability to overcome the difficulty 
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of making visible these allegedly invisible forces acting on 
bodies and within matter.

Although we find the figuration phenomena everywhere, 
and art deals with some of their different categories, Deleuze 
identifies a kind of latent hostility between painting and pho-
tography, the “trafficked” image. Since art seeks the improb-
able parts of figures, it has to redo, recreate and rediscover 
the new figuration. Hence, Bacon’s constant formula: “cre-
ate resemblance, but through accidental and nonresembling 
means.” But analogy also requires learning, like language 
codes, is not innate. Only gradually and culturally do we in-
corporate the need to modulate. Worringer’s tactile-optical 
space can be, in this sense, directly opposed to the purely 
optical Wölfflin profile.

The idea that the eye judges and the hands operate is just 
a bias. In his eloquent The Praise of the Hand, Henri Focillon 
shows us that the rapport between the eye and the hand is in-
finitely richer in tensions and dynamics and that optical codes 
connect with tactile referents without one sense becoming 
subordinate to the others. More than speculation about pure 
visuality, it is important to keep in mind that representation 
conceals the “coexistence” of the object, makes one forget 
it. Subject and object form a kind of binary opposition that 
is not symmetrical. Man puts the object outside himself: as 
the object is placed outside the subject by the subject it-
self, knowledge of the object is self-knowledge. Taken as far 
as possible, such acceptance allows us to constitute a sort 
of “anthropology of things.” Heidegger (1977) refers to the 
machinery of communication and to these remote “tele-vi-
sions” to consider the “being” of the object as a “being” for 
the subject, which conceals the “co-existence” of the thing 
under analysis. It is representation that will comprehend the 
concealment of truth.

10. Replica
Deleuze takes the digital solutions as “integrated”, con-

sidering them to undergo a codification through a binary ho-
mogenization of the data. Such representations are based 
on a plane where the sensible appears through conversion/
translation. Obviously, all the processes involved in digital 

encoding also depend on the characteristics of the “filters” 
and the elements that have to be modulated. The dichotomy 
in which Cézanne would lead the middle way: destroying the 
figurative coordinates of perspective and seeing painting as 
a three-dimensional analogical language.

At the moment, within the category of media-arts, we ob-
serve an extension in technological frontiers and we allow the 
emergence of procedural changes, mainly as a consequence 
of computer applications that codify, simulate, replicate and 
disseminate the works. Intervention in a digital environment 
is simultaneously mediated by software and conditioned by 
an interface, that is, by a pre-set device. This means that it 
is more than mere tools, since it establishes connections be-
tween systems and data types and presents potentialities 
arising from the use of a code, be it in the formalization of 
the movement, or in the generation of objects (not only im-
ages) in “real time”, which interfere with behavioral patterns. 
The material similarities in the universe of media arts go far 
beyond simple visual fidelity or verisimilitude, even provoking 
a reconfiguration of our perceptual system.

Lev Manovich (2001: 35) considers that the problem is 
no longer the creation of an object as an image, but rather 
the ease of creating images of ideas. This inversion presup-
poses the hypothesis of confirming the information and its 
variables into figures. It is, therefore, a question of whether 
parameterized generation, according to the formal grammars 
developed from the 60s onwards by Alexander, Hillier, and 
Mitchell, among others, aids this transposition or visualiza-
tion of ideas.

Whenever the system requests an image, the computer 
calculates and orders the piece of information, code, required 
by the visualization, generating a “replica”, distinct from a 
copy or reproduction because with the popularization of net-
work access, the almost infinite number of possible replicas 
of a model gives the image a kind of ubiquity.

The debates on the originality of artworks and techni-
cal reproducibility have become obsolete since, in addition to 
decentralizing the question, they dramatize a notion of more 
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economic than aesthetic or poetic importance. “Replication” 
thus approaches the “type”, transforming the generality of 
these phenomena into information problems – which can be 
treated, transmitted, stored and read. Eisenman (1992: 557) 
admits, moreover, that in this passage from the mechanical 
paradigm to the electronic one, with playback from a dis-
tance, without the control of the human hand, man keeps 
nothing more than the ability to interpret.

The development of multiscreen and multimedia dissem-
ination techniques has reinforced the role of the specialized 
agencies in imaging policies, to the point of exceeding the 
public’s capacity for retention. This overload now constitutes 
a serious communication problem that can only be solved by 
the talent applied in structuring these hybrids and complex 
“speeches” consisting of text, sound and moving images on 
interactive or immersive devices. Even when organizing in-
formation, mass media are inevitably confronted with space 
problems. Space is occupied by the information that sustains 
the industrialization of the cultural system.

The screen shifted from Alberti’s window metaphor to 
a transvestite data model of images, no longer a graphic 

simulation but a multisensorial device, from which as many 
replicas are extracted as necessary, in such a way that the im-
age of this model becomes indistinguishable. Indistinctness 
is as strong and relevant as digital objects are real and result 
from a convergence of media and codes.

11. Media
Despite the marked tendency towards digitalization/

codification, social transformations and mutations of mean-
ing cannot be fully explained only in light of the technologi-
cal preferences of post-industrial civilization. In digital art, as 
with all previous avant-gardes, it will be essential to define 
a poetics that aspires to representative integrality. Bergson 
(1907: 153) had affirmed that the act of perception presup-
poses a decomposition and later recomposition. In this pro-
cess of synthesis, some peculiarities of things that are more 
resistant to translation and codification are irreparably lost, 
although new qualities are gained with reconfiguration.

Metadata are thus used to create or simulate cultur-
al memories in programmed environments, an aspect that 
leads Andreas Gursky (2002) to problematize how mediated 

        
FIG. 8 Visitors gamble with 
PlayStation VR headsets - 
Gamescom 2017, Cologne.
Photo © Marco Verch

        
FIG. 7 Dan Graham (1974), Present Continuous Past. Sketch. © Dan Graham, www.
newmedia-art.org/cgi-bin/image.asp?imag=/documents/oeuvres/normal/GR/AH/
GRAHAM-PRESENTCONTI-1974-8_5.jpg&lg=
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memories relate to archive concepts, trying to understand 
whether memories need fixed places to exist and, if need be, 
what kinds of places are these? Cultural memory would be 
constructed by the crystallization of rites and events which 
could have meanings transmitted and fixed in physical media, 
such as writing, photography, cinema, etc., that allow things 
to last/remain over time.

Metadata are what allows the computer to retrieve infor-
mation (in terms of programmable environments) because 
they enable the computer to “see” the data and perform oth-
er tasks such as moving, combining, or compressing the data. 
When there is an appropriation of a set of metadata in an 
arbitrary organization (that is, from a choice, or an interface), 
the creation of a practiced place, a timestamp, begins. This 
location resembles a trace, a vestige of an action in time that 
is capable of establishing relations with past events, reinforc-
ing the feeling of continuity, functioning as documentary ev-
idence, a place of memory.

12. Models
The presence of man in the world depends on his ability to 

manipulate symbols. Any substitution involves a given form of 
understanding the substituted reality itself. Combining sym-
bols generates new ideas, which can renew language or tend 
towards conceptual, logical, mathematical or formal models.

Philippe Quéau points to the current trend to generalize 
models, transferring them by analogy from one area to an-
other, as a symptom of the belief in continuity of the real. It is 
a phenomenon that leads to the application of the same laws 
in different domains, for example, in the detection of organic 
similarities between image and text. Transfers (metaphors) 
that, while clearing or subverting the models, call for the sub-
stitution of experience. The generalization of metaphors and 
models presupposes a loss of the importance of archetypes. 

Italo Calvino helps us understand the origin, develop-
ment, and performance of models on the road to objectivity: 
“In Mr. Palomar’s life there was a time when the rule was this: 
first, to construct in your mind a model, as perfect, logical, 
geometric as possible; second, to verify if the model adapted 

to the practical cases observable in the experiment; third, 
make the necessary corrections so that the model and reality 
coincide.” (Calvino, 2002, 112-113)

He eloquently identifies the human will to bring reality 
closer to models, in a process of gradual and reciprocal ad-
justment. Faced with the impossibility of seeing from a point 
of view alien to his own, Palomar can but understand the 
world as closely related to himself, to the trajectory of his 
gaze and to his capacity for interpretation, seeking to recon-
cile past experience with the project and the will to transform 
the future.

The production conditions resulting from the substi-
tution of the mechanical paradigm by new digital forms of 
variation based on seriality “creates differences in repetition” 
(Carpo 2009, 64). In this context, multiples share attributes, 
remaining recognizable through a transformation: “differ-
ent but similar signs may have the same meaning.” In Le Plie 

        
FIG. 8 James Turrell,
The Light Inside, 1999. 
Photo © Ed Schipul 2006]
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(1988), before the advent of digital media, Deleuze intro-
duced the idea of creating “generic objects”, corresponding 
to non-standard series, whose pieces as examples belong to 
the “genre”, although they may be of a different “species”: 
that variations are the norm, the identical is the exception.
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ABSTRACT   

This article analyses the postmodern transformation of time, 
space and subjectivity, in the context of representing space by 
using the film production of the same period. The hypothesis is 
that postmodern films do not simply use space as a background 
for action, but also contribute to reveal space as an agent of 
narration and representation, and in the same time as a tool for 
visual thinking and the visual imagining of space. In prioritizing the 
potentialities of the postmodernism– hyper-reality, intertextuality, 
distrust and schizophrenia– the cross-disciplinary exchange 
between film and architecture testifies the history of modifications 
in how we understand and represent space within a rich history 
of the image. This article presents the possibilities of such 
disciplinary thresholds where different intellectual approaches 
to visual systems meet each other, altering the way architecture 
is discussed. The aim of this article is to emphasize that it is 
impossible to represent space without responding to the logic of 
the media constructions of reality, to interrogate the conventional 
principles of representation.
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In dialogues: Media-narratives of architecture

With an increasing appetite for visual in-
formation, architecture becomes to a 
large degree mediated by the media 
and gradually it becomes inseparable 

from media respecting their time-based regimes of opera-
tion. Consequently, architecture increasingly incorporates 
issues of time to interrogate the conventional principles of 
representation. On the other hand, theorists of postmoder-
nity address qualitative transformations of time, space and 
subjectivity, by referring to Baudelairian early disclaim of the 
transformation of history to become an endangered form 
(Baudelaire 1965, 53). Curiously, cinematic apparatuses were 
seen not just as a symptom of this “postmodern condition”, 
but as its contributing causes. Operating through mimicking 
of the capitalist logic of serial production, postmodern cine-
matic experiments generated the space which is constantly 
renewed in the present moment. As such, the impact of the 
postmodern condition on architecture was dramatic, espe-
cially through the “apocalyptic” scenario issued by Fredric 
Jameson and Marc Augé. They claim the disappearance of 
both history and future only to diagnose the evolution of the 
future trapped within a closed loop of a perpetual present 
and a perpetual change. This trend is diagnosed in the wider 
context of neoliberal ideology ‘as dismissing everything that 
challenges the present order’. As Marc Augé correctly put, 
“technological innovations exploited by financial capitalism 
[…] are promoting an ideology of the future now, which in 
truth paralyses all thought about the future” (Augé 2014, 3). 
What emanates from these discussions is that architecture 
appears to circle infinitely in the present within a closed tem-
poral loop while speculating on its lost vital transformative po-
tential for the future or the past. Consequently, this tendency 
is beginning to manifest in how we consider the relationships 
between space, time and subjectivity, in the postmodern pe-
riod. Moreover, it has become an important component of the 
architectural theoretical debates of the same period to testify 
the incontestable consequence of its media-determinism. 

Consulting these theoretical debates, I will investigate 
how film may embody the representation and narration of 

space using its own medium specificity to transform “tempo-
ral constraints of the real”, in Dziga Vertov’s words (Vertov, 
1984, 41). The goal of this article is to emphasize that it is im-
possible to represent space without responding to the logic 
of the media constructions of reality, while working on the 
constant renewal of the present only to interrogate the con-
ventional principles of representation. Although this line of 
investigation moves from Bergson to include Gilles Deleuze’s 
cinematographic concepts that the cinema gives rise to, like 
time-images, movement-images, affection image, etc., these 
are left out for the limited scope of this research. 

“All great architecture has been conceptual, has been 
image-making”, Reyner Banham, 1966

With this claim in mind, we will start analyzing the instru-
mentality of the image in architectural theory by using film 
production of the postmodern period. With consideration for 
theories of “media determinism” and the “field of the visible,” 
this article proposes that, through a human-based ontology 
and privileging of the spectator, the image provides new ap-
proaches to postmodern architectural thought. While I have 
written extensively on the direct analogies between screen 
language and the design concepts of architecture, this dis-
cussion diverges substantially from the history of represen-
tational techniques such as: series of cuts, edits, framing. By 
conditioning time, space and subjectivity, it rather benefits 
from the idea that film image can command visual attention 
and extend the field of the visible beyond the horizon of lim-
ited human vision. The term ‘image’ does not refer merely to 
the visible field of representation, rather it is seen as a form 
of the ‘montage’ of ideas. My use of the term image refers 
specifically to Bergson’s ideas for operating with time as we 
experience it. And as such, it impacts the way we see and 
understand space. As a wider implication of the image-based 
context of architecture, we will see that with an increasing 
appetite for visual information, architecture becomes to a 
large degree mediated by the media, and in turn alienates 
temporal dimensions of the real (space). Finally, I will use this 
opportunity to connect the discourse around film image with 
reflexive thresholds between purely physical dimension of 
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architectural space and the reduction of the world to a view 
or picture (its perceptual dimension). 

How do film images operate?
The image, as elaborated by Mark Linder in his “Images 

and Other Stuff,” is not merely an aspect of architecture as a 
material or intellectual practice that used conventional lan-
guages to convey ideas. The image status is neither media 
nor medium-specific. Escaping reading and interpretation, 
their mode of operation is through association, affect and 
processing (Linder 2012, 3-8). These functions are typified 
in the postmodern film. David Lynch’s red room scene from 
Twin Peaks (1990, fig.1) is a typical example, as it stresses 
the room a “site of vision” to be experienced in a location 
specifically demarcated for affect. This method of operating 
image through affect is generated as a postmodern reaction 
against idealism and simplicity of modernism. As postmod-
ernism works through complexity and often imposition of 
multiple layers of meaning and truth, in the cinematic medi-
um this is reflected by challenging and confusing the specta-
tor. By fully embodying the potentialities of the postmodern 
hyper-reality, intertextuality and distrust, the director of Twin 
Peaks, David Lynch, establishes a space in which time pro-
ceeds in a different way. Thus, Lynch directs a series of “truth 
provoking” sequences implying a spatial expression of emo-
tional and temporal relationship with the space. In this way, 
he successfully creates moving images that generate immer-
sive drama for the spectator. This is detected within the red 
room scene with a dwarf in a red suit, and a woman whom 
FBI agent meets on his way to solve the mystery regarding 
the death of Laura Palmer. Laura is the central motif and the 
plot revolves around her murder. One layer of the mystery for 
the spectator lies in questioning whether the woman in the 
scene looks exactly like Laura Palmer or not. In Twin Peaks’ 
finals, we meet another layer of mystery in the remarkable 
complexity of the threshold. With the idea to link different 
spaces in the same scene (fig.2), by navigating the spectator 
through an endless series of corridors and by introducing 
another character in the scene claiming “this is the waiting 
room”, cinematic spaces start to work as temporal passages. 

To mark the impossibility of reaching the ultimate destina-
tion, trapped in a space of permanent transition, Lynch sud-
denly starts to blur spaces and this is achieved by overlaying 
images. This narrative works precisely to convey the idea of 
the red room as a space of permanent transition. As such, 
the narrative of the scene implies the disturbances of space, 
time and identity, and their final distrust in an exclusively 
postmodern manner. After eliminating the past and the fu-
ture, such ‘emergent mediatic conceptuality’ (Jameson 1991) 
of Lynch’s cinematic architecture has caught us up in circling 
forever in the present moment. The final result is that the 

        
FIG. 1 David Lynch, Twin Peaks
[red room scene] 1990
@ stills from film.

        
FIG. 2 David Lynch, Twin Peaks 
[corridor scene] 1990
@ still from film.
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traditional narrative of eternity architecture seems to have 
only kept through the desire to 'eternalize the moment' - to 
capture the moment in order to circulate exclusively within 
the loop of the present, caught in the unrestrainable process 
of transformation. Thus, this postmodern ability to transform 
space-time relations of the real space gives a new status to 
the images produced by the filmmaker, and thus gives the 
film image applications for understanding the representa-
tion of space in architecture. 

But, how does it affect the representation of space?
Given that it is the function of affect to offer a new expe-

rience of space to a film spectator, this type of intense emo-
tional dialogue is important for thinking space based on a 
personal experience of it. On the other hand, it is impossible 
to practice the postmodern thought without fully embodying 
its potentialities: hyper-reality, intertextuality, distrust, simu-
lacrum, etc. Bearing in mind that architects fail to represent 
‘our real experience of the space’ in the static images they 
produce, the film environment, with both the cinematic and 
narrative elements, seem to be a significant framework for 
challenging static architectural representations in postmod-
ernism. We were warned about it much earlier when Bergson 
claimed that “we cannot grasp the unceasing flux of reality 
with static ready-made concepts” (Cit. in: Massey 2016, 4).

Cinematic and architectural version of the modern
Accordingly, the transformation of time, space and sub-

jectivity, characteristic of the postmodern, would not be pos-
sible outside its origins in the modernist representation of 
the film space. A most important contribution was Bergson’s 
offer of a clear philosophical strategy to break the habit of 
representing things spatially that should be understood tem-
porally. This strategy was made possible once he separated 
the mechanistic time of science (clock-time) from the time 
as we actually experience it (lived time) - durée. This was 
achieved in his crucial passage from Matter and Memory, 
where he issued a challenge that “questions relating to sub-
ject and object, to their distinction and their union, should be 
put in terms of time rather than of space (Bergson 1896, 71, 

218). A precondition for operating with time as we actually 
experience it, was the fundamental event of the modern age: 
the conquest of the world as picture. 

The practice of modern architecture was compliant with 
these theoretical observations and established a firm rela-
tionship with the image we recognize today. Certain com-
ponents of modern architecture are particularly symptom-
atic: for example, favoring “theatricality” over “machine for 
living” in houses of Adolf Loos (fig.3) and Richard Neutra. 
They demonstrated clearly that the architects are aware of 
media and that architecture is ‘arena’ for performance and 
observation. This statement might straightforwardly provide 
a fruitful explication of juxtaposing interior and exterior spac-
es and framing space, creating this way reflexive thresholds 
between the physical dimension of home and the reduction 
of the world to a view or picture. With proved implication for 
modern industrial and functional architecture offered by Le 
Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe, optical connections became 
a distinct layer over physical. They announced a sense of ob-
servation as a recurrent element of architecture. Likewise, the 
inhabitant of the space has been replaced by “the spectator”. 

        
FIG. 3 Adolf Loos, Villa Moller, 
Vienna, Austria, 1928. View from the 
street, section and plan, showing the 
path of the gaze and the choice of 
framing through the house.
@ themodernhouse.com 
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Even architectural theory of the late 20th century, in-
spired by old masters like Jorge Luis Borges, marks trials to 
put everything in a single view or picture to support our real 
experience of time in this way. For example, in his concept 
third space (Soja 1996), Edward Soja offers another category 
of space – a space where everything “comes together” with 
an “all-inclusive simultaneity”. His idea of third space belongs 
to the tradition of spaces that function as places simultane-
ously real and imagined. 

 
Cinematic and architectural version of the postmodern
Accordingly, while bringing postmodern elements of 

hyper-reality, intertextuality, distrust and simulacrum to the 
surface, we discern what Jameson calls ‘emergent mediatic 
conceptuality’: the symptomatic aesthetics of postmodern-
ism and film that re aimed at identifying a cinematic ver-
sion of the postmodern style. Through his discussions of the 
“nostalgia film”, Jameson exemplified cases where a film’s 
narrative and its art direction confuse the experience of 
temporality (Friedberg 1994, 168 and Rowe 1991). More pre-
cisely, his elaboration on the so-called ‘crisis of represen-
tation’ is deeply related to the symptomatic aesthetics of 
postmodernism in film. By including into the analysis the ap-
paratus’s inherent capacity to alter the spectator’s relation 
to temporality, these films put forward “the jumbled relation 
to the historical referent” (Friedberg 1994, 169) and, more 
importantly, can provide a temporal mobility for the specta-
tor. This is reflected in the way Twin Peaks directly challeng-
es the “general model” for visual arts: the way it abides by 
the desire for reality to fit the framework of the cinematic 
medium. By using a metaphor for the real, the narrative or-
ganized around the dead body of Laura Palmer introduces 
us to hyper-reality. While Laura is proliferated in a number 
of discourses and as such is represented through the game 
of signs, the ‘impossible truth’ around her loss seems to be 
intensified through the op-art dizzy character of the film 
space (fig. 4). Accordingly, through a pastiche of narratives 
concerning her death, the spectators are caught to circle 
forever in the temporal loop of the unrolling film scene.

 

On the other hand, what we recognize in the practice of 
postmodern architecture is a perpetual struggle to present the 
“unrepresentable” in the images their authors produce. The 
mode of operation of the postmodern authors owes signifi-
cantly to their attempt to communicate a mixture of elements, 
ornaments, metaphors and historical illusions, by taking the 
history of art as their subjects. Search for a new relation to 
the past resulted in the image of formal complexity that relies 
on the pluralist combination of modern and premodern archi-
tectural styles. The hybrid buildings these authors designed 
often seemed to testify the structure of schizophrenia. How 
else could we interpret the multiplications of times, styles, 
motifs, forms and other apparitions that they use while look-
ing for the new? Given that architects are not interested in 
the media as they are interested in the spectator, schizophre-
nia has ultimately played with the eye of the viewer who is 
allowed very little, if any, mastery over the narrative story ex-
pressed by architectural means. Departing from the aesthetic 
purity and streamlined functionalism of modernist architec-
ture (like Mies van der Rohe or Le Corbusier), the complexity 

        
FIG. 4 David Lynch, Twin Peaks 
[geometrical pattern of the 
floor, corridor scene] 1990
@ still from film.
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1 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (New York; Pantheon Books, 1978) (Surveiller et 
Punir [Paris, 1975]); although Foucault played the special 
role in the anti-visual discourse, read in: Martin Jay, “In 
the Empire of the Gaze: Foucault and the Denigration of 
Vision in Twentieth-century French Thought,” in: Michel 
Foucault & David Couzens Hoy (eds.), Foucault: A Critical 
Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1986), 178.

        
FIG. 5 Michael Graves, The Portland Public Services Building,
Portland, Oregon 1980-82 @ archdaily.

of postmodern thought (as expressed in the architecture of 
The Portland Public Services Building by Michael Graves, fig. 
5) seem to act in the exclusive ‘schizo’ mode only from the 
desire to destabilize the inherited system. What this method 
implied is that architecture acts like postmodern film: it de-
stabilizes power relations through a schizophrenic narrativ-
ization that we can in fact identify as the “moment of truth” 
within the postmodern expression of the “unrepresentable”, 
found in architects’ images. 

Detemporalized subjectivities
Previous arguments are specifically reflected in the sta-

tus of the spectator that, in a passage through the post-
modern theory, becomes a ‘detemporalized subject’. In the 
field of anticipation of detemporalized subjectivities in the 
visual culture studies, one of the first theoretical interven-
tions was provided by Anne Friedberg. It is closely related 
to Foucault’s detection of the origins of modernity in the re-
gime of visuality different from the model of power and vi-
sion so frequently linked with modernity.1 Organizing critical 
intervention into the fundamental paradigm of the subject 
in modernity, Friedberg (1994) provided a detailed insight 
into new visual configurations of modernity that were con-
sidered unimaginable outside a spatially mobilized visuality. 
Within such context, the explanation is offered in the imag-
inary flânerie of spectatorship. In other words, instead of 
physically moving our bodies through space it is our eyes 
that travel across film. As we move further, the history of 
optical devices has begun to testify time as being a discov-
ery of new opportunities. As a result of photography’s ca-
pacity to transform our access to history, Anne Friedberg 
(1994, 2) argued that it is as much owned by new tech-
nologies as by increasingly detemporalized subjectivities. 
Baudelaire (1965, 1)was as well an early disclaimer of the 
dangerous transformation of history that the photographic 
image would produce. Despite photography’s “loathing for 
history”, Baudelaire accentuated the representational dis-
continuity as the critical role of photography, and he goes 
even further to claim the apocalyptic scenario: “the disap-
pearance of history as a potential consequence of the pho-
tographic image” (Barthes 1981, 93).

In the transition from photography to cinema and televi-
sual representations “our access to history has changed re-
sulting in increasingly detemporalized subjec-
tivities,” and, “at the same time, their ubiquity 
has fostered an increasingly derealized sense 
of presence” (Friedberg 1994, 2). Intention 
to emphasize such “position” of the subject 
is particularly evident in Jean-Luc Godard’s 
set of a fictional Paris of the future in his film 
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Alphaville (1965, fig. 6). To point at cinema’s capacity to func-
tion as a machine for virtual time travel, Alpha 60 recites: 
“No one lived in the Past. No one lives in the Future.” This 
intention is also recognized in the director’s conception of 
narrative dramatization to build a continuous space in the se-
ries of shots. In the manner of repeating, over time, the direc-
tor navigates an endless series of rooms and corridors and 
overlays images in hypnotic fashion. In David Lynch’s vision, 
this trend has demonstrated how different times and spaces 
adhere to each other in the film to a degree that it demands 
that we consider them all, all at once, imparting in each 
spectator a full immersion in the scene. In a return to Twin 
Peaks, it becomes evident that such horizontal extension of 
our unrestrained perceptive experience is far beyond a nor-
mal mode of observation and, as such, works to support our 

real experience of space and time. The explication of Lynch’s 
method further indicates how the layers of the film refuse 
to be separated coherently. This is instructive in Stephan 
Heath’s comments on cinematic space. Namely, “cinematic 
space, as Stephen Heath reminds us, is heavily dependent 
on the establishing shot”  (Martin 2014, 164), and is found in 
the director’s conventional approach to provide an “overall” 
view, literally the master shot, that will allow the scene to be 
dominated in the course of its reconstitution narratively as 
dramatic unity” (Heath 1981, 41). This is an ultimate temporal 
experience that will be repeated during the film in different 
contexts and forms, playing with the spectators’ attention on 
the basis of their memories from the establishing shot in or-
der to keep the continuity of the film flow.

        
FIG. 6 Jean-Luc Godard, Alphaville, 

Paris, 1965 @ still from film. 
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2 See Jameson’s extensive elaboration in his: 
Jameson, Postmodernism or, the Cultural Logic 
of Late Capitalism, 1991.

It seems that postmodernism in architecture is carrying 
out the opposite method, with a proven tendency to intro-
duce an apocalyptic scenario in the wider urban scale. Instead 
of keeping the space, time and actors in space synchronized 
in terms of building urban continuity, such as maintaining the 
continuity of the film flow, consequences of the established 
material boundaries of space and use in modernism are re-
flected in the postmodern discontinuity of the urban matrix. 
More precisely, through the populist aspect of the rhetorical 
defense against great architectural modernisms, postmod-
ernism uses its lexicon and syntax to emblematically band 
together degraded and fallen city fabric. By aspiration of ur-
banism to represent “the city within the city,” it relies on the 
idea of sewing through the city fabric to correspond to a new 
collective practice - a new mode in which individuals move 
and congregate. This is reflected in how postmodern archi-
tectural theory has begun to borrow from narrative analysis 
in other fields to see our physical trajectories through build-
ings as virtual narratives or cinematic stories, as dynamic 
paths and narrative paradigms requiring visitors to complete 
them with their own bodies and movements. This practice 
of historically original kind of hyper-crowd acts from the de-
sire to envelop culture and economy into a subsystem, but it 
purposefully leaves these spaces detached from the rest of 
the city, and therefore contribute to the discontinuity of the 
city fabric. Therefore, the issues with which we cope in the 
postmodern urban space are precisely restrained within the 
material boundaries of the neoliberal capitalist agenda, as 
announced by Marc Augé and Fredric Jameson.2 What ema-
nates from this condition is that architecture appears to circle 
infinitely in the present, within a closed temporal loop, while 
speculating on its lost transformative potential for the future 
or the past, as conceptualized by film images.

Towards the Future
Given that image is currently caught in the rigid cate-

gories: architecture, film, art, cinema, culture, and historical 
periods, unable to unfold different temporal horizons starting 
from one single image, it is necessary to introduce an entire-
ly new research methodology to the field of contemporary 

visual arts, moving image arts and architecture. In this arti-
cle I discussed the possibilities of the disciplinary thresholds 
where different intellectual approaches to visual systems 
meet each other, altering the way architecture is discussed. 
In a broader sense, the encounter between the postmodern 
film and architecture testifies the history of modifications in 
how we understand and represent space within a rich history 
of the image. Comprising the time-honored context, anoth-
er possibility that the developments of the cinematograph-
ic image may offer is an assimilation of subjectivity into the 
logic of its tools. What is certain in our media-determined 
culture is a constant recovering of the apocalyptic discourses 
through the polemic of image in architectural theory, as well 
as through interrogating the conventional principles of repre-
sentation. The results are already visible in indetermi-
nate value of these developments and in changing the 
dimensions of subjectivity that raise new potentials.  
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ABSTRACT   

This article presents the concept of genetic criticism as it 
reflects upon the artistic processes intrinsic to filmmaking. More 
specifically, it sheds light on some of the costume design and art 
direction practices observed in Portuguese cinema. In an effort 
to posit a theoretical model that fits this sphere of practice, it 
focuses on a specific film, an individual art director and a range of 
corresponding preproduction materials, to elucidate the process 
of materialisation that starts with the script and ends with some 
form of physical appearance inside the frame. Accordingly, a range 
of materials has been selected, all conceived by Isabel Branco for 
Raúl Ruiz’s “Mysteries of Lisbon” (2010).
Genetic criticism’s approach to filmmaking presupposes a re-
evaluation of the final cut as the only conceivable art object, 
inasmuch as its methodology implies the investigation of creative 
process and creators’ motivations. With genetic criticism, time 
and movement become key concepts for the understanding of 
filmmaking processes.
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1 In 2008, professor Cecilia Salles has mapped the 
complete history of genetic criticism in her book “Crítica 
Genética: Fundamento dos estudos genéticos sobre o 
processo de criação artística”.
2 The Centre for genetic criticism studies at PUC/SP 
fosters an interdisciplinary approach, structured around 
a semiotics of Peircean disposition.
3 “Se o propósito direcionador dos estudos genéticos 
foi, desde seu início, a compreensão do processo de 
construção de uma obra literária e de seu objeto de 
estudo eram as pegadas do escritor encontradas nos 
manuscritos, deveria necessariamente romper a barreira 
da literatura e ampliar seus limites para além da palavra.”
  This notion first appears in the book “Gesto inacabado. 
Processo de criação artística”, dated 1998, by Cecilia 
Salles.
5 The rise of a new line of diversely trained researchers is 
documented in the article “Comunicação em processo”, 
dated 2002, by Cecilia Salles.
6 “[R]egistos materiais do processo, retratos temporais 
de uma gênese que agem como índices do percurso.”
7 “A analise dos documentos dos processos criativos dos 
artistas, longe de substituir a critica de arte, tem o poder 
de adensar o conhecimento relativo à obra, sendo fiel a 
seu propósito. A obra é, antes de mais nada, o elemento 
propulsor dos estudos genéticos: se não existisse a obra, 
não haveria o interesse de compreender seu modo de 
fabricação.”

Genetic criticism and film.

Genetic criticism started in France, in 1968, with 
the work of Louis Hay and Almuth Grésillon. 
In 1985, it was introduced in Brazil by Philippe 
Willemart1. This Portuguese-language devel-

opment, set up in the form of Centro de estudos em crítica 
genética at Pontifícia Universidade Católica de São Paulo 
[Centre for genetic criticism studies, Pontifical Catholic 
University of São Paulo], overseen by Cecilia Salles2, has en-
couraged a degree of interest in the arts, including film.

If the aim of genetic criticism has always been, from the 
start, to apprehend the process of literary construction, and 
its object of study the footprints left by the writer in the 
manuscript, then it should, necessarily, breach the literary 
barrier and amplify its limits beyond the word (Salles 2002, 
62)3.

Genetic criticism’s approach to the visual arts focuses 
on the examination of material records left by artists during 
the creative process (drafts, sketches, notes, drawings). It 
enables the materialisation of a morphology of creation4, 
maintaining all the initial and developmental perspectives 
contained in the documents, and opening the doors to such 
challenging concepts as an aesthetics of the unfinished.

Salles’ words (2000, 63) point to a methodological ap-
propriateness, intrinsic to genetic criticism, for the study of 
documents emerging from all forms of artistic expression. 
Hence, towards the end of the nineteen nineties, following 
an initial strand of investigations more attuned with semiot-
ic studies, a new generation of researchers started to focus 
on different areas such as film, the visual arts, architecture, 
journalism and advertising5.

In the case of film, it is obvious how genetic research 
must always strive for interdisciplinarity. The various depart-
ments that help materialise a film all speak different expres-
sive languages: from storyboarding, clipping and collage 
aided scripting and development, to the actual materials 
trialled and used in set design (fabric samples, mock-ups, 
etc). 

The screenplay was one of the first cinematic materials 
to be studied. Moreover, the elements that fall under the 

scope of genetic criticism are the material records of a pro-
cess, chronological portraits of a genesis indexing a course 
of action (Salles, 2002, 63)6.

Given the need for adequacy across a range of fields, 
the word “draft”, which had served the study of literature 
and literary materials, became unbefitting. With the expan-
sion of genetic criticism’s scope to include the visual arts, 
all materials under scrutiny started to be called “process 
documents”. 

Before the emergence of this methodology, research 
into the work of art had been mostly directed towards the 
final stage and product.

Probing the documents that result from the creative 
process, far from replacing art criticism, carries the power 
to increase knowledge of the artwork, remaining faithful to 
its purpose. The work is, above all else, the element that 
propels genetic studies: if it did not exist, interest would 
cease in trying to understand its mode of 
fabrication (Salles 2000, 3)7.

Genetic criticism implies an attentive-
ness to the journey as much as the destina-
tion. It is rare that, for an artist, an artwork 
will appear finished: his or her vision is often 
that a complete and final stage does not ex-
ist. One only needs to remember the last few 
steps in the editing of a film: there is often a 
range of “final cuts” before one is selected to 
be premiered in the cinemas – and time and 
again a series of versions, all equally deemed 
the “final cut”, will subsist. 

This method of unified research agitates 
those waters of theoretical reflection that 
are based upon the traditional conception of 
the work of art locked in the excellence of 
its final form – those notions of “aesthetics” 
linked to ideas of perfection and consumma-
tion. What if each and every phase in the cre-
ative process could be perceived as one in a 
series of possible final stages?
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8 “[R]etratos temporais de uma gênese”.
9 “[Como] o resultado de um trabalho que se carateriza 
por transformação progressiva, que exige, por parte do 
artista, investimento de tempo, dedicação e disciplina.”
10 The materialisation of a film can extend to a year or 
more. From scriptwriting to preproduction, production 
and postproduction, many are the stages involved in the 
transformation of an idea.
11 “O foco de atenção é o processo por meio do qual 
algo que não existia antes, como tal, passa a existir, a 
partir de determinadas características que alguém vai lhe 
oferecendo. Um artefacto artístico surge ao longo de um 
processo complexo de apropriações, transformações e 
ajustes. O crítico genético procura entrar na complexidade 
desse processo. A grande questão que impulsiona os 
estudos genéticos é compreender a tessitura desse 
movimento.”

It is a fact that hardly any critical research has been pro-
duced around the mechanisms of production and artistic 
creation in portuguese cinema. Grasping the role played by 
artistic imagination is one of the goals of genetic criticism. 
The process of unearthing ideas inscribed in any language 
must be accompanied by the study of related documenta-
tion, for these records become the temporal portraits of a 
genesis (Salles 2002, 63)8.

The target is therefore the work of art, but only insofar 
as it results from a process of progressive transformation 
that demands from the artist an investment in time, dedica-
tion and discipline (Salles 2000, 1)9.

This new perspective entails a rethinking of the artwork 
in terms of an “aesthetics of creation”.

In the case of cinema, the final film is confronted with 
the stages of what it was during the process of making10, 
with every phase becoming the possible culmination of a 
conceivable work. The sheer notion of consummation is rel-
ativized, along with the idea of a single path or journey de-
termined from the start.

Accordingly, a research methodology focused on the 
application of such concepts to the practices that bore the 
filmic object becomes structured by movement and time, 
approaching the cinema by way of its constructional flux 
and material indicators.

Still on the question of intersection between the initial 
script and the editing stage, before reflecting on the lat-
ter, genetic criticism will consider the ‘unchartered’ versions 
that form the genesis of written and visual narrative. These 
versions exist thanks to drawings, sketches, notes, etc. They 
are the early phases of an ‘ideal editing’, long before we 
reach the postproduction stage.  

The application of genetic criticism’s techniques to 
filmmaking practices implies the identification of other “ide-
al editors”, already from the stage of preproduction. Their 
artistic recognition resides in the work they contribute of 
elaborating and giving form to ideas in conjunction with the 
director.

If we conceive the material editing of a film as a hor-
izontal process, with a beginning and a possible end, we 

then need to interpret the actions of those who create this 
‘ideal preproduction editing’ as a vertical development. The 
suggestions on lighting, settings, actors, props, etc, all as-
semble vertically and only occasionally will they penetrate 
the horizontal plane of the final cut. So, what happens to 
the all the creative lines which did not dovetail with the con-
cluding vision?

Genetic criticism and costume design.
The focus of attention here is the process by which 

something that did not exist materialises, out of certain qual-
ities that someone provides it. The artistic artefact emerges 
from a complex process of appropriations, transformations 
and adjustments. The genetic critic strives to penetrate the 
complexity of this process. The great question driving ge-
netic studies forward is the texture in this movement (Salles 
1998, 13)11.

With the attention given by genetic criticism to “film 
costume”, a connection between cinema and texture aris-
es, routing directly to material questions closely linked with 
apparel.

Film texture emerges with the script and, together with 
other different fields, materialises through the research 
work of costume designers. The final product is but a possi-
ble outcome amongst others: from interpreting the script to 
fitting out a character, such is the creative arch of costume 
design. The sketches and notes of costume 
designers, especially those left behind in the 
process of constructing a film, are the mate-
rial imprint of concepts at the root of artistic 
creation.

Process documents are, therefore, the 
material records of creative development. 
They are the temporal portraits of a com-
mencement, acting as indexes of the creative 
journey. We know that the mental phenom-
enon materialised in the records is direct-
ly inaccessible, but then these can be con-
ceived as its mode of physical manifestation. 
The creative process is directly unattainable, 
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12 “Os documentos de processo são, portanto, registros 
materiais do processo criador. São retratos temporais de 
uma génese que agem como índices do percurso criativo. 
Estamos conscientes que não temos acesso direto ao 
fenómeno mental que os registros materializam, mas 
estes podem ser considerados a forma física através da 
qual esse fenómeno se manifesta. Não temos, portanto, o 
processo de criação em mãos, mas apenas alguns índices 
desse processo. São vestígios vistos como testemunho 
material de uma criação em processo.”
13 For a contextualisation of the role of costume design 
in Portuguese cinema, see Cucinotta, C., “Viagem ao 
cinema através do seu vestuário”, Covilhã, 2018.
14 The project arose as part of Caterina Cucinotta’s 
postdoctoral research project “Figurinos e textura 
espacial: design e arte no Cinema Português dos últimos 
50 anos”, supported by Fundação para a Ciência e a 
Tecnologia, and also as part of Nivea Faria de Souza’s 
doctoral research project “Entre a escrita e a imagem: 
A criação de arte na visualidade cênica”, supported by 
PDSE/CAPES. Thirteen professionals were interviewed, 
amongst costume designers, costume supervisors, 
assistants and seamstresses.

since only a few indexes exist. These are the traces that we 
interpret as the material testimony of a creative process 
(Salles 1998, 17)12.

In film, we regard the work of costume design as one of 
the processes of artistic creation which remain closer to the 
actor, to his or her body and to the ‘casing’ that will trans-
form him or her in the figure idealised by the director13.

In Portugal the word figurinista [costume designer] 
seldom makes an appearance in the filmmaking lexicon, as it is 
generally replaced by the more generic and object-oriented 
guarda-roupa [literally, wardrobe]. In line with current 
research, the word “wardrobe” is deemed deficient for its 
inability to truly address the process of costume creation 
(design and conception, the externalisation of a character’s 
attitudes and feelings, etc), and its accent on the designer 
as one who merely systematises a range of garments and 
accessories. Before this “wardrobe” materialisation, a whole 
phase of artistic creation will have to happen first, one 
focused on textile expression and contextualisation. 

The investigation of a costume designer’s work relies on 
the documents emerging from the creative process.

In Portugal, one of the reasons for such terminological 
muddle is the fact that little artistic merit is customarily cred-
ited to the job of costume design from the very first stages 
of creation. The little time granted to artistic expression by 
strict and conventionalist production rules precludes the full 
manifestation of an artistic and conventional expression. 

Usually, in such instances when the role of costume de-
sign has been recognised and valued, a whole range of pre-
production documents will have emerged that are kept and 
listed, granting the researcher the opportunity to study them 
as a feature of the film’s material history. The illustrations, 
sketches and notes produced by costume designers can then 
be published in critical anthologies or thematic editions.

Although in Portugal there is little tradition of preserv-
ing this type of documentation as part of a film’s memory, 
it is still common that costume designers will meticulously 
preserve their individual records with the aim of reusing such 
work in any subsequent projects. However, it is often the case 

that, after a while, such materials will no longer exist, given 
the large amounts which designers typically accumulate.

In 201714 a project was launched to map interviews by 
costume designers who work or have worked in Portuguese 
cinema, complemented by the photographic recording of ma-
terials used in the filmmaking process. This project employs 
an oral history methodology in an attempt to reconstruct a 
collective memory of costume design in filmmaking.

It starts with an investigation of the artistic processes 
employed by costume designers in Portuguese cinema and 
with the conscience that a great volume of material has al-
ready been lost: what remains is rich in detail and can amount 
to an interesting research object. 

“Mysteries of Lisbon”: a case study.
When producer Paulo Branco offered Raúl Ruiz Camilo 

Castelo Branco’s book Mistérios de Lisboa (1856) [“Mysteries 
of Lisbon”], little did he know that his gesture would ignite 
one of the most highly regarded features in recent Portuguese 
cinema, but also, and rather regrettably, the last of his own 
films the Chilean director would personally ever see pre-
miered (Ruiz died in 2011).

According to Giorgio Agamben, the act 
of delivering a text, for instance by such an 
important figure as a producer, demonstrates 
that cinema, before it becomes image, is al-
ready gesture. In a film’s material history, this 
action marks the embryonic stage of the cre-
ative process, belonging to the order of eth-
ics and politics as much as it pertains to the 
realm of aesthetics we have been discussing 
up until now.

What characterises gesture is that it is not 
produced nor acted, but assumed and sup-
ported. It thus opens up the sphere of ethos 
as the most fittingly human. But in what way 
can a gesture be assumed and supported? In 
what way does a res become a res-gesta, a 
simple fact become an event? (G. Agamben, 
1996). 
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15 Isabel Branco is one of thirteen costume designers we 
interviewed in 2017. Branco’s personal collection of non-
filmic materials (notebooks), which originate from her 
work as costume designer or art director, is one of the 
largest from this pool of interviewees representing the 
last three decades of film production in Portugal. 
16 “[S]uportes moveis de registos de toda a ordem”.
17 This interview was kindly conceded by Isabel Branco to 
the author and has not yet been published.
18 See, “Aniki” vol. 2, no. 4, 2017.

Gesture, the Italian philosopher continues, is, in this sense: 
communication and communicability. In itself, it has noth-
ing to say, because what it shows us is Man’s being-in-lan-
guage as pure means of communication. But given that this 
being-in-language cannot be spoken in the form of proposi-
tions, gesture is, in essence, always the act of not finding a 
way through language. (G. Agamben, 1996). 

Consistent with Agamben’s position, the presence of 
gesture in film generates an instance of non-verbal commu-
nication between two or more interlocutors. In this case, be-
tween writer, producer and director.

And here it is the materialisation that extends beyond 
aesthetics to become also political: the passage from res to 
res-gesta, from fact to event. Between reading the book and 
adapting for film or television: from the twenty or so hours of 
footage impetuously imagined by Raúl Ruiz, a six episodes 
TV series of 52 minutes each was created in 2010, and a fea-
ture was produced for the cinema, extending to little over 
four and a half hours.

Thus, out of the work that all artists and professionals 
delivered in creating the film’s audio-visual element we focus 
here, for the first time, on a selection of costumes and set 
design elements fashioned by Isabel Branco, which we inter-
sect with a reading of the screenplay adaptation of Castelo 
Branco’s novel.

Our aim is less a finer understanding of the finished work 
“Mysteries of Lisbon” than a theoretical journey through the 
genesis of the film, focused on its art direction.

According to the latest research on the topic, in 
Portuguese cinema, “art direction” encompasses both set and 
costume design. Such is the case with this film, with Isabel 
Branco assuming the role of art director, mutually responsible 
for costumes and set design.

Isabel Branco and image construction.
It is specifically with the following case study, centred on 

the domain of costume design for film, that we hope to shed 
some light on the process by which genetic criticism engag-
es with the creative process of filmmaking. Although Isabel 
Branco’s art direction notebooks, which she calls “books”, 

grant us such an interesting variety of research clues, for the 
purpose of this article we have decided to concentrate on 
just a few15.

These “books” assist the need to record notes, ideas, 
impressions, words, etc. According to Branco, this practice 
starts with reading the script, and surveying the characters, 
situations and moods that populate it. The notebook is the 
portable platform for all kinds of records (Salles 2000, 5)16 . It 
serves the process of critically reflecting upon the screenplay.

Other artists from other departments will complete the 
film’s general vision: we have before us a collective form of ar-
tistic creation. Researching the different viewpoints that con-
verge on a single object: presenting what results from script-
writer and director’s ideas. The importance of notebooks as 
a form of documentation results from the need to register 
the historical and visual references that will be adopted in 
the formation of a character and its placement in a particular 
setting. Isabel Branco’s images reveal a unique vision of both 
the profession and this particular project. They expose the art 
director’s creative style.

In 201717, professor Lúcia Nagib also displayed an interest 
in Branco’s art direction work for “Mysteries of Lisbon”. Her 
article “Mysteries of Lisbon and Intermedial History-Telling”18 
relates the methodology used by the art director when work-
ing on the production and discovery of ambiances that could 
convey the concept of “mystery”.

To the question of “Why in a film titled “Mysteries of 
Lisbon” we never see the city itself?”, the art director replies 
that, given the great earthquake of 1755, the film is set in a 
city that no longer exists, and which could never successfully 
be refashioned as a “town” in the current ur-
ban setting we now identify as ours.

From a stylistic choice taken in agreement 
with the director is born the idea of recreating 
paintings and panels as the “authentic” sce-
nography that supports the action. 

This solution is also justified by Branco 
with the fact that Ruiz wanted to scrupulously 
follow writer Camilo Castelo Branco’s indica-
tions for a serialised novel.
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19 “Foi mais reconstruir o dia a dia da cidade, reconstruir 
o folhetim da cidade - um bocadinho como o Camilo - do 
que mostrar propriamente a cidade que já não tem nada 
de parecido. Eu acho que o filme quer contar o que se 
passa entre as pessoas, o folhetim é mais uma telenovela.”
20 “Eu desenho situações”. 

Therefore, when we talk about scenography, we largely 
mean the daily life of characters within the four walls of their 
homes.

It was more about reconstructing the day-to-day life of 
the city, its story – a bit like Camilo did – than showing a town 
which no longer resembles any of that. I think the film wants 
to tell what happens between the characters, the feuilleton is 
more like a telenovela [television soap opera] (Isabel Branco, 
2017)19.

Starting from this choice of art direction, a process be-
gins to define interiors that are recreated in conformity with 
historical knowledge, vis-à-vis the exteriors that remain unal-
tered and which can only echo our current period. 

A comparatist analysis crossing process documents with 
film sequences will mark the fact that such notebooks are 
full of the historical, literary and social indications that struc-
ture the creative process. Not necessarily those which will 
become central to the action, but vertical lines that impact 
help shape the horizontal narrative. 

In 2017, in the course of our interview, while glancing 
through her notebooks, Isabel Branco acknowledged that 
she draws “situations”20. This underlines how the materialisa-
tion of creative ideas is always profoundly coupled with the 
unfolding of the plot and linked to cinematography and shot 
selection. Branco’s notations act like a thread connecting ac-
tions with lighting and gestures.

Countess Ângela’s wardrobe
Directly linked to the configuration of ambiences is the 

intricate work of costume design. In fact, the two always work 
jointly as one: this is evident in the “situations” conceived by 
Isabel Branco, which reveal a complete viewpoint on each 
shot. (Fig.1)

One notices, for instance, how in the drawing illustrat-
ed above the few lines that exist perfectly define the type 
of framing envisaged by Raúl Ruiz. One notices also how 
the sketches that describe the characters so obviously illus-
trate the camera’s viewpoint and condense the unfolding of 
the narrative. Physically, they appear as ballpoint scribbles. 
However, one can recognise, amongst others, Father Dinis, 

João as a child and Ângela, glancing through the window. 
This reflects Ângela’s first encounter with her son. Despite 
the sketchy nature of such impressions, it is 
easy to associate the final shot with the initial 
art direction idea.

Amongst all the characters, emphasis 
must be given to Ângela, Countess of Santa 
Bárbara, for how her style is progressively 
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21 “Naturalizados no significado deles, os figurinos tornam-
se impercetíveis e a sensação incônscia que obtemos é 
de que as personagens só vestem uns fatos, que se por 
um lado são vistosos, parecem simplesmente acessórios 
ou até completamente alheios ao projeto narrativo de 
fundo.”

dispossessed of colour and form, until her final appearance 
dressed in a nun’s habit. (Fig.2)

Colours are a fundamental element in equipoising sets 
and costumes: in these three shots, there is a continuity be-
tween the green of the décor and the green Ângela is wear-
ing. The Countess’s emaciated look agrees with the green of 
her dress and the accessories outlining the mouldy grada-
tions on the walls.

Genetic criticism underlines the idea that nothing in cos-
tume design is left to chance. Research will gain depth and 
meaning as preproduction materials, process documents 
and film sequences are examined together. This kind of ge-
netic study will be less concerned with costume in film than 
with the materials that unveil the methods which led to the 
meticulous composition of figures, characters, etc.

In the words of Janes Gaines, the manufacture of cos-
tumes is firmly implanted in the film production as a whole:

Their significance naturalised, costumes become imper-
ceptible, imparting the unintentional sensation that the char-
acters are just clothed, that if on the one hand the they can be 
eye-catching, on the other they are just accessories, or even 
something completely detached from the narrative project 
that lies beneath (Gaines, 1990;192)21.

From the clippings produced by the costume design team 
out of a range of fashion history book pages, one can make 
out the first study about Countess Ângela’s 
character. Clippings which, in a second in-
stance, will be inspected by the director, so 
that the process of modelling the characters 
can be materialised. (Fig.3)
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This is an important stage in the filmmaking process. 
The narrative references in Castelo Branco’s novel are cross-
checked with the historical elements researched by the cos-
tume design team. For, up to this point, the material forms 
of any character had remained sealed in the imaginings of 
writer and director.

The notebooks also contain a study of Ângela’s youth, de-
tailing the matching of “empire style” dresses with “Spencer” 

cardigans. The character’s image derives from the creative 
study of early nineteenth century European ladies, as this 
type of outfit was normally reserved for the upper-class dem-
oiselle (the Spencer cardigan was manufactured explicitly for 
the young and wealthy). (Fig.4) The lighter tones symbolise 
a lack of experience and a lightness of spirit which will be 
progressively lost as the plot develops, until all colour fades 
into a nun’s habit. Thus, genetic analysis will have helped to 
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22 “A cor é uma coisa cheia de mistério. Quando estamos 
fazendo um filme, as definições de cores somam-se à 
época em que vivemos, à época em que se passa o filme 
e à circunstância da história naquele momento. A cor, na 
verdade, é função da emoção, do que se quer dizer.”

contextualise the creative process starting with the study of 
a simple empire style dress.

Colour is full of mystery. When we are making a film, the 
definitions of colours observe the era we live in, the epoch 
it is set in and the historical circumstances of that moment. 
Colour, in truth, is the function of emotion, of what we want 
to say (C. Bueno in Hamburger 2014, 142)22.

The sum of all the events which led to specific choic-
es is clearly discernible in the process documents. In terms 
of materialisation, stylistic continuity never breaks the plot 
or distracts the spectator from the main narrative. Costume 
and ambiences coexist in total harmony within the frame. 
This extreme stylistic coherence results from the extensive 
visual research work patent in Isabel Branco’s notebooks.

After examining the notebooks, the study of art direction 
acquires enough momentum to be able to present a conclu-
sion about the film’s visual construction.

Throughout the film, one 
can notice a certain opposition 
between costumes and exteri-
or ambiances. In the final shot, 
the garden walls, the facades of 
palaces and the actual vegeta-
tion surrounding the houses ap-
pear “un-designed” – these am-
biences have not been painted 
or received any improvements. 
(Fig.5)

Costume design, rather 
contrastingly, has received far 
greater attention. While the am-
biances were the right milieu for 
the fabrication of mystery, the 
garments were primarily con-
ceived to enhance the story.

It is palpable the greater at-
tention given to costume design 
when compared with the décor. 
If the film is animated by an ac-
tor embodying a character, so 

are the costumes themselves, which only then gain life. If 
the characters change with the passage of time, the gar-
ments will closely follow this transformation. But the places, 
the settings, will remain the same.

In this regard, an element absent from the process doc-
uments are the film’s interior settings. Still, it is the walls 
of salons, bedrooms and studies that transmit this sense of 
mystery: mouldy, tarnished, full of cracks, revealing the pas-
sage of time. (Fig.6)

According to Clovis Bueno, it is this type of stylistic choice 
that links the present of filming with the past of the epoch it 
re-enacts. It is as action unfolds inside these 
walls that the marks there left on purpose am-
plify the vivid colours of the costumes.

Genetic analysis of the film’s documen-
tation points to Clovis Bueno’s three variants, 
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which, in this case, result from the orchestration of rapid ac-
tion with the fixity of the locations.

The quickness of action is furnished by the vast research 
work put into costume design. These are new items of cloth-
ing, tailor-made from scratch much like they would have been 
in the period portrayed by the film. The motionlessness of 
places, on the contrary, is given by the stylistic election of 
stasis. Immaculate and elegant costumes stand out against 
decadent exteriors.

Conclusion: towards an aesthetics of the unfinished.
Genetic criticism’s processual outlook helps renovate 

film studies. “Untangling” the various components at the or-
igin of a film’s “practical” development allows for a discrete 
treatment of each and their demarcation as research objects, 
receptive to observation and analysis. 

Each component presupposes a line of vertical research 
that will meet the horizontal contours of the initial idea. Many 
of these will remain as concepts and fail to materialise into 
concrete objects.

This is the fundamental point of genetic criticism: to shed 
light on these vertical ideas, contextualised by a study of the 
creative process’s documents. It is this mobile critical study, 
based upon the concept of uncompletedness, that tries to 
inverse the immobile temporality of the complete and con-
cluded work of art. Contact with materiality during this pro-
cess reveals the variation of possible states in a morphology 
of creation. 

Thus, a two-prong dialogue is established between the 
study of specific artists and a wider theorisation about the 
nature of the creative act (Salles 2000, 2) 
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ABSTRACT   

In contemporary digital photography the accident or fault is 
an increasingly rare and unusual phenomenon, but it presents 
valuable insights into the practice of photography.  This article 
discusses how the photographic error reveals qualities of the 
photographic experience normally hidden in conventional 
photographs and proposes a reconsideration of time in relation to 
photography perceived through the accidental image. The error 
is conceived as a performance, extending the time scales of the 
photograph from the ‘snap’ into three ‘acts’: the photographic 
event, the recording of an image and, lastly, interpretation by the 
viewer.  In each stage the error’s relationship to time is shown 
to be ambiguous and multifaceted, counterpointing a simplified 
concept of time which prevails in the conventional photograph.  
The error exposes the entanglement of actors and relationships 
within the act of photographing and in so doing destabilises 
common assumptions about photographs as simple, immediate 
documents.

KEYWORDS: PHOTOGRAPHY, ERROR, PERFORMANCE, TIME, INTUITION, 
PRACTICE, DIGITAL, NOT-KNOWING.
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Introduction 

Errors, mistakes and failures exist, conventional-
ly, at the periphery of art practice. They are the 
elements we sweep aside, discarded and over-
looked in lieu of the final successful outcome. 

However, this paper will argue that our errors can lead us to 
new insights in relation to a practice that has become ubiqui-
tous, familiar, and automatic. 

This paper draws upon the research project In Pursuit 
of Error1. The project collects and analyses photographs that 
have, either through some technological fault or human er-
ror, not come out correctly, insofar as the resulting image 
does not represent what was in front of the camera accord-
ing to the expectations of the photographer. This includes 
a wide range of common photographic accidents such as 
motion blur, light leaks, de-focussing, over or under expo-
sure, poor framing, inadvertent cropping, or combinations of 
these things. 

The project began in 2014 as a consequence of the au-
thor’s artistic practice and has developed into a broader eth-
nographic study of the error in the practice of artists, pro-
fessional and amateur photographers. The initial research 
premise defined an error as ‘the unintended or unexpected’ 
in photography, concentrating on the in-camera error, occur-
ring at the moment of taking a picture. 

Through international calls for contributions of errors, 
the project has amassed a substantial database of images. 
The contributions to In Pursuit of Error, images from which 
accompany this paper, cover a broad range of subjects and 
a wide gamut of errors from the smallest maladjustment to 
the wildest abstraction. Contributors are asked to supply a 
narrative to describe how their error arose and why they per-
ceive it to be an error. This commentary reveals a great level 
of variation in how practitioners define an error and to what 
extent the fault becomes a tangible visual presence in the fi-
nal image. The narratives are an important resource in under-
standing how photographers might seek, value and interpret 
errors arising in their work,  and moves the investigation be-
yond the visual phenomenon of the error and into the culture 
and ideology of photography practice. 

Errors were a more common and visible aspect of pho-
tography when it was a predominantly film and chemical 
medium but technological efficiencies such as camera auto-
mation, image preview and instant deletion have all but erad-
icated the error from everyday photographic practice and 
perception. 

A consequence of removing errors from the prevailing 
image culture is that accuracy and resemblance become the 
predominant signifiers in the photographs we 
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FIG. 1 © Tracy Piper-Wright 2017 
Caption: Through mishandling or 
misadventure, the error reveals itself
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see on a daily basis. The burden of impartiality and objectiv-
ity placed on photography since its invention is felt today in 
the machine-vision aesthetic driven by sophisticated and ac-
cessible camera technology, AI algorithms which select, edit 
and choose our ‘best’ pictures and internet circulation which 
strips images of their context in time and place rendering 
them apparently authorless. Digital cameras and networked 
distribution now compress the journey from event to image 
to such an extent that we rarely appreciate the contingent 
and situated act of photographing which took place in order 
to bring the image into being. 

However, despite appearances to the contrary, the ac-
tivity of making photographs is still a complex fusion of hu-
man agency and technological processes, and it is only when 
something goes wrong that this becomes apparent. Errors 
produced by the camera without conscious human interven-
tion create speculative examples of possible image worlds, 
while human errors reflect ways of seeing which are partial, 
subjective and affected by our bodily actions and the con-
texts of time and place. In both cases aspects of time, move-
ment and action are suggested which, through the conven-
tions outlined above, often remain unseen. These mobile and 
restless elements run counter to the notion of simple trans-
mission from event to image that is presented by contempo-
rary digital photography culture, and suggest a way to recon-
sider time in relation to photography. 

This paper addresses time as a specific indicator of dif-
ference between the conventional photograph and the error, 
based on a distinction between performativity and perfor-
mance. This linguistic turn distinguishes between the photo-
graph as a singular act of depiction and the photograph as a 
multivalent object. 

Time and the photograph
Photography has a complex relationship to time. 

Convention leads us to consider the photograph as somehow 
interrupting time, freezing or slicing it to create a moment 
paused or captured. This concept of photographic time as an 
instant (concomitant with the shutter press, the flash, the im-
age ‘taken’ from the flow) contributes to the sense of identity 

between the time of the photograph and the time that it rep-
resents. This identification with the past moment dissolves 
the photograph qua object in favour of the representation 
it contains. The photograph becomes nothing more than a 
scrap of ‘then’; a window onto that world at that moment, 
momentarily paused for our consideration. 

While this may seem self-evident, this concept of time 
contributes to the disappearance of the photograph itself in 
lieu of an appraisal of how well or otherwise it represents. 
Linking the photograph with the ‘real’, and as a copy of 
something in the world, is part of photography’s inevitable 
tautology which frames the primary method of categoris-
ing good/bad photos: it looks like/it doesn’t look like. In this 
way the photograph can only reference that which is beyond 
itself. It points to the world, it defines an object or event, it 
says ‘look at this’. This is a performative concept of photog-
raphy, adapting the term initially used by Austin (1962) in 
his speech act theory to indicate an action which does more 
than just state, but is in some sense a command or instruc-
tion. Photographs do not merely state, they communicate. 
Creating a photograph implies a perlocutionary act (Austin 
1962, 101).

The performative photograph, bound up in the depiction 
of an isolated fragment of time, narrows our frame of refer-
ence to such an extent that the only aspect of time we are 
able to consider is what is held within the frame: the moment 
captured. By contrast, the photographic error, disobeying 
the rules of photography by eschewing accurate representa-
tion, expands our concept of time in relation to photography. 
Instead of seeing through the photograph to the representa-
tion beyond, we are held at bay, for there is nothing to see, 
or at least nothing which is immediately recognisable. The 
moment depicted is uncertain and prompts speculation and 
a re-telling of events in order to understand what the image 
shows. 

Thus, the photographic error suggests a different con-
cept of photographic time. As a result of the mistake the pho-
tograph is momentarily prised free from its linkage to the real 
world and becomes a continuous express of time that en-
capsulates not just the end point - the photographic object 
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- but expands backward to the incipient action of making the 
photograph and forward to the process of interpretation: ex-
pressing the photographic event as a series of stages which 
operate pre-, during- and post- image. This is a concept of 
photography as performing, not pointing, and expands the 
scope of our attention from the instant toward the continuum.

Relieving us from our central concern about resemblance 
in relation to the photograph, the error allows us to consider 
the relationships that pertain between the photographer, the 
camera and the context, breaking the spell of neutrality and 
reasserting the human-technical relationship in the creation 
of the image. Instead of a single act, the error presents a se-
ries of actions and, with the increase of actors in the perfor-
mance of photographing; it becomes apparent that contribu-
tions from different parties at different times play a vital part. 

The error presents us with an extended perspective of 
photography as occurring in three stages. The first stage is 
the photographic event, and the collision or collusion be-
tween camera and photographer in the making of a photo-
graph. This is followed by the image, and the moment of its 
inscription onto sensor or film. Lastly there is the image as 
received by the viewer, who is the interpreter and translator 
of all that has gone before. 

What follows is a discussion of these three aspects of 
performing photography as exemplified by the photograph-
ic error. Using my own practice as a photographer (and er-
ror maker) and the contributions to In Pursuit of Error, this 
discussion weaves reflections on practice with observations 
from theory into an exploratory dialogue. 

Improvisation – the photographic event 
What happens when we make a photograph? Of course, 

the term ‘make’ implies a conclusion of some intention which 
is set in train well before the result. Perhaps I should add a 
proviso, go back in time one step, and rephrase my initial 
question – what happens when we attempt to make a pho-
tograph? What actions do I and my camera perform in the 
moment before the making, in the a priori, anticipatory space 
before the image is recorded?

The photographer moves their body in relation to their 
instrument. The actions we perform are a complex sequence 
(I’m taking as my example here photography as an act out in 
the world rather than in a studio where many decisions can 
be prefigured and controlled). To be out in the world, with a 
camera we are engaged in a sequence of actions which begin 
as noticing (seeing the thing), then desiring (to capture as an 
image), then preparing (opening/starting the camera), then 
framing (holding the camera toward the subject) and only 
then, in the split second, the making. 

Considering the actions that bring a photograph into 
being reminds us that photographing is a time-based action 
through which a light image is recorded (Philips 2009, 337). 
Not only that, but the photographic event as such requires 
two actors: the photographer and the camera. Both parties 
have actions to perform, and their relationship is key to the 
eventual outcome. 

The photographer may be clear in her aims, but some-
times the results of her actions are not. It is this disjuncture 
between intention and result which categorises the ‘error’ 
– the image envisaged but not fully resolved. Errors can be 
characterised as either in excess of or in deficit of the result 
intended by the photographer. On the continuum between 
accuracy and failure are many possible outcomes: inconsis-
tencies between the photographer’s vision and the resulting 
image, partial resemblance to her intentions, and, to a greater 
extent, omissions of important features or inclusion of extra-
neous elements in the final image. 

Taking the photographer’s intention as the baseline for 
decisions on whether an error has occurred makes the iden-
tification of an error a subjective process, but there are some 
general photographic errors which we commonly hold to be 
mistakes such as blurring or defocussing. These accidents 
are a consequence of the actions that take place before and 
during the making of the image, and most often lie within the 
actions of the photographer and other external forces in the 
environment. Within the actions that take place before the 
shutter is pressed many things can go astray: a fumble, a mis-
step, a movement out of place, an object passing between 
the camera and its field of vision. 
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The error presupposes and makes visible the human 
and contextual aspect of photographing, inscribing the ale-
atory factors of the event into the resulting image. Errors 
also arise through faulty use or interpretation of the cam-
era controls, and this aspect of the photographic event sug-
gests the camera as a linked presence in the act of making 
a photograph. 

Regardless of the level of technology being employed, 
the camera has a subjective viewpoint on the thing photo-
graphed, and performs its own sets of operations and ac-
tions, bidden and unbidden by the photographer. These ac-
tions form another set of possible sites for error, however in 
this case it is not a direct action which brings the error into 
being, it is an omission, on the part of the photographer, to 
account for the camera’s way of seeing at the point of making 
the photograph. So, in the case of an error of over or under 
exposure, the camera’s settings permit its vision to perform 
in one particular way, when the subject requires something 
different. Without intervention or adjustment by the photog-
rapher, any mismatch between the camera’s programme (it’s 

subjective vision at that point in time) and the environment is 
liable to create an error. 

Vilem Flusser contends that the interaction between 
human and technology within photography is carried out 
through stages of accepting, testing or challenging the cam-
era’s programme, the standard procedure by which it pro-
duces correct, acceptable, photographic documents (Flusser  
2011, 289). The photographer can relinquish control to the 
camera, trusting in its expertise, or push the camera to per-
form outside of its programme with erroneous consequenc-
es. In either case the entanglement of human and camera in 
the act of photographing is such that the actions of each are 
often indistinguishable in the final image.

Thus we have a situation where the photographer’s ac-
tions, and the camera’s actions, and the subject, and the envi-
ronment all combine to create the potential circumstances for 
an error to arise. The stage is set, the actors have their roles, 
and at the moment of pressing the shutter, the error occurs, 
unforeseen; an improvisation in the midst of what should be 
a perfectly scripted performance of making a photograph. 
The error, created in the act of photographing, grounds the 
image in the context of time and place. It removes from the 
resulting photograph the potential for timelessness and ab-
straction and places it instead in the event of photographing 
– that time-based event in which the error occurs and may 
not reoccur. The improvisation is emergent and unrepeat-
able, capturing the “chance encounter between us and the 
machine” (Boym 2017, 17). 

The error performs the moment of its making, inscribing 
the full chaos of the sensory and temporal into the fabric of 
the image. This moment of making, extending beyond the 
conventional fraction of a second, now encompasses the ac-
tions of camera and photographer which become percepti-
ble, if not entirely knowable. 

Interstice – the error-image as aporia 
The durational qualities of the photographic event con-

tinue beyond the moment of the shutter press, extending into 
the process of recording and in the download/development 
of the image. In both digital and film cameras the moment 
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FIG. 2 © Marisa Culatto, 2016
Caption: A movement out of place
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of inscription of image onto recording media is shrouded in 
mystery. In either case, we are faced with the inscrutability 
of the “black box” (Flusser 2000, 27) which remains, despite 
any theoretical knowledge of the actions taking place, a mys-
tery in terms of the visibility of the actual processes. In this 
second phase of the error, the myriad external factors of the 
photographic event give way to internal and hidden factors: 
the programme, the recording, the chemical reaction. 

These imperceptible moments of inscription create a la-
cuna in our understanding of the photograph, its poiesis for-
ever hidden from sight. The translation of action to image 
forms an interstice between our intentions and the results 
of our actions. When the image is revealed we are permitted 
re-entry into the space of the photograph as a contemplat-
able object. 

The error as image presents a very different prospect 
to the conventional photograph. It soon becomes apparent 
that we cannot really see the subject matter in isolation 
from the action which brought the image into being. We 
cannot see through and past the photograph into a rec-
ognisable situation/event and thereby forget that we are 
looking at a photograph. These images are not transpar-
ent windows onto past events, instead they are obscured, 
veiled, fogged with actions and interference which we have 
no choice but to apprehend along with the ostensible sub-
ject of the image. 

In this way the error closes the distance between image, 
action and subject, compressing the distance between them 
to create a solidity where we normally expect transparency. 
With the loss of a separate and distinguishable depiction or 
subject the image becomes nothing more than a represen-
tation of its ‘photographic-ness’. Unlike conventional photo-
graphs, errors present as objects, not windows. 

But what is this object? It is photographic by means of 
its production, but it wanders from the path of convention 
into territory which exposes elements of the photographic 
act which are normally hidden from our perception. Through 
the error image we can see movement, we can see time – we 
can see its trace, streaks across the surface, obliterating the 
thing which was the original intention of the photographer. 

The error inscribes the actions of camera and photographer 
indelibly into the resulting image and in so doing proposes 
a very different type of photography to the timeless/author-
less images which seem inherent in a machine-led automat-
ic concept of photography. By contrast, error images are 
messy, subjective and tactile; unveiling a haptic and sensory 
world which the shutter normally precludes. 

Francois Laruelle’s thesis of non-photography argues 
against photography as a doubling of the world through 
representation (the classic idea of photographic objectivity) 
instead proposing photography as a form of perceptual en-
quiry through which phenomena in the world can be identi-
fied (Laruelle 2011, 11). Laruelle’s concept speaks to photog-
raphy’s essential character and methods while leaving room 
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FIG. 3 © Ian Wright 2012 
Caption: The photographic process 
becomes visible 



–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

62 RHA 11 DOSSIER   A TRACE OF ACTIONS UNSEEN: THE PHOTOGRAPHIC ERROR AS PHOTOGRAPHY IN PERFORMANCE

to consider how the translation of a phenomenon into a 
photograph can go beyond just depicting that phenomena.

The error, by exposing and making visible the contingent 
elements taking place in the photographic event, gains a so-
lidity and presence which is based on the identification of 
those phenomena, not a resemblance. Asked to depict time, 
movement or chance, we would be at a loss, however the 
impact of their presence in the photographic error is imme-
diate and unequivocal. Because the error is always emergent, 
the phenomena it contains can be identified but not re-repre-
sented. We may be able to duplicate the actions that brought 
the error into being, but we will not be able to duplicate the 
image because each time the phenomena that surround the 
conditions of photographing will be different. Each error is a 
unique gesture, a true improvisation.

Therefore, each time we encounter an error, we en-
counter it for the first time. This constant renewal of our 
perception of the error maintains its inherent unknowabil-
ity. It is an aporia, and its presence represents a hiatus of 
order, a question mark. It is as if the camera – in a fugue 
state - has created something which neither it nor we could 
preconceive. This momentary destabilisation can be thrill-
ing, suggesting the possibility of other ways of seeing and 
depicting which do not rely on conventional viewpoints and 
approaches. 

This thrill, or wonder suggests that unlike failure which 
seems to signal an end point or defeat, the error instead of-
fers a sense of discovery and potential. The 16th century ety-
mological roots of error closely align it to notions of wander-
ing, purposelessness and not-knowing, an openness which, 
through the Rationalist project of the Enlightenment was 
gradually subsumed into a much narrower definition which 
categorised error as opposition to and deviation from truth 
(Nunes 2011, 21). The earlier concept of error suggests the 
uncertainty of the error in process and execution, the space 
of interpretation which it opens up, and the gap in our under-
standing which it suggests. The error wanders from the path 
of conventional photographic truth, and in so doing presents 
a different way of knowing. 

Interpretation – performing in the present tense
The error image is both evidence of the photographic 

event, and an indication of its ambiguity. Looking at photo-
graphic errors involves the viewer in reading or guessing the 
‘narratives of action’ that have brought the image into be-
ing. Unlike the performative indexicality of the convention-
al photograph, the error trades specificity for uncertainty 
both in the moment of creation and in the resulting photo-
graph, leaving the viewer to explore the image for traces of 
unintended actions. In so doing, the error-image destabilises 
common assumptions about photographs as simple, immedi-
ate documents. 

The encounter with the error-image occurs in distinct 
stages. First there is the sensuous aesthetic encounter with 
the image in its pure visual sense, responding to the disposal 
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FIG. 4 © Deborah Duffin 2016 
Caption: What happened here
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of colour and form across the picture plane. Secondly there 
is a striving to see what it is that has been depicted, to de-
code the visual information and trace it back to a recognis-
able object or event. This secondary looking draws compar-
isons between the error-image and conventional depictions, 
focussing on disparity, non-identity and strangeness in the 
visual phenomenon. Lastly, this examination leads to specula-
tion on the actions or events which brought forth the image, 
a final narrative unfolding which seeks to interpret the image 
through knowledge or imagination. 

This narrative is rarely conclusive, because there are 
many contingent visible and invisible factors in the creation 
of the error. When presented with an error our first reac-
tion is often framed as a question: ‘what happened here?’. 
In this wondering, the viewer’s mind wanders, back to the 
story or the circumstances that brought the image into be-
ing, forward to the image itself, its visual presence and what 
it suggests and connotes. Often the story of how an error 
arose is rather mundane or pathetic (e.g.: I moved, it moved, 
the camera did something unexpected) yet the image is in-
triguing, exciting, even beautiful. This disjuncture between 
action and result is where the power of the error lies – in the 
unfathomable interstice between the two where something 
unquantifiable happens. 

Through this process of narrative re-tracing, the error as 
image presents an additional complexity with regard to time. 
The error is of the moment while also leading backward to a 
time before and during the instant, in which multiple addi-
tional stimuli were absorbed into the image. Because the past 
of the error image is uncertain, inconclusive or unknowable, 
contemplation of it becomes a present tense activity, a per-
forming of possible interpretations by the viewer/photogra-
pher. The error-image does not rescue the past for the pres-
ent as we might conceive photography’s function, for there 
is no obvious past identified, only our continuous, present 
tense wonderings and questions. Without representation as 
a grounding feature, we remain in a continuous here and now 
(Green and Lowry 2003).

Thierry De Duve explores the relationship between past 
and present in the photograph by drawing a distinction 

between the ‘snapshot’ and the ‘time exposure’. The snap-
shot is instantaneous, arresting and simplified, whereas the 
time exposure is protracted and recurrent. In the case of the 
snapshot, the ‘here’ of the image is held at a distance be-
cause we access it through reference to a past that cannot 
be re-experienced. The time exposure by contrast admits of 
a cyclic return, a process of travel through the image by the 
viewer which brings the time of the image into the present 
(De Duve 1978, 117).

Photographic errors share similarities with De Duve’s 
concept of a time exposure. The error image evades definition 
and through its ambiguity points not to a definitive past but 
to an ‘uncertain now’. The time exposure is “a pause in time, 
charged with potential actualization” (De Duve 1978, 121). This 
actualization takes place through speech or memory rooted 
in “the time-consuming act of looking” in which the viewer is 
engaged (De Duve 1978, ibid). The encounter with the error 
image is not one of instant recognition or assimilation, but 
rather an unfolding of speculation and imagination through 
which the image is interpreted and perhaps explained. The 
error, as a ‘pause in time’, allows for a contemplation which 
we rarely consider possible in relation to the products of con-
temporary photography culture, where accurate and simpli-
fied images are the norm. 

But what are we looking at? Images which stand outside 
the system of visual discourse which, through convention 
and expectation, we associate with photographic visuality. 
For Lacan, visual reality is a social construct, deviations from 
which might be categorised as hallucination, misrecognition 
or visual disturbance (Bryson 1988, 92). Error images might 
be one or all of these things, acting to disrupt the screen 
of cultural conventions through which we normally perceive 
photographs, instead presenting a new sort of visual entity 
which requires a new visual lexicon to interpret. 

Referencing Bergson (1912/2004), Kember (2008) ar-
gues that intuition functions as insight to move us on in re-
lation to what we see, know and understand. For Bergson, 
intuition was a necessary method of engagement with the 
complexity of the world, and the fact that elements of it are, 
and must be, unexplained. Operating on a temporal, internal 
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plane, intuition is the non-verbalised leap which progresses 
any creative practice beyond established conceptions. The 
error embodies this leap as a form of not-knowing, both in 
execution and presentation. 

Because intuition is a form of understanding which is in-
separable from doing, I would posit the error as itself a form 
of intuition. The very occurrence of the photographic error 
in practice is a moment of insight into the immediacy and 
simultaneity of the photographic event, the interconnected-
ness and entanglement of factors known and unknown which 
coalesce, fleetingly to produce the image (Kember 2008,182).

The error, as intuition, draws our attention to photogra-
phy as a “dynamic whole” (Grosz 2004, 238). Through our 
encounter with the error we grasp a more profound under-
standing of photography than that which we are ordinarily 
presented with. The error subverts easy explanations about 
representation and reality and, through its disruption, turns 
out attention toward the complex interconnections always at 
stake between the actors and factors that pertain in the per-
formance of photographing.

Conclusion
The photographic error poses a pertinent challenge 

to photographic convention. Operating at the periphery of 
practice, overlooked as a mistake or an aberration, our photo-
graphic errors point to the value of missed intentions as a way 
to reconnect with the important but unremarked aspects of 
photographic practice. The error reintroduces "not-knowing" 
to the process of photographing, a standpoint from which 
new discoveries are more likely be made and which itself is 
the bedrock of creative practice (Barthelme 1997, 12).

This paper has drawn a distinction between the perfor-
mative and the performing photograph as a way to address 
the differences in time suggested by each. The performative 
photograph demonstrates a simplified and transparent read-
ing of photography, its representation functioning to trans-
mit an event or object from the past. The performing photo-
graph is altogether more slippery, evading specific readings 
for a more ambiguous set of interpretations which are often 
unresolved. The neat portioning of time suggested by the 

performative photograph is countered by the fluid and ex-
tended time proposed by the performing photograph. The 
performative photograph appears to reduce the number of 
actors at work to bring the image into being by removing the 
messy elements of context, whereas the performing photo-
graph ushers in a wider cast, encompassing the human, con-
tingent and contextual factors as additional elements in the 
photographic event. 

The error is a significant example of the performing pho-
tograph, exposing continuity and connection between the 
stages of becoming, inscription and reflection. The error un-
folds the neat package of the photograph, exposing the pho-
tographic event as a form of unresolved potential: moving 
through time, within time and being of time.
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ABSTRACT   

This essay aims to present a set of reflections on artistic practice 
in the context of new medical visualization technologies 
(magnetic resonance images, computed axial tomography 
and X-ray), following some concepts of the study of medicine 
and visual culture, based on the argument that the artistic 
appropriation of medical imaging led to the transgression of the 
physical, structural and mental boundaries between skin and flesh, 
of the idea of a sacred and untouchable body through its visibility 
only through the invasive and mental intervention, thus allowing 
the passage of the private domain to the public representation. 
We intend to analyze the way in which this is reflected in the 
materialization of the disease as an artistic object, opening the 
doors to the aesthetic look on the inside of the body, changing 
the paradigm of the vision from “looking to” to “looking through”. 
We analyze this artistic appropriation of imagery relating it to 
modern society based on the work of Marte de Menezes, Mónica 
Mansur and Nick Veasey.
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Borders, Boundaries, Body

With the present essay, we intend to ana-
lyze the way in which the body medical 
imagery has crossed the border or limit 
of medical information to its use in tele-

vision and art programs.
Today, contemporary art offers us a unique perspective 

on the body and the way it is experienced through artistic 
means using technological means. The virtualization of the 
body, an extension of the real perceived by new technolo-
gies, has become a source of artistic inspiration for some 
creators who felt challenged by images from medicine and 
the possibility of fitting them into new artistic processes 
and frames, in a meeting between medicine and art - which 
raised the question of the role or position of these images in 
our culture. Potier (2011, 133) argued that “modern art offers 
us a singular and revealing perspective on the body and the 
way we conceive of it and experience it today. Based on this 
general interest in the body, the question of its virtualiza-
tion has also become a source of artistic inspiration. Artists 
feel interpellated by the actualization of the virtual body in 
the sphere of healthcare; consequently, images provided by 
medicine are being used to stage this body in art and are 
being integrated into different artistic frameworks. This en-
counter between art and medicine – in an era of highly devel-
oped technical equipment – raises the question of the posi-
tion these images have attained in our culture”. If in the past, 
namely in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, the soul was 
sought as the spiritual principle of the body or any other way 
of discovering the source of eternal life, with the use and es-
tablishment of the medical image a field was opened for the 
way body’s representation can convey a way of representing 
it as flesh, as an object of disease and destined to die. The 
role of the media, in particular television, was primordial in 
the dissemination of the these images leading to the blur-
ring of the boundary between the exterior / interior of the 
body, responding to an interest and curiosity that came from 
anatomical theaters, from the plastination of bodies, with 
muscles, arteries and vessels preserved with talc-based solu-
tions that, being objects of study, could become the object 

of artistic appropriation, constituting a first stage of crossing 
this frontier as a result of close connection between artists 
and science, since they were the ones who initially painted 
the medical books and created the images of internal or-
gans, dissections and diseases:

“Doctors and artists have shared, at least since antiquity, an 
interest in anatomy but from different perspectives: the for-
mer, in an attempt to unravel the mysteries of the body and 
life (Aristotle and Galen dissected corpses to understand the 
human body ); the latter, in search of proportion, of the exact 
beauty that makes it possible to bring the world of men closer 
to that of the gods (Phidias, for example, sculpted the gods in 
human form in the Parthenon): «If natural phenomena reveal 
only aspects not essential, random and transitory, then art has 
to create for them the essential, the meaningful, the eternal 
parts » (Riegl, cit. by Alves. 2011, 7).

In subsequent periods, deformations or deficiencies were 
exhibited during the Renaissance in fairs and similar gather-
ings.  Studies and drawings were made with cross sections 
of the lower and upper limbs, muscle masses and arteries 
intended for anatomy and painting lessons, with the aim of 
discovering ideal proportions, the new man, the center of the 
universe, the perfect measure of things. This culminates, in 
the 1960’s, in television programs with footage of live surgical 
interventions. With the use of medical images revealing the 
details of the interior of the body, for artistic purposes, we 
witness the transgression of intimacy (similar to what hap-
pened with the advent of X-rays, with the interest revealed by 
the “visible invisibility” generating a strange fashion in which 
people took X-rays of parts of their body, their interior and 
offered them to close companions and family members as 
proof of affection), own or someone else’s depending on the 
property of the images that are being worked on, at the same 
time that feeds the perfection of the body in its aesthetic 
and wellness / health aspects. José Van Dijck, in “Transparent 
Body”, emphasizes the differential character of medical in-
terventions, the changes in looking at the body after easier 
access to its interior and the way in which, from that moment, 
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the body is no longer a physical object and becomes also a 
space for vision, game and entertainment:

“Because of the the highly realistic quality of digital images, 
virtual endoscopy has been quickly incorporated into popular 
culture. Scaned data is much easier to manipulate and inte-
grate into other visual environments than are video images. 
Virtual body traveling has become the newest attraction in 
visual entertainment” (Dijck, 2005, p. 77).

In the same way, the blurring of the interior/ exterior bor-
der is explained by the greater access of vision:

“In other words, immersion in a virtual body seduces viewers 
into adopting a sense of proprioception that they can phys-
iologically never adopt. As virtual endoscopy dissolves the 
natural borders between organs, it consequentely erases the 
distinction between the real, the mediated, and the "fantas-
tic" (or virtual) body” (Dijck 2005, 78).

The body maintains its integrity, since there is no longer 
any need to create damage, to open it to see, and the in-
side can now be filmed, eventually becoming public property, 
more transparent, filtered by the media and medical proto-
cols. From the moment the images were disseminated,

“for the digital eyes and the surgeon's knife, the body is in-
finitely accessible and infinitely flexible. Consequently, the 
viewer is invited to disregard the limits between interior and 
exterior, between looking and cutting, and between the real 
and the virtual” (Dijck 2005, 80).

The body thus became, a cultural construction mediated 
by medicine, creating the possibility of a new look at medical 
images that conceptualized that same body as permeable to 
analyzes and aesthetic interventions as evidenced by Orlan 
and her works. She filmed plastic surgeries ornamenting her 
own body with objects, transforming herself dramatically 
into another being, modeling the body in the art icons of the 
past such as Venus and Mona Lisa, as stated in her manifesto 

Carnal Art, quoted by Wynn Abbott (2006): “Carnal-Art it is 
a self-portrait in the classic sense, but realized through the 
possibility of technique ”.

Today we can speak of a body exposed to the media's 
satiety; after being tattooed and adorned on the outside in 
order to be embellished, the search for perfection eventually 
passed from outside to inside, into the body without disease 
or from embellished disease and elevated to the category of 
aesthetics:

"Medical instruments, media technology and technological 
imagination are inextricably intertwined in the new endoscop-
ic look - the internal look that conceptualizes the body as a 
permeable entity" (Dijck 2005, 82).

        
FIG. 1 Orlan. 
Needle of Anesthetizing Syringe 
and Sticks in upper lip, Surgery-
Performance Titled Omnipresence, 
New York, 1993. Cibrachrome in 
Diasec mount, 65x43.
In Orlan Official website.
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1 “Se conhecer é poder, quanto mais se sabe sobre o 
corpo, maiores são as demandas de atuação sobre ele. 
Sob a cartilha neoliberal, ele se transforma em capital 
humano e consagra-se como emblema da existência. 
Deve ser construído e apresentado de modo a expressar 
o valor do indivíduo, deve ser potencializado e render.”

2 “extensões do nosso corpo, próteses do corpo social”

3 Lopes, António Manuel Bernardo. “Image, Imagiology, 
Imagination: The impact of new Perceptions of the body 
and Consciousness on 21st Century Visual Culture”, 
available at: http://revistas.rcaap.pt/interaccoes/article/
view/8720 [accessed on December 2017] p.24

From the creation of a new look that visually crosses the 
body, respect for the body and its physical components, skin 
and flesh, was lost when the image, in turn, was also losing its 
scientific purpose for start to have an aesthetic value with the 
X-ray to make unilaterally visible and public what was previ-
ously invisible and restricted to medicine; and, from this point 
onward, the paradigm of the vision changed from looking to, 
to looking through:

 
“X-rays, and later computerized images, did not trigger any 
revolutions, but they did provide remarkable tools for revolu-
tionaries. We are a more visual culture today than we were a 
century ago, used to finding information as much from look-
ing at and through objects as from the written word” (Kevles 
1997, 261).

The impact of new image production technologies im-
posed a new logic in the presentation and representation of 
the body in science and the arts (ibidem, 99). The success of 
imaging’s artistic appropriation is linked to this new corpo-
rality and growing concern for the body from which health, 
disease, aspect, new expression of the self emerges as the 
image of a representation and legitimation of oneself. In this 
transparent society, the body has become central, a symbol 
of existence built and presented in a way that shows the val-
ue of the individual:

“If knowing is power, the more you know about the body, the 
greater the demands for acting upon it. Under the neoliberal 
hymn sheet, it is transformed into human capital and is con-
secrated as an emblem of existence. It must be built and pre-
sented to express the individual's value, it must be empow-
ered and yield” 1 (Campos 2017, 100)

This is still a contradiction, since a body idealized in ap-
pearance is displayed through digital image sculpture and 
even in the experience of exhibiting images of continuous 
happiness, thourgh selfies and likes in social networks, but on 
the other hand, the requests to which the body is subject, in 
the artistic, scientific and even in the labor fields, where it is 

seen and reviewed inside out, leads to a separation between 
life and its representation, the life that is alienated in its rep-
resentation, as a condition of neo-liberal society and contem-
porary spectacle. 

The body has failures, and the artistic appropriation of 
medical imaging uses these failures by providing a dialogue 
between the body and the disease, to explore the way we 
relate to the body and consume its external image, resulting 
in a line between both that maintains a balance between the 
pressure to be exerted or exerted by the body. Doctors and 
the media share responsibility in the way patients are repre-
sented, especially those who cannot defend themselves (fe-
tuses, children, people with low cognitive ability to perceive 
or allow the use of this representation, for example outside 
the clinical context) allowing a transgression of exterior / 
interior borders that cannot and should not mean trans-
gression of the moral frontier, contextualized in the duty to 
protect intimacy or aesthetics, suppressing or showing de-
formities without context. This blurring of the outer / inner 
frontier introduced a new concept of art based on new med-
ical devices that created a curious paradox: since the imag-
es are obtained by computer and numerical data instead of 
optical means, the image that exists results from the reading 
of these data leading to the conclusion that a transparent 
body is actually its absence, producing new images and ac-
cessions becoming “extensions of our body, prostheses of 
the social body”2 (Tucherman 2008, 15).

As an example, we can refer to the act of wanting to 
emphasize something different in our body in relation to an-
other and, in particular, we refer to an X-ray or 
CT scan with the possessive “my”, in front of 
friends or family, as if it were an artwork.

Materialization, aesthetics of rupture 
and transgression

Medical imaging and, more specifically, 
MRI came to question our conception of the 
visual and raise questions about how we came 
to relate to the image of the body3, now it is 
important to understand the importance of 
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4 “Embora de forma bastante sucinta, esta comunicação 
destina-se a responder a uma pergunta inevitável: onde 
é que os estudiosos das humanidades se situam em 
relação a estes últimos desenvolvimentos no campo 
da neurobiologia, os quais têm claras implicações na 
compreensão de fenómenos que lhes são caros, como 
sejam os que envolvem a cognição, a consciência, a 
imaginação, o inconsciente e a linguagem?” IN Lopes, 
António Manuel Bernardo “Imagem, Imagiologia, 
Imaginação: O impacte das novas Perceções do corpo 
e da Consciência na Cultura Visual do Século XXI”, 
available at: http://revistas.rcaap.pt/interaccoes/article/
view/8720 [accessed in December 2017] p.27

5 Ibidem p. 27

6 Ibidem p. 29

imaging and its ability to generate production images; the 
role of imagination in contemporary societies in relation to 
the interior of the body; and the risk of destruction of the cre-
ative process in a spectacle society where the body only earns 
importance if mediated by the computer screen. Providing 
medical imaging with a new view of the body, we cannot fail 
to address the issue of gaze and the issues of ethics, ontolo-
gy, consciousness, the materiality of existence and the bor-
ders of that same body.

Indeed, since the birth of photography, the visual, due 
to the immediacy with which it reaches the receiver and the 
faithful representation of reality, has been the main focus of a 
new way of representing the world. The technical focus of the 
lens was superimposed on the human eye as a critic, artist 
and literary, focused on formal qualities such as color, shape, 
volumes, proportions and composition and on cognition, con-
sciousness, imagination, unconscious and language4 in a mix-
ture of planes in which the human invests the technical image 
of a subjective dimension, in which data from these various 
levels of experience coexist, which can operate at various lev-
els in the perception, reading and composition of images.

Therefore, the aesthetic look at imaging must take into 
account that the fact that art is made from images of the 
interior of the body, its viscerality cannot lose sight of eth-
ics, and become involved in the endless question about the 
pragmatic superiority of science or the moral superiority of 
art over the former, or risk seeing artistic appropriation of 
science as a superb way of intervention in an area that it 
considers to be a crude, mechanical, measurable and quanti-
fiable activity of facing life.5 But the artistic appropriation of 
these images brought a question essentially of a philosophi-
cal character that takes into account the pessimistic view of 
intellectuals about science as materialization of nightmarish 
scenarios of dystopian fiction, in an incongruous way oscil-
lating between the dangers of scientific advances and ar-
tistic creation resulting of this advance through the use of 
technological means. According to Lopes’ research (2015), 
in addition to the ethical issue, there are also phenomeno-
logical, ontological and aesthetic challenges in the techno-
logical perspective. Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate the 

ontological consequences of the hypothetical digital scan-
ning of the self and explore the aesthetic dimension of the 
subjects' experience within the limits of the contemporary 
visual culture of plasticity and the virtual form generated by 
the algorithm.6 Above all, one must analyze the relationships 
between the body and the perception of itself, the body as 
an utopia, an attempt to transform the physical component 
into a superior corporate model, reflected in itself and artistic 
imagery as the perfect portrait of that utopian body, trans-
formed by digitization. This is an appropriation that falls on 
the body, on the subject, the subject of the body within the 
limits of visual culture, the expected plasticity of the forms 
generated by the algorithm that has replaced the one gen-
erated by the photographer's gaze. What emerges from our 
conceptual experience of the world depends on our capac-
ity for consciousness to reflect that same world and on the 
way we are immersed in it, which is located exactly at the 
point where we perceive that the image becomes a body as 
if we were positioned before a mirror or more concretely, as 
if we saw our brain processing at the moment when we are 
looking at the object, which reminds us, still according to 
Lopes, of the fact that the materiality of our existence has 
acquired a digital dimension.

“In a nutshell, I believe that theoretical positions that affirm 
the discursive construction of the body and deny its materi-
ality provide the theoretical substrate for new medical tech-
nologies, and advances in the areas of arti-
ficial intelligence and virtual reality, among 
others, with its statement of construction, 
virtualization and obsolescence of the lived 
body. On the other hand, positions that con-
sider the subjective experience of the body, 
our 'embodiment', have, in my view, a great-
er epistemological and ethical advantage 
when it comes to analyzing the effects on 
the corporeality and subjectivity of medi-
cal visualization technologies. In the latter, 
which we can call 'ecological' positions, the 
body and the environment are inseparable. 
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7 Em poucas palavras, acredito que posições teóricas que afirmam 
a construção discursiva do corpo e neguem a sua materialidade 
fornecem o substrato teórico para as novas tecnologias médi-
cas, avanços nas áreas de inteligência artificial e realidade virtual, 
entre outros, com sua afirmação da construção, virtualização e 
obsolescência do corpo vivido. Em contrapartida, posições que 
considerem a experiência subjetiva do corpo, a nossa ‘corporifi-
cação’ (embodiment), possuem, ao meu ver, uma maior vantagem 
epistemológica e ética na hora de analisar os efeitos na corporei-
dade e na subjetividade das tecnologias de visualização médi-
ca do corpo. Nestas últimas, que podemos chamar de posições 
‘ecológicas’, o corpo e o ambiente são indissociáveis. Eles são ex-
perienciados simultaneamente como um horizonte insuperável, e 
o corpo aparece como o sujeito material do mundo. Ou seja, o cor-
po não é apenas uma coisa material entre outras coisas materiais

They are experienced simultaneously as an insurmountable 
horizon, and the body appears as the material subject of the 
world. In other words, the body is not just a material thing 
among other material things in the world, but it is, above all, 
the material thing, whose ability to move constitutes and de-
fines the totality of the field of experience in which anything 
material, itself included, can be found.” (Ortega 2008, 4)7 

In fact, this need for science to go beyond the surface 
of bodies, to overcome external appearance and opacity, 
a barrier to understanding the internal functioning of the 
body, made this need to be overcome or overcome to show 
the body in its interior which is, after all, beautiful, after all 
visible, after all subject to aesthetic intervention. The truth 
that sought him through the eyes was now confirmed by 
means of imaging, accepting that it was already there. This 
corresponds to being able to affirm that a visual appropria-
tion of the body was also carried out.

An artistic appropriation, that is, an appropriation of the 
object away from its diagnostic and scientific function, which, 
given the provocative or disturbing nature of the images, 

contains in itself a challenge, an appeal to 
the transcendence of the body that gains 
aesthetic meaning in what the technique 
gives it, a space of possibility produced by 
the different instruments or technologies of 
visualization and diagnosis, determined by 
the cultural molds of the vision, a relation of 
the visual with the scientific truth that can 
lead to a perception of an artificial nature:

“There is, however, another important as-
pect about these images that links them to 
the popular visual culture of contemporary 

        
FIG. 2 Marta de Menezes. 
Functional portraits. 
In Official website

        
FIG. 3 Monica Manusr. Cubes and crystals.
In Official website. 2004-2007, 
Screen printing on glass, acrylic
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no mundo, mas é, sobretudo, a coisa material, cuja ca-
pacidade de mover-se constitui e define a totalidade do 
campo da experiência no qual qualquer coisa material, in-
clusive ele mesmo, pode ser encontrada”.

8 Two researchers at Berkeley University who used a com-
puter program to associate the visual patterns of audiovi-
sual pieces with the subjects' brain activity. With the aid 
of a film reconstruction algorithm, the researchers were 
able to decode the patterns of neuronal activity in the 
brain originating from viewing the trailers and then tried 

to translate them back into images.

10 A science fiction film made by Christopher Nolan in 
2010. In a world where it is possible to enter the hu-
man mind, Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio) is a thief who 
invades people's dreams and steals secrets from the 
subconscious. Cobb's special skills make him sought 
after by the world of business espionage and he ac-
cepts a proposal to plant an idea in the mind of the 
heir to an economic empire in order to dismember it. 
For this, it counts on the help of a dream architect, 
who is able to disguise herself, precisely, in the world 
of dreams.

11 “O que em parte orienta minha sensibilidade estética 
hoje não é a busca pela beleza, mas esta vertigem cau-
sada por tal uma eliminação da fronteira que separa a 
simulação do real, esta experiência sensorial excessiva 
que nos absorve pelo seu imediatismo, exigindo toda 
a nossa atenção e deixando pouco espaço para a re-
flexão. Talvez este seja o próximo horizonte de nossa 
experiência estética: não um horizonte onde a beleza 
está enraizada na verdade, mas onde se espera que o 
simulacro se funda com a realidade.”

society. The fact that the Nishimoto-Gallant8 experience is 
based primarily on Hollywood films and YouTube video clips, 
that is, on artifacts that are representative of our contempo-
rary visual culture — in particular the "visual" provided by the 
media. This means that perceptions being measured are of an 
artificial nature. What is being measured is not a direct, imme-
diate visual perception of the real world, but a mediated visual 
experience” (Lopes. 2015, p.33).9

Since these images are a simulation of the real, the 
boundary between simulated reality and the real world is 
very blurred, as in the film Inception10, in which reality ap-
pears as a structure with several layers of simulated worlds 
within other simulated worlds, hence the theme of medical 
imaging can also be analyzed in the light of the phenome-
nological and aesthetic question, since the technical arti-
facts that compose or maintain it and contemporary visual 
culture are increasingly inclined towards eliminating the lim-
its between what it is visually artificial and natural, between 
a simulated reality and the real world.

“What partly guides my aesthetic sensibility today is not the 
search for beauty, but this vertigo caused by such an elimina-
tion of the frontier that separates the simulation from the real, 
this excessive sensorial experience that absorbs us by its im-
mediacy, demanding all our attention and leaving little room 
for reflection. Perhaps this is the next horizon of our aesthetic 
experience: not a horizon where beauty is rooted in the truth, 
but where the simulacrum is expected to merge with reality.” 
(Lopes. 2015, p.34)11

The artistic appropriation of medical imaging, wheth-
er around the manipulation of resonance images, or in the 
exploration of the density of other materials 
such as plastic, metal and plants, in particu-
lar in the work of Marta de Menezes, Mónica 
Mansur and Nick Veasey is characterized, 
then, by eliminating physical (interior and 
exterior), mental and social (modesty, fear, 
public and private) and structural (simula-
tion, reality, technical / practical and aesthet-
ic) boundaries.
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FIG. 4 Nick Veasey. Diasec Classics. In Official website
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In effect, it becomes necessary to break the outer limit 
of the body in order to present it aesthetically as a whole 
without a back or reverse, without the limits of the skin, that 
is, to see it in the same way given the ease of access, an inte-
riority that , of course, it lost the fear or the shame of being 
displayed as an art form publicly and, finally, the contact be-
tween concepts and activities that at an artistic level mixed 
reality with some dose of science fiction and made it more 
advanced.

Another characteristic of this appropriation is the imme-
diacy that leaves little room for reflection. This experience of 
images of medical truth mixed with aesthetics and the ever 
smaller difference between the real world and the simulated 
world, provided by machines, projects, for the future, an aes-
thetic framework totally built by computer data, a new chal-
lenge in common with the hypothetical ones artistic objects 
generated by AI and the augmented reality that we will be 
seeing today.
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ABSTRACT   

In the nineteenth century, panorama exhibitions prevailed in 
displaying realistic representations of distant places through 
a strategic arrangement of all-encompassing canvases within 
a particular architecture. By focusing on those first immersive 
art exhibits, this paper examines Jon Rafman’s Sculpture 
Garden (Hedge Maze) (2015). In Rafman’s artwork, a visitor 
first ambulates through a spatial and full-scale installation, 
subsequently interacting with a virtual-reality device (Oculus-Rift). 
Rafman draws upon one of the oldest architectural devices—the 
labyrinth—as a threshold from where the visitor traverses from 
a known reality towards a fictional world. Hence, the relevance 
of transitional spaces (thresholds) when confronting still or 
moving images in immersive art remains present in current 
representational practices. Thus, panoramas and Rafman’s artwork 
offer the possibility to compare and contrast early and new 
approaches to virtual environments through spatial-immersive 
experiences. Despite technological differences, this paper 
evaluates the current role of architecture and bodily participation 
in today's immersive experiences.

KEYWORDS: PANORAMA; ARCHITECTURE; IMMERSION; VIRTUAL; THRESHOLD.
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1 39.900 years ago, human communication left its first 
visual traces on interior walls, according to a recent article 
published in The New York Times in 2014: https://www.
nytimes.com/2014/10/09/science/ancient-indonesian-
find-may-rival-oldest-known-cave-art.html

2 It is worth referring to the conceptual difference be-
tween a labyrinth and a maze in this article, particularly 
when Jon Rafman uses this latter term in his artwork’s 
title. According to the Ancient History Encyclopaedia, 
a labyrinth includes a single path, whereas a maze has 
multiple. This article will refer only to the former term. 
Source: https://www.ancient.eu/Labyrinth/

I. Introduction 

Space and images have been intimately relat-
ed since the first traces of pictorial activity in 
prehistoric time. Caves served not only as pro-
tective wombs against nature but also as sup-

portive interiors for early artistic manifestations1 (i.e., cave 
art). More than pictorial creations exhibited on interior limits, 
this visual medium also served as a representational setting. 
Observed from an advantaged and protected interiority, 
this early graphic activity of imitating the ‘space-out-there’ 
fostered a particular way to ponder, learn, or communi-
cate that seen or happened outside. It could be argued that 
those walls defined a primordial immersive space allowing 
for subsequent re-enactments of lived environments and 
encounters: a memorized exteriority graphically transferred 
into a materialized interiority. Some remarkable examples 
of illusionistic rooms in history include the well-known Villa 
dei Misteri, Pompeii, in ca. 60 BC (Grau 2003), or Sala del-
le Prospettive, Rome, in ca. 1515 (Munoz-Vera 2018), among 
various others. Likewise, throughout the entire nineteenth 
century, European panorama venues exceeded expectations 
for immersive and illusionistic simulations of distant places 
because of the balanced synergy between architecture and 
art (Figure 1). As Peter Otto suggests, “For many visitors to 
the panorama, it seemed as if they had entered a space of 
dream or ecstasy” (Otto 2011, 27). In the following century—
and until present times—theatres followed up with improved 
and cutting-edge versions of visual illusions performed in 
plays and movies. Today, this experience has evolved into 
virtual-reality setups, ultimately questioning the role of ar-
chitecture and painting in setting the space and images con-
stituting immersive environments.

Accordingly, architecture has had a crucial role as the 
quintessential medium behind pictorial manifestations, either 
intentionally or unintentionally, physically or virtually. Indeed, 
a spatial configuration remains fundamental in both appropri-
ate painting display on walls and distanced space from where 
to behold. Nevertheless, those magical “journeys” toward 
distant, local, or fictive environments also require a gradual 
detachment for adjusting the coming from one reality into 

another. It is, therefore, necessary to exit from one world and 
enter into a new one by traversing an intermediate space to 
reinforce—and therefore accomplish—a physical and psycho-
logical detachment. Hence thresholds, limbos, hallways, or 
ambulatory spaces have been pervasively present in narra-
tives as the architecture of liminal spaces. Undoubtedly, one 
of the most representative and classical ar-
chetypes is the labyrinth.2  Essentially, an en-
trance/exit, passageways, and a core or central 
space configure the architecture of labyrinths 
principally by means of partitions diversely 
arranged between two ends. Thus, the laby-
rinth passageways—or transitional space—are 
as crucial as its central core because they pro-
vide the substance of detachment, the funda-
mental meaning of finding the path towards a 
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FIG. 1 Panorama of Constantinople.
C. V. Nielsen (1882) Woodcut by Jules 
Arsène Garnier (1847-1889) published 
in Illustreret Tidendet, vol. 24, No. 1205, 
October 29, 1882, p. 55, Copenhagen, 
Det Kgl. Bibliotek/Royal Danish Library.

https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/09/science/ancient-indonesian-find-may-rival-oldest-known-cave-art.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/09/science/ancient-indonesian-find-may-rival-oldest-known-cave-art.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/09/science/ancient-indonesian-find-may-rival-oldest-known-cave-art.html
https://www.ancient.eu/Labyrinth/
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3 Jon Rafman (Montreal, b. 1981) is a Canadian digital 
artist, filmmaker, and essayist.

goal: the errand that embodies a transition from one world to 
another.

Similarly, Sculpture Garden (Hedge Maze), a 2015 art in-
stallation of Jon Rafman,3 recreates and merges traditional 
immersive spaces with cutting-edge technology in a con-
trasting way. In it, the artist offers an audio-visual experience 
using digital images and virtual-reality technology through 
Oculus-Rift goggles (Figure 2). However, before arriving at 

the cybernetic encounter, an assembled labyrinth precedes 
the action in order to accentuate gradational proximity by am-
bulating through its corridors. Comparably, nineteenth-cen-
tury-panorama rotundas—allegedly the proto-virtual-reali-
ty archetype—also considered a particular threshold before 
landing on a viewing platform in front of a 360-degree canvas. 
Since panoramas have led the way towards what we know 
or experience today as immersive environs, this paper will 

examine the space between the real and the fictive, present 
in both nineteenth-century panorama rotundas and Rafman’s 
Sculpture Garden. Thus, this study will shed light on the role 
architecture and painting has had (or lost) in representing 
and configuring fictive environments to date.

II. Panoramas 
In ancient Greece, panorama derives from Pan (all) and 

Horama (to see). In Greek mythology, the Panoptes rep-
resents an expert guardian with one thousand eyes. The 
term panorama, as known today, was first coined after the 
Irish painter Robert Barker commercially patented his idea in 
1796. By then, he created a 360-degree painting of the city of 
Edinburgh, Scotland, which he sketched from a selected and 
prominent point of view (Oettermann 1997, 97). To achieve 
an appropriate observation and display of the painting for 
this innovative artistry, a particular building was required: the 
panorama rotunda. In a rotunda, a whole canvas hangs from 
the top of the perimeter walls inside a cylindrical structure, 
creating a continuous surface—for a continuous painting—as 
well as encircling the centred spectators. By placing a canvas 
inside the curved walls of a rotunda drum, the perception of 
this architectural structure changes when observing it from 
a central platform area. The opaque walls behind the all-en-
compassing painting magically “vanish,” giving observers the 
sensation that they are standing out on a plane, looking out 
and being visually transported by the painting. Furthermore, 
the detailed rendering of a selected site view—by means of 
perspective techniques—allows an illusion of “uniform space 
and mass, encouraging the observer to mistake representa-
tion for reality” (Parcell 1994, 173). 

Another issue regarding the architecture in panorama ro-
tundas is that it did not only provide an adequate surface and 
interior space to accomplish a lifelike view but also included a 
dark and long corridor from the entrance to the viewing plat-
form. This anteroom had two main functions: (a) structuring 
the whole rotunda in order to offer an elevated position for 
the canvas and the viewing platform; and (b) 
it served as a transitional portal between an 
everyday-life exterior and an imaginary and 

        
FIG. 2 Sculpture Garden (Hedge Maze), Jon Rafman, 2015 at Zabludowicz Collection, 
London. Photo by Thierry Bal.
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enclosed interior (Figure 3). After walking through this corri-
dor, audiences typically arrived at a leading platform through 
a spiral stairway. This main platform functioned as the prin-
cipal and arrival destination from which to observe panora-
mas at an upper level. On this platform, viewers freely moved 
around behind border railings, which secured a necessary 
perspectival distance between the canvas and the observa-
tion area. Therefore, panorama rotundas enclosed not only a 
boundless illustration of landscapes but also a viewer by lim-
iting the possibilities of haptic interaction with the depicted 
scene and scenography. As Stephan Oettermann states, such 
scenes are realistic yet unattainable—with "the whole be-
fore you, so fine and so near that you want to reach out and 
touch it... but must refrain" (Oettermann 1997, 45). Hence, this 

fictional elevated position shares the same exterior horizon, 
which increases the illusion of being transported to a familiar 
world, yet one viewed from a heightened position. In Stephen 
Parcell’s words: “the representational mode of the panora-
ma—its represented spatial experience—is clearly the primary 
fascination; the particular painting on display is a secondary 
(but necessary) means of sustaining the fundamental impact 
of the panorama” (Parcell 1994, 169). 

Consequently, the stunning illusion found in this partic-
ular architectural setting—along with the lifelike paintings of 
land and cityscape—guaranteed amused onlookers. The lat-
ter's reaction brought about profitable incomes and afford-
able entertainment to viewers as well as equal access to the 
public. In sum, architecture had a double role in this panorama 

        
FIG. 3 Scheme of elevation and 
cross-section of the panorama in the 
Champs-Elysées. Engraving from a 
drawing made by Jacques-Ignace 
Hittorff, Bibliothèque nationale de 
France. Texts added by author.
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endeavour. On the one hand, it provided space and struc-
ture (rotunda) within which to install the necessary spatial 
elements strategically to achieve the virtual immersion. On 
the other hand, architecture served as the medium that com-
prised the artistic and physical structures of the existing cit-
ies that would go on to become the subjects of panorama 
painting. In doing so, architecture provided a real panorama 
in itself or the very substance of—especially cityscape—pan-
oramas. Nevertheless, it is precisely a detachment from a fac-
tual place to a fictional one what constitutes the panoramas’ 
rationale and, therefore, its popularity. This corporeal and 
mental detachment aligns with a search for amusement be-
cause the need to step out from a routine and monotonous 
urban life, becomes increasingly recurrent in industrial soci-
ety. Likewise, this search for visual delight involves a reloca-
tion of the self within the rotunda's core room, which reaches 
it by traversing a transitional space. Each part of this building 
matters, producing a total equilibrium for correctly fulfilling 
virtual and visual experiences of remote locations. Thus, the 
transitional space—or the darkened tunnel between the en-
trance and the viewing platform—undoubtedly evokes and 
re-enacts the function of a labyrinth. It is through the same 
corridor that visitors pass through to leave an illusion behind 
and return to a daily routine, now bearing a visual experience 
that is hard to forget. 

As stated previously, panoramas nurtured a particular 
way to envision landscapes, cityscapes, and battlefields by 
combining accurate, lifelike painting with an immersive space 
in rotunda venues. Therefore, spectators of panoramas had 
the chance to travel magically from nineteenth-century or-
dinary life to faraway places only known by word-of-mouth 
or read in books. Furthermore, panoramas represented one 
of the most exemplary and popular mass media, which to-
tal lifespan belonged to that century. That was a time that 
strictly relied on (and devoted to) the production of images 
as a valid and persuasive means of mass communication, en-
tertainment, and (popular) art. Along with panoramas, oth-
er similar visual endeavours emerged during that time, such 
as dioramas, moving panoramas, and cosmoramas. Hence, 
panoramas did not exclusively epitomize places for visual 

enjoyment, but the subsequent mass production of imagery 
did pave the way for a steady panorama success and influ-
ence on the public realm. At the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the cinema resumed and evolved a visual legacy that 
spanned around a hundred years and whose effects remain 
present to date.

III. Jon Rafman’s Sculpture Garden (Hedge Maze) 
In 2015 Canadian artist Jon Rafman displayed an unusu-

al installation within his solo exhibition at the Zabludowicz 
Collection in London: a full-scale labyrinth mounted as the 
main stage for his work titled Sculpture Garden (Hedge Maze). 
This labyrinth precedes and engulfs a central core where-
in a virtual-reality animation awaits. This infrequent setting, 
which varies in comparison with Rafman’s previous and cur-
rent works, makes Sculpture Garden a unique piece among 
his various audio-visual installations (Figure 4).

        
FIG. 4 Sculpture Garden (Hedge Maze),
Jon Rafman, 2015, Arsenal Contemporary
Art, Montreal. Fiberglass, gold leaf, Oculus 
Rift, artificial hedge, maze. Photo courtesy
of Jon Rafman.

DOSSIER



–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

78 RHA 11 DOSSIER   MOVING IMAGES, MOVED SPECTATORS: JON RAFMAN’S SCULPTURE GARDEN (HEDGE MAZE) AND THE PANORAMA EXPERIENCE

4 There are accessories (remote-control like) for Oculus 
Rift’s performances that allow users to direct their 
movements, which does not include factual displacement 
as with vision. These accessories prevail mostly in 
videogames or virtual tours.

Rafman has built a prolific artistic career in which the 
digital means act as paradoxical criticism for a current soci-
ety showing a significant and increasing dependency on vir-
tual environments in search of participation and belonging; 
or, in other words, a remedy to loneliness (‘Kool-Aid Man in 
Second Life’ n.d.). He belongs to a generation that witnessed 
the rise and central positioning of the Internet in society—a 
transitional age from analogue to digital means, particularly 
in cultural affairs. Hence, he adopts an advantageous role as 
a messenger (as quotidian and custodian), simultaneously 
preceding and participating in the “digital turn” in art and 
technology (Zhexi Zhang 2016, 95). It is precisely this latter 
with which Rafman engages in each of his works, critical-
ly addressing “the vexed question of technology’s place in 
contemporary life” (Lanctôt 2015, 160). In order to achieve 
this goal, Rafman navigates through different formats to 
give shape to his pieces, such as video installations (Kool-Aid 
Man in Second Life, 2009), photographic montages (You Are 
Standing in an Open Field, 2015), and online-website cata-
logues (The 9-eyes of Google Street View, ongoing). Even 
though most of his artworks involve TV screens for audio-vi-
sual performances, a spatial arrangement feels ubiquitous 
in those human-made virtual atmospheres. It is precisely 
the acknowledgement of those evoked sites along with its 
strange familiarity that makes Rafman’s artwork acquainted, 
legible, and thorough, especially to his contemporaries.

In 2015, Sculpture Garden brought Rafman into his first 
Oculus-Rift performance. Oculus Rift technology basically 
consists of a headset that hermetically encloses human vi-
sion and hearing, displaying a three-dimensional video an-
imation in 360-degrees. In this cutting-edge virtual-reality 
immersion, a real-time video allows users to direct the view 
wherever and whenever wanted, as in real life (Parkin 2014). 
Once the headset is on, displacement unfolds only virtual-
ly and is limited to what the animation permits. That is the 
case in Sculpture Garden, where Rafman defines a sequen-
tial trajectory in a fixed time for users to “travel” through.4 
Therefore, the Oculus Rift animation recreates a world in 
itself, individually experienced from a specific spot within 

Rafman’s labyrinth core. Users reach this pseudo-world only 
after crossing a labyrinth, which stands as absolutely real. 

Rafman’s Sculpture Garden confronts us with a piece of 
art constituted around the idea of personal introspection and 
liminality: of momentarily placing ourselves in a pause be-
tween virtual immediacy and bodily proximity. Its title pre-
dominantly evokes the space of a garden and the role of 
sculptures in it, over any of the possible outcomes still to 
happen at the artwork’s core. The garden, in labyrinth shape, 
brings in eighteenth-century traditions about introspection 
within a microcosm of the world, which is, in Giuliana Bruno’s 
words, “a privileged locus in this pursuit of emotive space” 
(Bruno 2007, 24). Moreover, the materiality of Rafman’s con-
temporary French labyrinthine garden suggests an artificial-
ity—and therefore fragility—of reproducing today an evoca-
tive space for contemplation. The artificial turf constituting 
the floor and walls of this demountable labyrinth/garden has 
the sole purpose of guiding us through the corridors from 
where to find the way to and fro the core. This final area con-
figures the only stationary space within Rafman’s labyrinth 
as an antechamber before entering into the virtual journey. 
Subsequently, this modern promenade throughout all the 
labyrinth parts and pieces delivers a momentarily peripatet-
ic user detached from what lies behind and in abeyance to 
experience motionless what comes after. As Bruno suggests, 
a garden represented “an outside turned into an inside, but 
it was also the projection of an inner world onto the outer 
geography” (Bruno 2007, 25). This physical and mental per-
ambulation reorients and conducts users towards the “imag-
inary paths” to come inside the audio-visual gadget. 

In terms of design, Rafman worked in conjunction with 
Studio Samuel Walker to produce a labyrinth of approximate-
ly 10.8 m x 14.4 m rectangle in plan (155.52 sq. m area) with 
a height of 1.8 m and a 1.8 m corridor width to match. The 
core area measures 3.2 m x 7.2 m in plan (23.04 sq. m area) 
and located at the very centre of the labyrinth 
(Figure 5). Here, a VR headset hangs waiting 
for users to plug in right before the tallest of 
Rafman’s sculptures distributed throughout 
the labyrinth. That tall, gilded sculpture and 
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its surrounding area work as the “mirror image” from where 
the audio-visual journey begins once the headset is put on. 
Additionally, three other smaller sculptures— from Rafman’s 
Manifolds series (Sorenson 2017)—appear as culminations 
at the corridors’ dead-ends in the labyrinth. Rafman’s sculp-
tures also complete this eighteenth-century French garden-
ing recall by simultaneously acting as follies and mirrors of 
the self through their humanoid shape. Those sculptures will 
re-emerge later, in virtual form, as fleeting glimpses within 
Rafman’s VR animation, connecting the real and the virtu-
al, matter and memory, in Bergsonian terms. Hence, specta-
tors gradually leave the common areas of the gallery—or/and 
even their daily lives—in order to land at the labyrinth’s cen-
tre, where another journey—digital in this case—will begin. 
Once physically isolated from the gallery, visitors get trans-
ported into a fictional world via the Oculus Rift that displays 
Jon Rafman’s three-dimensional video. During approximately 
five minutes, visitors get immersed in an audio-visual envi-
ronment departing from a digital version of the labyrinth’s 
core area. In a review for Artsy, Molly Gottschalk succinctly 
and accurately describes this audio-visual travel: “Suddenly 
you’re moving forward, as if riding a motorized walkway in 

an airport, through a glassy landscape and into a tunnel that 
leads to a dark and enchanted forest. Looking up, starry, 
startlingly realistic night skies reveal themselves through the 
trees; every tree pulses, as if breathing, and peeking through 
branches are Rafman’s colossal sculptures, littering the land-
scape like follies you’d walk to—had you not been instructed 
not to move. At the climax, you’ll slowly levitate until you’re 
among the treetops, looking down on this magical world, un-
til the view fades to black” (Gottschalk 2015).

Once the animation ends, and after removing the head-
set, users realize that the travel never involved bodily dis-
placement but only an audio-visual immersion, even though 
the experience felt like the most vivid event. A sense of tem-
porary disorientation remains, followed by a sudden reloca-
tion, as in the wake of a dream. Users leave the core room by 
perambulating the same labyrinth’s corridors that took them 
inside, this time leaving behind a fantasy world and gradually 
returning to a known reality (Figure 6). 

        
FIG. 5 Schematic plan for Jon 
Rafman’s Sculpture Garden 
(Hedge Maze). Image made by 
author.

        
FIG. 6 Inside the audio video 
animation of Sculpture Garden 
(Hedge Maze), Jon Rafman 
(2015). Image courtesy of Jon 
Rafman.
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IV. Analysis of both contrivances 
Although more than two centuries separate the panora-

ma's inception from Oculus Rift technology, some remarkable 
influences and similarities still prevail in their respective archi-
tecture and imagery. Both works devise virtual environments 
from their own time; both include spatial arrangements (of 
tectonic or digital qualities) and require media (canvas paint-
ings or digital screens) as critical components. On the one 
hand, panoramas represented the most popular art-&-en-
tertainment exhibitions for (proto) virtual reality, particular-
ly in Europe and North America throughout the nineteenth 
century (Grau 2003, 62). On the other hand, Oculus Rift and 
VR technologies represent and lead avant-garde features in 
immersive virtual settings for artistic, leisure, and educative 
purposes worldwide. Since the amalgam of art and architec-
ture configuring immersive environments still significantly 
connotes when displaying artworks, this analysis aims to un-
derstand their components and practices. 

To begin with, it remains crucial to understand that pan-
oramas and VR/Oculus-Rift devices work as contrivances 
made to fulfil a determined aim. In his book The Question 
Concerning Technology (1970), Martin Heidegger refers 
to contrivances in relation to technology by stating that 
“Technology itself is a contrivance, or, in Latin, an instru-
mentum” (Heidegger 1977, 5). In Heidegger’s book transla-
tion, William Lovitt complements this reference by adding 
its original German term: Einrichtung, which also stands for 
equipment, furnishing, adjustment, or arrangement, but ul-
timately “setting-in-place, ordering, enframing, and stand-
ing-reserve” (Heidegger 1977, 5). 

Similarly, a panorama rotunda was initially conceived 
as such when Robert Barker patented this unprecedent-
ed invention in London (1796). In the patent publication, 
he referred to panoramas as “an entire new Contrivance or 
Apparatus… for the purpose of displaying Views of Nature 
at large, by Oil-Painting, Fresco, Water-colours, Crayons, or 
any other Mode of painting or drawing” (The Repertory of 
Arts and Manufactures 1796, IV:165). Consequently, architect 
Robert Mitchell, Barker’s designer and builder of the first-ev-
er panorama rotunda, described his work—and the fact that 

it simultaneously displayed two panoramas on different sto-
ries—as a “contrivance” that “gives a double exhibition, by 
presenting for view two distinct pictures, an invention that 
happily has produced the most beneficial effects” (Mitchell 
1801, 8). Apparatuses of this kind abounded throughout 
nineteenth-century Europe as outcomes of a proclaimed 
positivism in art and sciences during and after the Industrial 
Revolution. Likewise, in 1824, the Blackwood’s Magazine is-
sue provides an example of this tendency when referring to 
panoramas as being “among the happiest contrivances for 
saving time and expense in this age of contrivances”(‘Black-
wood’s Edinburgh Magazine; Edinburgh, UK’ 1824, 472). This 
allusion refers to the ability of panoramas to recreate remote 
cityscapes as trompe l’oeil paintings at affordable entry fees, 
avoiding the “innumerable miseries of travel,” as anonymous-
ly stated in the same article. Therefore, panorama rotundas 
not only hosted mastery in realistic rendering of foreign cit-
ies but also placed onlookers indoors as if they stood at the 
very outdoor spot from where those images came. Besides, 
rotundas provided more than the necessary space for hang-
ing panorama canvases at an optimum distance; they also 
temporarily transported visitors from urban hubs to exotic 
cities such as Rio de Janeiro, Sydney, or Calcutta. To achieve 
a recurrent and “momentary detachment from the experi-
ences of the real world” (Munoz-Vera 2018, 55), architec-
ture and painting had to work in balanced synergy. Mitchell, 
the architect, successfully translated what Barker indicated 
when patenting the panorama, forging an edifice capable of 
accommodating visitors and all-encompassing canvases in a 
unique atmosphere. Therefore, the illusory journey involved a 
series of spaces and moments that, appropriately arranged, 
delivered spectators into a core chamber encircled by imag-
es and times of distant latitudes. In Barker’s patent, he clear-
ly stated that requirement because no aperture should inter-
fere with the complete continuity and opaqueness around the 
viewing platform (The Repertory of Arts and Manufactures 
1796, IV:167). Moreover, entering from below strengthens the 
illusion by making visitors acquaint themselves gradually 
with a strategically lit environment: from a painted sky to the 
many shapes below the panorama’s horizon. Adam Breysig, 
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the first German panoramist and allegedly another panorama 
inventor, also wrote about that requirement on panoramas in 
1799 (Figure 7). His description of the preceding transitional 
area is worth reviewing: “To heighten the illusion, however, 
one could add a small wing to the rotunda; this wing would 
have darkened corridors, so that people about to enter the 
‘temple’ would have time for their eyes to adjust to the dark-
ness. After this the reflected light inside the rotunda would 
seem more like natural light. To make the darkness inside the 
entrance wing seem less artificial, its walls could be made to 
resemble rocky cliffs; painting them very dark colors would 
then be quite appropriate” (Breysig and Keil 1799, 142).

The idea of momentarily and consciously abandoning 
present time by suddenly appearing in a different location 
required this physical interruption between the times of the 
outside present and the hic et nunc of panorama painting. 
This suggested liminal space considered a pathway, or an 

uninterrupted space of transiting, from one reality to another. 
The pitch-black lighting of this area mimicked the darkness 
of caves, which not only gave an impulse to reach the source 
of light at the other end (viewing platform) but also created 
a confounding effect of teleportation to a yet-to-know place. 
This architectural feature significantly contributed to the illu-
sion then completed inside panorama rotundas’ core space. 
Sometimes, as found in panorama brochures and mentioned 
by Oettermann in The Panorama (1997), these spaces were 
advertised and described as “the way to 'another world' " 
(Oettermann 1997, 285).

Comparably, Rafman puts together two radically differ-
ent contrivances: a classical labyrinth and a cutting-edge im-
mersive technology, establishing thus a sequential and spa-
tial order on how to experience his audio-visual piece. In the 
case of Rafman’s Sculpture Garden, he implements others’ 
contrivances through a remarkable configuration. His artwork 
unifies the sum of all those parts—along with his sculpture art 
and 3D animation—that, when mainly arranged, creates an 
immersive experience beyond the sole effect of virtual-reality 
displays. Moreover, Rafman acknowledges the instantaneous 
main feature of virtual-reality setups such as the Oculus-Rift, 
which technology represents the most developed in terms 
of immersive environments to date. He also realizes that this 
immediateness acquires autonomy from ‘preambular’ means 
of proximity or liminality. Accordingly, the artist could have 
easily bypassed any ‘hindrance’ placed before the art piece’s 
denouement since the Oculus Rift provides an immersion in 
itself. However, a physical separation, an ambulatory space in 
between—and particularly a physical and tactile ambiance—
seems fundamental for completing the artist’s purpose. 
Hence, why bother installing a full-scale labyrinth to delay 
the VR encounter?

In order to comprehend Rafman’s position concerning 
technology and the contrivances he employs in his Sculpture 
Garden, it is likewise worth reviewing what patents say about 
those current devices. In like manner, understanding its orig-
inal purposes and the similarities with traditional practic-
es (panoramas) shed new light on the influences between 
these two. Therefore, in the Oculus Rift’s patent, this device 

        
FIG. 7 Cross section of Adam 
Breysig’s Rotunda, Berlin (1801) 
by Haller Von Hallerstein. 
Image courtesy of the Allen 
Memorial Art Museum, Ohio.
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is defined as a “virtual reality headset” (Luckey et al. 2014, 1), 
which means that it is a tool for displaying virtual-reality au-
dio-visual animations. As for the virtual reality definition, the 
patent’s text goes as follows: “A virtual reality (VR) system 
includes an image playback system that sends images to an 
image viewing device, such as a pair of display glasses. Each 
image has a 360-degree field of view. A user views a portion 
of the images. The portion of the image viewed is determined 
by a directional sensor mounted to the display glasses… The 
VR system simultaneously coordinates the portion of the im-
ages viewed by the user by coordinating signals from the di-
rectional sensor and the speed sensor” (Sefton 2007, 1).

Consequently, a panorama might have been defined in-
cluding quite similar terms—such as the 360-degree field of 
view—especially when standing in front of a canvas. In pan-
oramas, a user inspects a painting by portions that belong to a 
whole all-encompassing picture. Nevertheless, in panoramas, 
the user walks within a viewing platform in order to put to-
gether visually this whole representational sight as one single 
image. Also, in panoramas, a bodily interaction takes place 
when viewing and moving, having its technology supported 
on both the drum walls (as the canvas prop) and the viewing 
platform (as the interspace for inspection). Subsequently, in 
the same VR patent, a reference to a virtual reality headset 
declares that: “The image viewing device displays a portion 
of the plurality of images to a user. In the preferred embod-
iment, the image viewing device is further defined as a pair 
of display glasses worn on the head of the user. The portion 
of the plurality of images displayed by the display glasses is 
preferably 140 degrees in the X direction and 90 degrees in 
the Y direction” (Sefton 2007, 10).

Even though not defined or referred to in the patent, 
the virtual reality headset represents a space container from 
where this “plurality of images” unfolds. In other words, 
the Oculus Rift virtually recreates what panorama rotundas 
housed as the viewing platform for panorama observation. 
Indeed, in its patent, the illustrations showing how virtual 
reality works look strikingly similar to a panorama scheme 
(Figure 8). Conclusively, an Oculus-Rift headset spatial-
ly synthesizes all the efforts found in panorama rotundas 

(architecture) and panorama canvases (painting) both as 
building and crafts. Thus, through a virtual-reality system, 
Oculus Rift compresses space and time and reduces what a 
synergy between architecture and art constructed as an im-
mersive experience.

        
FIG. 8 Patent drawing for 
Virtual Reality as illustrated in 
sheet 3 of patent application. 
In Sefton, Robert T. 2007. 
Virtual reality system. United 
States US7224326B2, filed 3 
March 2004, and issued 29 
May 2007.
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V. Conclusion 
In both nineteenth century panoramas and Rafman’s 

Sculpture Garden, their denouements are exclusively based 
and built on images representing either remote places (pan-
orama rotunda) or uncharted realities (Oculus Rift). In both, 
there is a detachment from the present-time real, which re-
lies on inventions (contrivances) capable of temporarily and 
imaginatively “transporting” users to yet unknown or unfamil-
iar places. In panoramas, such effort involved an architectur-
al endeavour that configured different instances—and there-
fore, bodily interplay—to reach a visual encounter properly. 
Two centuries later, a whole panorama rotunda—previously 
hosting humongous canvases—resumes in a handy and per-
sonal headset capable of “teleport” users to dreamlike geog-
raphies. The virtual-reality technology inside the Oculus Rift 
device compressed distance, time, and space, forging an indi-
vidual experience, which activation can occur anywhere. Thus, 
the whole corporeal interplay of traversing an exclusively de-
signed building in order to fulfil a detachment gradually and 
then an immerse experience dematerializes in current prac-
tices. Likewise, any interaction with other users—either at the 
entrance, corridor, or observation area—gets reduced to an 
individual performance when putting on the goggles. What 
it now fades also entails the architectural act that Alberto 
Pérez-Gómez refers to as the reproduction of “the specific 
qualities of the womb or the mountain... the imitation of a 
transcendental emotion rather than a material object. The rit-
ual of building was the architecture” (Pérez-Gómez 1985, 50). 

Finally, the suppression of liminality stands as the crucial 
feature in current immersive technologies, despite a transi-
tional (and traditional) space. This transition is precisely what 
Rafman reclaims in Sculpture Garden: a search for the miss-
ing part or stepping back towards a seamless encounter be-
tween traditional and current immersive practices. To do so, 
he acknowledges that an architectural re-enactment seems 
fundamental; therefore, he brings forth a transitive and am-
bulatory space in the shape of a labyrinth as a primeval space 
container between two sensitive points. As Pérez-Gómez de-
scribes it, a labyrinth “is a metaphor of human existence: ever 

changing, full of surprise, uncertain, conveying the impres-
sion of disorder, a gap (chaos understood in the etymological 
sense) between the only two certain points that it possesses, 
birth (entrance) and death (its centre)” (Pérez-Gómez 1985, 
51). Hence the labyrinth—the threshold between two reali-
ties—allows users to disorient themselves and depart from 
an existing certainty towards an imaginary existence. Thus, 
this obliterated transition between the real and the virtual, 
the excluded distance and time as physical structures, con-
figure Sculpture Garden as an artwork capable of disturbing 
or even jibbing technological advances so assimilated in our 
everyday activities. 
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ABSTRACT   

Digitizing a film-reel’s content renders it down into code, lacking 
any sense of physical structure or duration. This paper investigates 
the shifting perceptual parameters that occur when the spaces 
and times of cinema are digitally reinterpreted within gallery 
settings. This will be discussed in reference to my installation 
work that creates alternative rhythms and viewpoints, allowing 
a reinterpretation of how films are perceived, navigated and 
inhabited. Stillness and motion twist and distort around each other 
in these works, desynchronising precisely aligned boundaries, 
revealing underlying qualities hidden at the edges, or below the 
surface of film narratives. Paradoxically, the ability to alter the 
flow and framing of old movies allows the filmstrip’s intricate 
fragmentation to surface in ghostly forms observable from 
perspectives unattainable to original cinema audiences. Film has 
always been a hybrid amalgam of ill-fitting technologies, blended 
together by kinetic motion and stabilized by fixed screens, my 
research seeks to alter these relationships to reveal new spaces.

KEYWORDS: ANALOGUE; DIGITAL; SCREENS; INSTALLATIONS.
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1 ‘Phantom’ in this sense relates to 
representational spaces opened up 
by modern media, and the uncanny 
effect they can have on viewers. 
These zones are explored by theorists 
such as Mariana Warner and Tom 
Gunning.

By way of introducing the themes of this paper, 
I’d first discuss a work produced over twenty 
years ago that first brought my attention to the 
complex spaces created when merging together 

media with differing temporal qualities. This project involved 
searching the streets for scraps of abandoned audiotape, 
which were then photographed where found, before being 
spliced onto a new tape to discover their content. The inten-
tion here was to display the photographs alongside the audio 
recordings, but this plan initially failed because the fixed ma-
teriality of the photographic surface acted as a barrier to the 
ephemeral and immaterial flow of the music, thus breaking 
the connection between sound and image.

After some experimentation, I discovered that stereo-
scopic transparencies set on lightboxes helped to dissolve 
the photographic surface, and when the music was played 
through headphones it appeared to escape the tape’s de-
caying form, floating through the voids of the stereoscopic 
image and hovering above the media that once contained 
them. This suggested a form of ‘out of body’ experience that 
both revealed and removed the physical base of the photo-
graphs and tape. This self-reflexive space of interaction and 
interrogation allowed viewers to shift between awareness of 
and surrender to the work’s illusory qualities. 

Rather than creating motion through the linear progress 
of several thousand still frames, just two frames were required 
here to create an overlapping perceptual feedback, leading 
to a vertical dive into the depths of the frame. The recorded 
music floated and looped through the planar layers of this 
space, creating a form of suspended, rather than frozen time, 
where past present and future appeared to merge, creating 
new ways of seeing and hearing.

This phantom1 world also created a somewhat melan-
choly aspect to the work. These audio recordings often con-
tained love songs, collective memories and emotions, which 
when rescued from the abandoned and increasingly obso-
lete tape led to a consideration of modern media’s ability to 
hold on to and let go of the past, and how this influences a 
viewer’s sense of subjective self in relation to what is remem-
bered or forgotten. Not only was this a zone of negotiation 

and exchange between different media, this was also a hu-
man space of reflection where memories, desires and fears 
could reconnect, taking on new meanings. 

This gap between two stereoscopic images is a zone of 
spatial and temporal reorientation, a slight shift in perspec-
tive between two records of the past that fleetingly merge 
within the present moment of the viewer’s binocular vision. 
Film contains thousands of these temporal and spatial shifts, 
enabling the animation in the present of frozen documents 
from the past, pulling them into the flow of the viewer’s time. 
In cinema it is the screen’s stable containment of the film 
frame, along with a coherent narrative arc and synchronised 
audio-track that hides the fragmented energy underlying 
this uncanny explosion of the past into the present. 
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FIG. 1
 http://www.jasondee.co.uk/memory-tapes.html
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For this paper I’ll show how my practice brings together 
technologies with different durational qualities to open up 
new ways of considering the relationship between still and 
moving imagery, but I’ll start by discussing some examples of 
film scenes that combine alternative forms of representation 
to open up new spaces of reflection for film characters and 
viewers. 

The merger of stereoscopic and cinematic space occurs 
in a scene from Terrence Malick’s Badlands (1973) where, 
during a lull in their killing spree, the two lead characters en-
ter a brief state of innocence. Holly (Sissy Spacek) looks at 
some of her (recently murdered) father’s stereoscopic pho-
tographs, and as she enters these spatial representations of 
the world, formed by the overlapping still images, her voi-
ceover reflects on her childhood, her present situation and 
potential future.  Film viewers cannot see the spatial illusion 
within which Holly is suspended, but as she begins her con-
templations the camera slowly zooms in to fully occupy the 
stereoscopic space. This vertical motion creates a shift away 
from the film’s linear trajectory, and when combined with 
Holly’s disembodied narrative, a bridge is formed between 
these media as she shapes the random photographs into an 
alternative introspective space, floating between her memo-
ries of the past and wishes for the future.

Just as Holly’s vision overlaps two stereoscopic images, 
cinema and photography also overlay and reinterpret each 
other, creating a window into another world that offers the 
space and time to reconsider one’s own interpretation of 
memories and desires. New technologies can help reveal hid-
den aspects of older media, but this scene, along with oth-
ers mentioned in this paper implies that such reinterpretation 
also allows a reconfiguration of what we choose to remember 
and forget. How we interpret our past present and future can 
be realigning by these new distorted viewpoints, shifting the 
filters that help us develop a sense of self, revealing gaps and 
potential chasms in our connection to the world.

The placement of two mirrors in a famous scene from 
Citizen Kane creates a similar shift from the horizontal to the 
vertical, or rather a merger and distortion of the two. These 
two reflective surfaces overlay each other endlessly, creating 

a similar vertical space to that found in stereoscopic images.  
The camera’s horizontal pan slows and stops, sucking Kane’s 
forward motion into the void created by the mirror’s visual 
feedback. Kane’s endlessly reflected figure, appears to sleep-
walk across this reflected abyss, leaving the viewer staring 
into a void that suggests the stripping away of the illusory 
world that Kane/Welles have created, briefly revealing an un-
derlying emptiness and separation from the lived world.

Hitchcock’s Vertigo is filled with similar twisting, dizzying 
voids inhabiting the gaps between buildings or the central 
depths of a spiral staircase. In these scenes the lead character 
Scottie (like Kane) is trapped in limbo between architectural 
spaces, their filmic representation and his own traumatized 
viewpoint. Space becomes a projection of the subject, and 
in this context film reveals what J.P Tellote, when discussing 
the representational spaces of animation refers to in terms 
of “Space as something that was no longer objective, firm, 
and easily measurable, but phantom, constantly mutating…
warped”. (Tellote 2010, 83)

Hitchcock offers viewers an insight into Scottie’s world 
by using opposing camera movements that mutate the rela-
tionship between foreground and background. Dolly zooms 
(where the camera moves forward while the lens zooms back) 
are used to make backdrops loom forward, then recede back. 
In Vertigo’s famous kiss sequence the back-projection spins 
in the opposite direction to the camera motion, allowing the 
vertical pull of the past to distort the film’s linear trajectory, 
as the hotel room spiralling around them transforms into the 
space of Madeline’s supposed death. 

In one repeated scene within Vertigo the entire film ap-
pears to spiral on its axis, creating an intriguing relationship 
between a still image, a loop, and film’s linear trajectory. I only 
became aware of this repeated scene when flicking through a 
DVD of Vertigo and realized that two consecutive ‘chapters’ 
began with this same establishing shot, filmed at the same 
angle, yet at different times of the year. A still shot reveals 
the depths of a cloister, with arches that resemble an angled 
filmstrip receding into the distance. The camera then loops 
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ninety degrees on its axis, shifting the viewer’s gaze into one 
of the ‘frames’ of the arches, reintroducing them to the pres-
ent moment of the film. In this shift we briefly glimpse an al-
ternate timescale, shared by the ancient cloistered space, the 
looping camera and the changing seasons briefly glimpsed in 
the gaps between the arches. 

These looping shots repeat themselves with slight vari-
ations (the first shot takes place on a bright summer’s day, 
while the second version shows a wintery scene), this ties 
in with themes of deep time, spiraling up from the past to 
infect the present. Between these clips Madeline has suppos-
edly fallen to her death. The viewer is therefore returned to 
a space transformed by death’s shadow. Yet this inexact rep-
etition suggests an imperfect overlaying of space and time, 
a desynchronization that creates room for uncertainty, ques-
tioning the veracity of Madeline’s death and Scottie’s under-
standing of it. There is an inference that this death is doomed 
to happen again, in a slightly different form, further down the 
film’s twisting timeline.

 
Viewers are offered a sideways glimpse into an alternate 

space and time, existing beyond the edges of the film narra-
tive, yet subtly distorting the storyline with its unseen grav-
itational force, creating a void into which Scottie, at first un-
knowingly, but then willingly, is pulled. 

This interplay between awareness of and surrender to il-
lusory spaces is perfectly illustrated in a scene from Letter 
from an Unknown Woman (Max Ophuls, 1948) when a couple 
take a fairground ride in which a looping painted panoram-
ic backdrop, powered behind the scenes by an old man on 
a bike, ruptures the film’s realism. The couple appear to ac-
cept and tentatively inhabit this jarring gap between worlds, 
knowingly incorporating it into their disjointed relationship, 
itself a balancing act between memory, fantasy and reality 
that they must negotiate. 

Laura Mulvey discusses these fragmented cinematic spac-
es revealed through obsolete special effects: “This paradoxi-
cal, impossible space, detached from either an approximation 
to reality or the verisimilitude of fiction, allows the audience 
to see the dream space of the cinema.” (Mulvey 2007, 3)

So far I’ve discussed the vertiginous distortion of the film 
space within the screen. I’d now like to discuss some exam-
ples of my practice-led research that use digital media and 
installations to shift and warp the relationship between film 
worlds and the spaces where they are displayed. Once digi-
tally transferred, film’s linear flow can be skipped, replayed, 
or frozen at the press of a button, subjecting carefully con-
structed worlds to new and random viewing patterns. The 
structural boundaries holding films together are exposed, re-
vealing fragmented recordings with gaps hidden at the edg-
es, or below the surface flow of film narratives, the installa-
tions I create help to accentuate these ill-fitting layers. 

In “We’ll Revisit the scenes of our Youth” (2003) I added 
a third layer of representation to the train scene from Letter 
from an Unknown Woman by digitally freezing the foreground 
figures in relation to the painted backdrop. The overlapping 
of pre-cinematic, cinematic, and digital layers of representa-
tion opens a form of mis-en-abyme within which visual tech-
nologies from three centuries interact, revealing their illusory 
qualities and structural boundaries.  The woman’s reflection 
and the man’s cigarette smoke appear to hover beyond their 
frozen forms, bridging the gap between stillness and motion 
in a similar manner to the music floating through the stereo-
scopic images in Memory Tapes. 

        
FIG. 2
 http://www.jasondee.co.uk/revisit.html
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2 19th Century ‘Spiritualist’ photographers suggested 
the medium opened a portal to the afterlife; with cinema 
an actor’s performance can be replayed long after their 
deaths. In a similar vein, digitisation shifts a film-reel’s 
corporeal form to an immaterial digital plane, suggesting 
a ghostly limbo state, not just for the sights and sounds 
of the past, but also for the medium that recorded them.

3  Dune uses a scene from Woman in the Dunes (Hiroshi 
Teshigahara, 1964) while Cataract, an installation created 
by cutting into and pulling out a section of a screen, 
shows Buster Keaton dangling from a waterfall in Our 
Hospitality (1923)

In traditional cinema the screen’s fixed boundaries help 
to anchor film’s kinetic, fragmented representation of space 
and motion. The screen demarcates film space from viewing 
space, offering the illusion of a window into the depths of a 
stable contained world. It also provides the motionless view-
er with a fixed viewpoint, allows them to position themselves 
subjectively within the film.  Analogue films that have been 
transferred to digital formats can be shifted and distorted in 
ways that alter this fixed alignment between film, screen and 
viewer. 

These shifts in perspective can open up new spaces of 
reflection, offering glimpses of film’s underlying structure, or 
at least its ghostly2 digital representation. My practice forces 
onscreen figures to negotiate these new hybrid temporalities. 
Though of course these figures are themselves automatons, 
caught in an uneasy existence between mechanical and digital 
motion. An element of my work looks into finding new ways 
of revealing the underlying energy of media that is disguised 
as human motion within film. By looping and freezing film 
clips, bodily motion takes on the repetitive and fragmented 

qualities of both analogue and digital film. Caught in limbo 
between two forms of representation, recorded subjects lose 
the illusion of autonomy so carefully constructed by cinema.

With the installations Cataract (2013) and Dune (2012) 
curved screens seem to be distorted by the flowing form of 
a waterfall and sand dune, while the projections appear to be 
weighed down by the materiality of the screens. The onscreen 
figures, trapped between these physical and immaterial dis-
tortions, are cut off from their original film narratives3. Like 
Sisyphean ghosts they forlornly attempt to escape a never 
ending and looped present, but are held back by these forces 
that suspend them between the film and gallery space. The 
short loops of the films perfectly match the curved structures 
they are projected onto, yet despite this precise framing, 
rather than enfolding the viewer within their 
imagery, they fold in on themselves, blocking 
the viewer out while also trapping the strug-
gling figures within their boundaries. These 
works become self-contained, durational ob-
jects within a gallery setting, separated from 
film’s linear progress. 

The screens and their content appear to 
be warped by separate forces: the linear (in-
dustrial) transportation of multiple projected 

        
FIG. 4
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/cataract.
html

        
FIG. 3
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/dune-video-installation---jason-dee.html
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4 These psychological spaces of modernity 
are examined in Anthony Vidler’s, Warped 
Space: Art, Architecture, and Anxiety in 
Modern Culture

frames across a screen and the internal (digital) transforma-
tion of imagery within a single frame. This distortion concen-
trates the films down into hybrid looping forms caught be-
tween the point of a single frame and the linear trajectory 
of film. The figures occupy a durational trap that suggests 
another, phobic form of warping4, a psychological distortion 
of space and time that suspends them in the present, not 
allow them to recede into the past (like a still image) or to 
move forward into the future of the film narrative. They strug-
gle endlessly within a perpetual and traumatic present where 
their actions dissipate into a kinetic motion lacking any sub-
jectivity; no longer subjects within a film, they are now sub-
ject to it within a new hybrid form. 

A similar state of limbo is created in Intermission (2012). 
Here a running figure is trapped on a staircase caught between 
human, mechanical and eternal timescales. This work fea-
tures a scene from A Matter of Life and Death (Pressburger & 
Powell, 1946) in which the lead character Peter (David Niven) 
runs down an escalator ascending from Earth to Heaven 
that symbolizes the gulf between the inner workings of his 

traumatised mind and the physical world. Within the original 
film narrative, Peter makes it back to his mortal existence, 
but in Intermission the projected stairs have been folded up 
along with a physical screen to form a looped and fragment-
ed surface within which he is suspended.

By running against the escalator’s flow, Peter believes 
he has defied his celestially pre-ordained death, but this also 
suggests he has run back through film time, returning to his 
former life through a section of the filmstrip that has already 
passed through the projector. Clearly this is an illusion, all nar-
ratives are yoked to film’s structure and therefore have pre-or-
dained endings, but the idea of this character being able to 
slip through the gaps between film frames has a self-reflexive 
quality rarely seen in the cinema of this era. By digitally alter-
ing this scene it is film itself that becomes caught in a state 
of suspended animation between physical obsolescence and 
a digital afterlife. The cinematic metaphor of the screen as a 
perspectival frame is distorted and folded in on itself to re-
move the single-point perspective of the  staircase leading 
up towards heaven, or down towards the world. All sense of 
linear trajectory is lost, along with any clear distinction be-
tween material and illusory presence. 

In “That’s all…” (2004)  a clip from In the Heat of the 
Night (Jewison 1967) shows a frozen figure whose voice is 
captured by a spinning tape recorder occupying the same 
screen. A tape operator on the lower screen (Gene Hackman 
in The Conversation, Coppola 1974) works frantically to find 
a point of reference to the seemingly (yet impossibly) frozen 
voice that the tape has captured issuing from the inanimate 
figure.

The tape operator attempts to restore a filmic order to 
the scene by trying to break up the sound and move it along, 
to give it a narrative structure. As with my earlier stereoscop-
ic work, sound bridges the split screens, but it is also used to 
bridge the different spaces that are represented within the 
frames. The lower screen contains an unaltered film scene, 
while the upper screen is a hybrid, made up of a digitally 
altered analogue recording. Like the smoke and reflections 
shown in earlier examples, sound drifts between and unset-
tles these worlds.

        
FIG. 5
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/intermission-i.
html
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Shadows are another ephemeral form used in a number 
of my installations. In “Light That Goes..Light That Returns” 
(2012) stillness and motion fold together as an endlessly 
swinging lightbulb casts shifting shadows that reanimate a 
frozen figure. (Eddie Constantine in Alphaville, Godard 1965). 
This endless loop, anathema to narrative cinema, shows both 
too much, and too little. Viewers can contemplated this sus-
pended scene at their leisure, taking in details normally hid-
den within filmic motion. Yet, with time condensed down to 
the light-bulb's loop, the scene and viewer are cut off from 
the film’s past and future storyline. The tension between still-
ness and motion that underlies all celluloid cinema is focused 
on here. The onscreen image appears to buckle under forced 
inertia as it tries to move forward. The figure’s shadow in par-
ticular appears to strain and distort, trying to pull away from 
the frozen form it is attached to.

This effect bleeds over the freestanding screen’s bound-
aries and into the gallery space. On the wall behind, the 

screen’s shadow itself sways in time with the bulb represent-
ed on its surface. This seemingly impossible effect is created 
by the projected image over-spilling the screen and forming 
a digitally animated shadow on the wall behind, which then 
blends with and obscures the screen’s actual shadow.

This impossible shadow both highlights and subverts 
the screen’s physical presence within the gallery. The screen 
is shown to be a physical object occupying the same space 
and time as the gallery viewer, while the shadow also implies 
that the screen (and the viewer) occupy the same illusory 
space and time as the film. The analogue recording of light 
blends with digital projection, blurring the boundaries be-
tween the material and immaterial, between subject and ob-
ject, this, as Mariana Warner puts it while discussing projec-
tions “has the profoundly unsettling consequence of closing 
the gap between phenomena that do not possess corpore-
ality or substance or mass or gravity and entities that do.” 
(Warner 2016, 19)

        
FIG. 6
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/that-s-
all.html

        
FIG. 7
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/light-
that-goes.html

        
FIG. 8
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/light-
that-goes.html
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Shadows also play a role in 24 Times (2013), a large-
scale installation made up of twenty-four monitors arranged 
in a circle, playing the same footage with a one-frame delay 
between each adjacent screen. Hundreds of appropriated 
film-clips showing characters taking photographs are edit-
ed together at the moment the camera flash obliterates the 
more sensitive 35mm filmstock. A pulse of light circles the 
installation, endlessly clearing the way for new scenes. 

This flash relates to the capturing of a photographic in-
stant, the digital synchronisation of the screens mimics the 
mechanical energy that sets these frozen images into mo-
tion, hurling them into the present moment of the viewer. 
The spacing of the monitors suggests a substitution for the 
filmstrip’s lost material presence, while the circular installa-
tion implies that these film clips, separated from their origi-
nal timelines are now caught in an endless immaterial loop, 
a hybrid and distorted duration, caught between filmic, pho-
tographic and digital temporalities. In becoming a digital ar-
chive of a once physical medium the film content becomes 
groundless. As Mary Ann Doane states “The digital archive is 
either everywhere or nowhere” (Doane 2009, 161) 

24 Times reflects on the individual elements underly-
ing cinematic motion, and how digital reconfiguration can 
transform how they are interpreted. In this installation fa-
miliar film scenes are fleetingly glimpsed before they fold 
back into the work like a distracted thought, or arbitrary 
memory, bubbling up from the collective unconscious of the 
20th Century archive. This way of seeing brings to mind the 

random glimpses of old films, stripped of narrative mean-
ing, seen by Victor Burgin on broadcast television, he states: 
“The fragments go adrift and enter into new combinations, 
more or less transitory, in the eddies of memory: memories 
of other films, and memories of real events.”

By spreading motion across multiple screens, the kinetic 
energy of film is no longer contained within a single screen, it 
enters the space of the viewer and is subsequently opened up 
to new interpretations based on individual memories and ran-
dom thought patterns rather than fixed narratives. The pulse 
of light pulls the viewer’s gaze horizontally across the instal-
lation, creating a new and dispersed space where viewers can 

        
FIG. 9
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/24-times.
html
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5 Both Tom Gunning (Gunning, 2005). and Jonathan Crary 
(Crary, 1999) explore this relationship between attention 
and distraction in relation to pre-cinematic devices, as 
well as early cinema before it developed techniques to 
more fully immerse the viewer.

be simultaneously pulled into filmic constructions of motion 
and depth, while also being aware of these illusions. This shift 
between attention and distraction resembles the effect of the 
pre-cinematic Zoetrope5. Like the images in this device, each 
of the monitors became part of the installation’s rhythmic 
patterns as a whole, but are also in a perpetual state of flux 
within themselves. Viewers can attempt to immerse them-
selves within the illusory depths of a single screen, or they 
can step back to take in the installation as a whole, becoming 
aware of the discrete quality of the still frames from which 
film motion is composed. This shift of awareness mimics con-
temporary viewing, where a film may be only one of many 
screens vying for attention on a computer desktop that dis-
rupts the ability to ‘dive’ into film-space. As Anne Friedberg 
states: “Perspective may have met its end on the computer 
desktop” (Friedberg 2006, 2) This demotion of the film-world 
alters its relation with the viewer, who is no longer pulled into 
the film space. 

Finally, I’d like to come full circle by discussing Bridge 
(2013) a stereoscopic work produced during my practice-led 
PhD. Unlike traditional stereoscopic images the adjacent 
frames in this work contain moving imagery, and are record-
ings separated by roughly 40 years. The left frame shows a 
clip from Get Carter (Hodges 1971) with Michael Caine run-
ning across Newcastle’s High Level Bridge. To the right is the 
same view, but taken with a digital video camera in 2011. 

19th Century industrial inventions: the iron bridge, the 
railway, the stereoscope, photography and film are merged 
within the diegetic space of a 20th century film and the digital 
documentation of that location in the 21st Century. This cre-
ates the illusion of a space filled with disjointed overlaps and 
fragmented voids into which the past and present are folded 
and reconfigured, and through which ephemeral, ghostly fig-
ures float.

As with the film clips discussed in this paper, this video 
creates a space of distorted feedback, with visual orientation 
caught between the horizontal and vertical axis. The view be-
tween the pillars shows the bridge spanning a river, yet the 
camera angle also suggests a tunnel cutting through time. 

The bridge’s beginning and end are blocked from sight by the 
structure’s curve, giving the impression of an endless loop. 
The two films that overlap within the viewer’s perception are 
of different lengths, therefore the audio-visual action taking 
place within the bridge's structure never exactly repeats, cre-
ating an infinitely variable loop.

The two representations of the bridge form a unified 
three-dimensional space, yet, as with the repeated estab-
lishing shots in Vertigo, distinct differences exist within this 
hybrid form: pillar bolts are missing from the older bridge, 
while in the more recent representation a tree has grown in 
the spaces between its structure. When the bridge is viewed 
as a stereo image these discrepancies become transpar-
ent, hovering in the voids between the images planar voids. 
Gateshead car park (which gained iconic status through its 
appearance in Get Carter) is visible through the pillars of the 
film bridge, but is absent from the digital bridge, having been 
pulled down shortly before the video was shot. When the two 
scenes are overlayed in the viewer’s percep-
tion the car-park seems to exist in a distant, 
spectral world. 

        
FIG. 9
http://www.jasondee.co.uk/bridge.html
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This endlessly looping stereoscopic video, in which frag-
ments of the recorded past and viewed present fold into each 
other, is a suitable conclusion to this paper. 

Conclusion
Through practice-led research I have used digital soft-

ware and installation spaces to shift and distort the tradition-
al structures of film. Digitally transferred versions of analogue 
cinema offer a unique opportunity to view past recordings 
in a new light. Films can now be broken down and studied 
in-depth by cinephiles, read frame by frame by theorists, or 
skipped through by an impatient viewer. In all these cases 
the carefully constructed flow of a film’s timeline is drastically 
altered. 

The intention of my work is not to discover clearly de-
fined objective truths about what cinema is or was; I don’t 
believe films can be grasped fully in this way. By utilising soft-
ware and installation techniques I explore the relationship be-
tween film’s rigid structure and the contingent, chaotic quali-
ties caught between visibility and invisibility that film partially 
and unintentionally captures within and between its frames.

Viewing patterns have altered dramatically in recent 
years; audiences no longer sit motionless in front of one 
screen, attention is now diffused across multiple surfaces, 
spaces and fragmented timelines. My work examines these 
rhythms of absorption and distraction, attempting to find a 
shifting balance between passive consumption of illusory im-
agery and active contemplation of the medium underlying 
that illusion.
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ABSTRACT   

David Hockney has spent his entire life painting traditional 
pictorial genres such as landscape with the help of different 
means: photography, computer design programs, digital 
photography, fax machines and, more recently, iPhones and 
iPads. During the 1980s, the use of technology allowed him to 
apply to painting what camera experimentation had taught him. 
He adapted photography’s medium specificities (capturing time, 
movement and stillness) to his landscapes. He smashed traditional 
perspective and engaged in a new multifocal representation of 
space, setting his compositions in motion.  Hockney seduces his 
viewer inside the canvas and offers him a space-time experience 
on which the perception and understanding of the painting are 
fully depended. Through the analysis of Hockney’s oeuvre, this 
paper explores how landscape continues its long tradition in the 
21st century’s post-painting era, enriched and revitalized as a 
genre thanks to the contribution of different media.
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1 Hockney studied in depth the history of pictorial 
tradition and conducted a long research which exceeds 
the interest that an ordinary painter would show. He 
works like a researcher and a historian at the same time in 
order to reveal old master’s secrets and establish a visual 
history of images. See his books: Secret knowledge: 
rediscovering the lost techniques of the old masters, 
2006 and, A History of Pictures: From the Cave to the 
Computer Screen, 2016 (Hockney 2006; Hockney and 
Gayford 2017). 

2 When photography was first invented in 1839, artists 
saw in it a tool for their paintings. It first became an easy 
and cheap model for their portraits (Scharf 1974, 55). It 
also offered an exact reproduction of reality that they 
could copy to their canvas. Painters as Manet, Courbet or 
even Ingres (even though he would keep it secret) would 
use photography as preparatory drawing replacing this 
way traditional sketch. As Hockney does many decades 
later, those painters would also use photographs for 
documenting their trips and experiences (Scharf 1974, 
79).

3 Pictures available here: https://www.myartbroker.com/
artist/david-hockney/christopher-isherwood-and-don-
bachardy-study/, https://www.metmuseum.org/blogs/
now-at-the-met/2018/animals-love-letters-christopher-
isherwood-don-bachardy

At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning 
of the twentieth century, landscape painting 
undergoes great changes. It is transformed by 
painters like Turner, Monet, Cézanne, Kandinsky 

and Klee: perspective vanishes, space adapts to the two-di-
mensional surface, composition is simplified, drawing is freer, 
color and light become the subject. Landscape takes a new 
direction, abstraction. Actually abstraction seems to engulf 
all traditional painting. Therefore, pictorial landscape seems 
sacrificed and, most contemporary landscape studies focus 
mainly on Land Art. Land appears to replace landscape as 
a pictorial genre. This development makes us wonder, has 
landscape led itself to its own destruction? How could land-
scape survive? Does abstraction mean the end of the genre? 
Is landscape dead?

The study of David Hockney’s landscapes seems apt to 
answer these questions. Born in 1937 and still painting now, 
at 81, Hockney maintains a special attachment to art history 
and pictorial tradition1. In his work, he deals only with still 
life, portrait and landscape, which he considers the only ar-
tistic genres. Concerning landscape, he affirms: "Some say 
that landscape is a dead, it's not my opinion" (Ottinger et al. 
2017, 290).  However, his approach has always been “particu-
lar”. He explores painting through technology using different 
means such as photography (analog and digital), computer 
design programs, fax machines, iPhones or iPads, high-defi-
nition multi-screens and, more recently, a few months ago, 
three-dimensional photography. 

Photography’s use and its inferiority to painting 
From very early on, photography became his most im-

portant means of experimentation opening up for him a large-
scale research field. The painter took up Polaroid photogra-
phy for the first time in 1964. Until 1982, photographic camera 
would be a tool to his painting. He would use it to document 
details of a scene, details that could help his memory during 
the process of painting. Photographs would also play the role 
of preliminary study- in the same way he would use drawing 
in preparatory sketches. In other words, he would use pho-
tography as most painters in the late 19th century who had 

found in the recently invented daguerreotypes a “factorum 
to their art” (Scharf 1974, 13)2. For his double portraits, paint-
ed during the sixties, for instance, Hockney took pictures of 
the scenes; it is the same picture we find in the final painting. 
In Christopher Isherwood and Don Bachardy (1968) and Mr 
and Mrs Clark and Percy (1971)3, Hockney actually copied his 
photographs without changing their main structure outlines. 
Composition was only slightly altered, sometimes simplified 
or restricted to a few motifs that were necessary in order to 
create a narrative.

At that time, Hockney actually considered photography 
inferior to painting. His idea seems to join the old debate on 
whether or not photography should be considered an auton-
omous art discipline, issue that was first raised with photog-
raphy’s invention. The 19th century painters mentioned above 
were opposed to the mechanic and automatic aspect of pho-
tography since pressing a button could not be seen as a cre-
ative act and the product of a machine could not have a place 
among fine arts. However, Hockney expressed 
another concern. He often complained about 
the time that someone dedicated to photog-
raphy. A “photograph could not be looked at 
for long time” (Hockney and Weschler 1984, 
9), you “only look at a photograph for only 30 
seconds” (Ann Hoy, « Hockney’s photocollag-
es » in Tuchman and Barron 1988, 55), he used 
to say. Another problem Hockney points out 
is linked to a technical aspect of photography: 
photography is blurred when something is out 
of focus. But, as the painter remarks, this is not 
the way the human eye works (“we see every-
thing in focus”  (Hockney and Joyce 1988, 23). 
Most importantly, he found photography false 
to perception and unable to transfer space 
without distorting it. Painting was not facing 
this kind of issues.

An early photo-montage of 1969 shows 
Hockney’s first effort to deal with these prob-
lems. In Myself and Peter Schlesinger, Paris, 
December 1969, Hockney combines two 
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4 Picture available here: https://collections.lacma.org/
node/247320. 

5 We can immediately recognize the impact of the 
Californian light on the painting, reflected on the use of 
intense colors like blue, red, pink. Landscape reduced 
to an ensemble of lines: lines of the road, lines of the 
mountains — going up and down the hill — and “grid 
patterns that fill the top of the canvas” copied from the 
LA city map. As Hockney puts it: “From the top of the 
hill at night, suburbs appeared below the hills with their 
streetlights repeating precisely the grid patterns of the 
city maps” (“A moving focus” in Tuchman and Barron 
1988, 51).

6 Actually, Hockney proposed to his friends a ride by car 
accompanied by music. He used to follow the rhythm 
and drive adapting his speed. That was a landscape 
experience with music (Maidment et al. 2016, 35).

7 Actually we could imagine Hockney, like Walker Evans 
who used to shoot with his camera his subway portraits, 
seizing snapshots of everyday subway life/new Yorkers.

8 (Hockney 1993, 51)

different photographs of him and his boyfriend at the time, 
Peter, sitting on a bench. One single shot would present the 
scene from one single vantage point, making space appear 
distorted, more distant and the objects smaller; while now we 
have a frontal view of both figures sitting on a wide bench. In 
1972, Hockney comes up with another combination of pho-
tographs. While taking pictures for his photographic study 
that he would use to paint his standing figure for the canvas 
Portrait of an Artist (Pool with two figures), 1972, he could 
not get it right. It was impossible to render the whole subject 
in one single picture. He had to take five separate shots of 
Peter’s body (head, shoulders, torso, waist, knees, feet) and 
put the prints together, in order to have the standing figure.

At the end of the 1970s, Hockney was looking for differ-
ent ways of seeing. During that period of time, Picasso and 
cubism became a great influence to the artist. Especially in 
1980, after seeing two major exhibitions on Picasso, Hockney 
got impressed by the variety of the master’s work and took 
Picasso’s model to heart. In fact, as it would be proven in 
the years to come, Picasso’s lasting impact on Hockney was 
going to be very strong. Having bought all the Zervos cata-
logues raissonnés in 1978, Hockney studied thoroughly the 
master’s work.  He finds that cubism suggests another “way 
of seeing” which had nothing to do with abstraction but, on 
the contrary, was more truthful. As cubism breaks linear per-
spective and deconstructs the figure by giving multiple view-
points at once, cubist painting offers a more complete look 
of a motif seen from all around. Spectator is invited to play a 
game reconstructing the subject on his own. He takes part in 
the perception and understanding of the work. 

California’s dreaming landscape 
When Hockney moved to Los Angeles in 1979, the first 

paintings that echoed his experimentations with photography 
were canvases depicting landscape. After having spent a few 
months in the city, it was not only the Californian nature and 
the urban landscape that he got registered in memory and 
wanted to depict, but also the experience of the American 
city as seen from the car. Mulholland Drive: The Road to the 
Studio, 19804 is a painting that comes from that period5. The 

artist paints a monumental picture of six meters long (218.44 
× 617.22 cm) to present the road or more precisely, the drive 
from his house in Hollywood Hills to his studio6. 

Mulholland landscape painting reflects the painter’s 
early work with photography, his questioning of space and, 
Picasso’s cubist influence. In the painting, perspective vanish-
es, the horizon is replaced by a serpentine line which, instead 
of stabilizing the composition, sets it in motion.  As in cubism, 
Hockney alters shifting and continuous viewpoints all along 
the painting. This is how he smashes traditional perspective 
and engages in a new representation of space. The specta-
tor has to follow the lines, their fluid movement, going up 
and down. Hockney renders his experience: “Drive is not the 
name of the road, but the act of driving” (Hockney 1993, 67) 
, only to become the viewer’s experience: “your eyes move 
around the painting at about the same speed as a car drives 
along the road” (Hockney 1993, 67). Spectator has to take his 
time and follow the roads as they extend from one side of the 
canvas to the other. It’s through time and movement he gets 
to fully understand the painting.

In 1980, Hockney spent a good deal of time on another 
work, Santa Monica Blvd: “The painting was on a huge scale 
and I spent six months working on it, only 
to abandon it eventually” Hockney remem-
bers (Hockney 1993, 50). His intention was to  
“show the street life of LA and [he] began by 
taking a lot of photographs using a miniature 
Pentax camera so that people didn’t know 
[he] was photographing them” (Hockney 
1993, 50)7. Hockney tried to copy these pho-
tographic studies, but the transfer to canvas 
did not work. His painting appeared as if it 
was “seen from one point of view essential-
ly” (Hockney and Joyce 1988, 17). Although 
he made several attempts, the picture had a 
horizontal format and was too static; the eye 
didn’t move enough across it8. Hockney knew 
that there was something more and some-
where further to get. Very soon he realized 
that stillness/movement problem was linked 
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9 (Ottinger et al. 2017, 293)

10 Weschler distinguishes his first joiners (late 1970s), 
the Polaroid collages and the photo-collages in the late 
1980s, a distinction that respects the chronological order 
of each creation and the evolution of Hockney’s thought 
(see Hockney and Weschler 1984).

11 Dada and later, Futurism were the first avant-garde 
movements to embrace new technological achievements 
and especially photography. Inspired by Marey’s 
chronophotographs, they adopted the ‘synthesis’ of 
space, time and movement that chronophotography 
suggested (see Lista 1981). This led them to the creation 
of montages of super-imposed images and collages of 
different “fragments” of reality which composed a new 
picture (see also Hausmann and Cullars 1998). 

12 (Hockney 1993, 96)

13 Picture available here: http://www.getty.edu/art/
collection/objects/105374/david-hockney-pearblossom-
hwy-11-18th-april-1986-2-british-april-11-18-1986/ 

14 “The picture was not just about a crossroads, but 
about us driving around I ‘d had three days of driving 
and being the passenger (cause each one of them has 
another experience/seeing and noting different elements 
and from another point of view). So the picture is about 
driving without the car being in it. The more you look at 
it, the more you realize it’s about driving” (Hockney and 
Joyce 1988, 150).

to photography: “I think it was necessary for me in a sense 
to destroy photography, to refute the claims it was making, 
in order to be able to change the whole notion of a painting’s 
being real” (Tuchman and Barron 1988, 85). 

Actually he had to destroy what he thought photogra-
phy was, an image reproducing reality. All research begins 
with Hockney's intention to destroy this illusion. He wants to 
add more truth to the photograph. This means that he had 
to escape from Brunelleschi's monofocale perspective, which 
presupposes a spectator excluded from the scene, looking 
with one immobile eye9. He seeks to create an image that re-
constructs the way the human eye sees and perceives things.

Joiners: facing and overcoming photographic illusion 
In 1982, Hockney started making his first Polaroid col-

lages, his joiners10: he put together multiple Polaroid photo-
graphs in a collage in a single image. For the artist, this pro-
cedure was as if he was drawing with the camera. Hockney 
had to move constantly and change his proximity to his sub-
ject-since the Polaroid camera has no zoom function. This 
procedure could take several hours and even his composition 
would change, as his subjects, moved during the shooting. 
The final image would be a composition of different shots, 
fragmented movements and moments. It is rather the result 
of editing than a scene that actually took place. It brings thus 
to mind the photo-collages created by Dadaists, the first to 
use photographic materials to create a new unity early in the 
20th century11. 

Hockney improved his technique by photographing peo-
ple. Later in 1982, he changed his camera for a single-lens re-
flex camera. From March 1982 to August 1986, he made more 
than 370 photo-collages (initially with his Pollaroid then with 
a Pentax 110 and a 35mm Nikon). He got so passionate with 
the discoveries the photographic medium had to offer him, 
that he left painting aside for a long period of time. His pho-
tographic subjects were the same with those of his paint-
ings showing an “evolution from camera to canvas, to photo 
collage, that was circular and progressive” at the same time 
(Ann Hoy in Tuchman and Barron 1988, 55). For instance, 
the portraits of Christopher and Don, previously based on 

photographic studies, now reappear on two occasions as a 
subject of his joiners. 

Landscape was easier to capture with a single-lens cam-
era since Hockney had been able to zoom in and out, with-
out moving. However, contrary to Polaroid photographs, he 
could not see his shots immediately.  Process became more 
complicated, especially when he would make big landscape 
pictures. He had to adapt his procedure and explore the use 
of his memory, since he had to remember every step of the 
making12. The most successful example of these works is 
Pearblossom Highway #1, 11th-18th April, 198613. Once again 
he transferred to a photo-collage a subject that he had pre-
viously treated on canvas: he painted his experience of driv-
ing14. In order to avoid distortions from pointing his camera 
upwards, he used a ladder “so that [he] could put the camera 
just onwards” (Hockney and Joyce 1988, 151). 
This is how he could achieve the right angle, 
at least the way it should look (according to 
the artist).

Hockney reexamines the entire concept 
of time in photographic medium, thought to 
capture the moment. “It seemed that these 
pictures had added a new [temporal] dimen-
sion to photography” meeting his goal to “put 
time into photographs” (Hockney and Joyce 
1988, 18). The act of photographing used to 
take several hours, he had to wait for their 
printing several days later and then, com-
pose the image, a process that also took sev-
eral hours. As the artist himself notes, these 
compositions need more time to be looked at: 
seeing and understanding required the spec-
tator’s time and availability. 

A great influence that determined 
Hockney’s way of seeing and using photogra-
phy was the discovery of a book on Chinese 
scrolls and painting in 1983 (G. Rowley, The 
principles of Chinese painting, 1947). Chinese 
dealt with the problem of depth and depicted 
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15 Picture available here: http://davidhockney.online.fr/
achair.htm. 

16 Picture available here:
 https://thedavidhockneyfoundation.org/artwork/1671. 

17 (Ottinger et al. 2017, 20)

18 (Maidment et al. 2016, 168)

19 Although Hockney does not suggest any direct reference 
to Futurism, it is interesting to point out that artists like 
Boccioni early in the 20th century had also attempted to 
overcome the restrictions of linear perspective seeking 
solutions through wide-angle lenses photography (Lista 
1981, 358). 

20 See for example David Hockney, The Grand Canyon 
Looking North, Arizona, September 1982, 1982 (available 
here: https://www.phillips.com/detail/david-hockney/
NY040314/272)

21 Picture available here: https://searchthecollection.nga.
gov.au/object?uniqueId=20923

it in a space with perpetually shifting viewpoints. As a result, 
landscape and nature are presented in a continuous mov-
ing focus. Contrary to scientific perspective of western art, 
Chinese painting extends in space and implies this way the 
infinite nature. In this vast represented space, somebody 
can wander: the eyes can take a walk all over, with no van-
ishing point stopping the act of looking which is continu-
ous in time: spectator is in the picture, in a “world moving in 
time” (Tuchman and Barron 1988, 90), not outside it - where 
Brunelleschi actually puts him.

Chinese art shares with cubism those two elements: mul-
tifocal viewpoints and the implication of the viewer. Influenced 
by both, Hockney wanted to attack traditional perspective 
more consciously than ever. Photography gives him a way 
to achieve it by introducing in his photo-collages the invert-
ed perspective. In reverse perspective, the “vanishing point 
is not in the background of the canvas but it is projected 
behind the viewers back” (Ottinger 2018, 9). Let’s take for ex-
ample Chair, jardin du Luxembourg, Paris 10th August 198515. 
According to classical perspective, the vanishing point should 
be in the back and the drawing of the chair should adjust to 
it.  However, Hockney remarks that, if he walks past a chair, he 
sees all its sides: left side, front side, right side. Nevertheless, 
for traditional painting, it is impossible to depict an observer 
in motion. For linear perspective, viewer stands still. As a re-
sult, scientific perspective cannot show what we see, as we 
perceive it. This is what he explains in his Perspective Lesson, 
198416 and, that is why he is “correcting” the drawing of the 
chair with one in inversed perspective. This inverted perspec-
tive is closer to reality and includes the spectator. Hockney 
had finally destroyed photography, through the destruction 
of traditional perspective. He had to put his lesson in practice 
and, he was eager to apply all his discoveries to painting. 

Photography’s lesson 
As Didier Ottinger observes, joiners’ space is transposed 

in his works and adapted to a polyfocal painting17. Thanks to 
his photographic experiments, he understood that he should 
escape the Alberti’s window and small dimension canvases18. 
He then engaged in a new representation of space depicted 

with inverted perspective19. Landscapes are the first to reflect 
this change as in his Grand Canyon vistas. Hockney usually 
describes Grand Canyon as “the world’s biggest hole”. When 
Hockney finds himself on the edge that hole, he has to deal 
with all his questioning regarding space.  Neither landscape 
nor its actual experience of seeing can be photographable: it 
is impossible to capture the grandeur of the place. Lens can-
not transfer the sublime, this awe inspiring experience. It is 
not a perspective space, there is no center and no focal point 
that could take eyes towards a direction. The immediate re-
sponse of the observer is look at the hole (not upwards but 
downwards) and look around, observe with eyes constantly 
moving all over. 

Hockney treated the Grand Canyon subject both in pho-
tography and painting, before and after photography’s im-
pact on his art. A first version of his Canyon paintings can 
be found in his first landscapes made soon after his moving 
to California. In this 1979 painting, conception and rendering 
of space differs radically from his 1998 paintings of the same 
subject. In 1979, he experiments mostly with abstract color-
ful landscape that extends all over the canvas. It reminds us 
more of a Lichtenstein painting rather than a Hockney paint-
ing. During the early 1980s, he visited and photographed the 
Canyon several times.20 His Pendax joiners 
was the only way to conquer space. When he 
returns to the motif in the 1990s, after pho-
tography’s interval in the 1980s, his work is 
mostly photographic. And by the term pho-
tographic we imply all the influences and 
characteristics he borrows from his photog-
raphy even though he does not refer direct-
ly to the photographic medium. In 1998, in 
the first painted version, Hockney copied his 
photo-collage (see A Bigger Grand Canyon, 
199821). His choice to paint on 64 different 
canvases evoke the multiple photographs of 
his joiners. We have to underline that colors 
are much more intense than those on the 
snapshots. This might be a hint of his inten-
tion not only to render the “real space” as he 
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could see it, but also transfer an experience, filtered by his 
memory and his own impressions. 

From photography to canvas, he succeeded in transfer-
ring this experience by keeping all his photographic inven-
tions: inverted perspective, sense of infinity, fragmentary 
aspect and multifocal space. As in the photographic com-
positions, the paintings seem to render space successfully. 
When each fragment is mounted next to each other, even 
though there is visual continuity, there are sixty different 
vanishing points that break through with the traditional rep-
resentation of landscape and give us the illusion of depth. 
Although the picture has eventually limits, it seems to expand 
and overcome its physical limits. Hockney renders the sense 
of an infinitive landscape. Inverted perspective determines 
and directs the vanishing point outside the picture right on 
the viewer’s feet. So, landscape starts at the bottom of our 
legs and expands as far as the eyes can see.

Since the painting is no traditional panorama, a visual ap-
preciation of the paintings is not enough- it is not a mere ob-
ject to contemplate-, a new mode of perception is required. 
The philosopher Arnold Berleant suggests a mode that he 
calls participative: the role of the viewer is no longer that of a 
mere spectator but that of a participant to the experience the 
canvas offers. Grand Canyon vistas invite the viewer to come 
closer, enter the pictorial space, become a part of the artwork. 
Eyes move all over the surface, try to comprehend space and 
its moving focus. It is an activity that becomes physical as 
well: spectator should walk all along the long canvas. In fact, 
spectator is engulfed, trapped inside the “hole” not only be-
cause of the size, but also by the lack of sky. Without being 
able to find the sky and the horizon, a more chaotic aspect is 
added. 

We have to underline that museums and galleries today 
are able to contribute to this experience providing a space 
where the painting can function this way. In fact, museums 
had to adapt to a relatively new reality and transform to rooms 
where the outside world must not come in, with no windows 
and white walls-a white cube where the art is free “to take on 
its own life” (O’Doherty 1976, 15), and nothing could disturb 
the viewer’s experience.

Driving and walking in the landscape
Hockney’s landscape paintings of roads seem another 

example of "participatory landscape". As we have already 
seen, his 1980 landscapes invite the viewer for a ride along 
the hills. Depiction of roads or, to put it otherwise, depicting 
driving is a subject treated before his research on photogra-
phy. The motif reappeared in his joiners. In the late 1990s, he 
goes back to painting his home region’s roads in England. As 
the setting changes, those works seem very different from 
his previous landscapes - such as Pearblossom Bldv – which 
were inspired by the Western American scenery and evoked 
Hollywood road movies. Landscape of this period is con-
sisted of a set of colorful lines, curves and brushstrokes. In 
Garrowby Hill, 1998 for instance (see picture below), the artist 
paints a road that starts at the bottom of the painting, just in 
front of spectator’s feet.

        
FIG. 1 David Hockney, Garrowby Hill, 
1998, Oil on canvas, 152.4 x 193 cm, 
Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston.
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22 Picture available here: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
artworks/hockney-bigger-trees-near-warter-or-ou-
peinture-sur-le-motif-pour-le-nouvel-age-post-t12887. 

23 It may not be an accident that, two years earlier 
Hockney had visited Monet’s Nympheas in the recently 
renovated Museum of Orangerie. Monet’s paintings are 
the first to expand to the gallery walls and space, create 
a landscape and an experience to the spectator. 

24 As he used to do with his cameraworks, the artist 
produced a sketched grid of the entire composition to 
guide the process. See http://www.tate.org.uk/art/
artworks/hockney-bigger-trees-near-warter-or-ou-
peinture-sur-le-motif-pour-le-nouvel-age-post-t12887 
(accessed 05/4/2018).

25 As Jill Spalding reminds us, Hockney had already 
“shaped” a canvas, Tea painting, as early as 1961. (see 
Spalding n.d.) 

26 David Hockney : a retrospective, curated by Didier 
Ottinger, Paris, Centre Pompidou, June 21, 2017- October 
23, 2017. 

27  For example  Grand Canyon II, 2017 (picture available 
here: 
https://www.briefltd.com/david-hockney-something-
new-in-painting-and-photography-and-even-printing/). 

28 (Weschler 2018, 4)

As in his previous photo-collages, the inversed perspec-
tive makes the painting expand and creates a welcoming 
space not only in, but also around the canvas.  The road is no 
longer a straight line but, an expanding line that develops as 
a serpent and pops up from the canvas’ surface almost in a 
tridimensional way. The viewer certainly needs a certain time 
to contemplate. Soon enough, Hockney seduces him inside 
the canvas. The spectator must participate, take the path 
from one end to the other and to walk on it, follow the wavy 
line until he gets lost in the hills of Garrowby. He ends up into 
the time and space of the moving image. Hockney’s personal 
experience of driving, now becomes a space-time experience 
offered to us. This is actually the reason why human figures 
are often absent from his paintings during the 1980s and 
1990s, forcing the spectator to become one (Hockney 1993).  

Some years later, Hockney suggests another space-time 
experience to his viewer. His large painting Bigger Trees Near 
Warter Gold / Or Painting sur le motif For The New Post-
Photographic Age, 200722, invites the visitor to wander in his 
native Yorkshire, which is transferred inside the white cube23.  It 
is the largest painting he has ever painted up to now (16x4m). 
As in his Canyon paintings, there are fifty panels joined to-
gether to form a whole, maintaining though the fragmentary 
aspect of his joiners. As the title reveals, the painting is done 
sur le motif, outdoors. Yet in order to get there, Hockney used 
digital photography and other photographic techniques that 
allowed him to create a painting of such imposing dimen-
sions24. The resulting picture of trees seems unnatural, flat, 
artificial, childish and, at the same time, a real space created 
inside the white cube to evoke landscape and offer its expe-
rience to the viewer. By walking all along the painting, the 
spectator discovers it as if it was a Chinese scroll, with his 
gaze and body in moving focus and constant move. During 
the painting’s first exhibition at the Royal Academy, two dig-
ital photographic reproductions of the work on exactly the 
same scale as the original were then hung on the two walls. 
Now more than ever, the gallery’s, painting’s and viewer’s 
space, were assimilated allowing a continuity from canvas to 
gallery and vice versa. The viewer is literally placed in the 

white cube’s landscape encouraging each visitor’s experi-
mental moving around the room. 

Hockney still experiments with spectator’s involvement 
and reverse perspective. His most recent invention seems 
to bring him a step closer to resolving this lifetime pursuit: 
world’s depiction as it is experienced. In March 2017, he came 
up with an idea which attacks the Renaissance canvas-win-
dow illusion once and for all. He asked his assistants to create 
for him hexagonal canvases by cutting off the lower corners 
of the canvas25. In fact, as he claims, he does not cut off the 
corners but, “multiplies them, and opening fresh vantages in 
the process” (Weschler 2018, 4). The hexagonal canvas invites 
us to a physical experience, follow the vanishing lines that are 
created from the cut off corners and, extend them until they 
meet, in the outside focal point where the spectator stands. 
His first hexagonal paintings were presented in June 2017, in 
his Parisian retrospective26. Later the same 
year, he revised and reshaped his most well 
know masterpieces. Newer versions of Grand 
Canyon27 and Garrowby Hill, landscapes al-
ready tending towards reverse perspective, 
appear in hexagonal shaped wooden frames. 
In this fresh way of rendering space by wid-
ening even the sense of it28, those landscapes 
embrace the viewer who walks into a fused 
gallery-painting space. 

New media and landscape: painting in 
the meta-painting era 

Hockney has always found a way to renew 
landscape painting by offering it an experi-
ence in time and movement. And, it is through 
photography that he was led to these discov-
eries. Today at 81, he has never stopped ex-
ploring, embracing new techniques and tech-
nology, using their fruits as a means to his art.  
When the first iPhone was on the market, he 
started painting on its surface and, since the 
iPad’s release, he prefers its larger surface. He 
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29 We have to underline that what the printer prints are 
considered an original work and not a reproduction, a 
copy.  (Ottinger et al. 2017, 23). 

30 See for example The Arrival of Spring in Woldgate, East 
Yorkshire in 2011, 2011 (drawing on iPad), available here: 
https://thedavidhockneyfoundation.org/series/the-
arrival-of-spring-in-2011-twenty-eleven. 

31 It is the exhibition catalogue of David Hockney: Current, 
National Gallery of Victoria, Nov 11th, 2016 – Mar 13th, 
2017 Melbourne; (Maidment et al. 2016)

32 Exhibitions : David Hockney: Current, National Gallery 
of Victoria, Melbourne, 2017 and David Hockney : a 
retrospective, Paris, Centre Pompidou, 2017 and, David 
Hockney: pictures of daily life : new iPhone an iPad 
drawings, Paris: Galerie Lelong & co.,2018.

33 Even though the medium is different (screen, moving 
pixilated picture, electric power, different means of 
reproduction), the process is always the same and, even 
very old: gestures, sketches, no brush but fingers on a 
surface.  The creative act is not very different from the 
first «painters» of Lascaux’s cave.

34 (Weschler 2018, 19) 

35 For photography and cinema, this is a practice that is 
getting more and more common. Jafar Panahi films a 
part of his Taxi (2015) with his mobile phone and wins 
the Golden Bear of Berlinale. Michel Gondry makes his 
short film Détour (2017) entirely with his iPhone. On the 
other hand, everyone is or can be a photographer with an 
iPhone, a relatively accessible technology. In our time, it 
is not the technique or technology that makes an artist. 

36 Meaning the use of various media in a specific artistic 
expression.

draws, enlarges, prints29 or immediately shares his work with 
his friends as soon as it is completed30. Landscape is again 
one of the first topics he treated (Yosemite, 2011 / Arrival of 
Spring, 2011). Those works have already been exhibited sev-
eral times and even cataloged in the first catalogue raisonné 
of his iPad paintings31. Not to mention that iPad paintings can 
also allow an innovative presentation32: on a screen hung like 
a painting (or window) on the wall, a video shows the stages 
of the work’s creation. Hockney was fascinated by the pos-
sibility of recording and seeing the drawing’s making, which 
means, seeing himself during the creative act. Hockney revis-
its once again the picture’s notion of time. The moving image 
reconstructing the process of the making is now a part of the 
actual work. As a whole with the resulting drawing, it is giv-
en to the spectator to contemplate for as long as the video 
lasts. In Hockney's hands, iPad becomes an entirely new me-
dium33, which combines painting, photography and film into 
landscape production in a single image. 

In his most recent exhibition, Something New in Painting 
(and Photography) [and even Printing] (NY, April 2018 and 
Paris, March 2019), Hockney showed “something new”, a new 
version of his previous joiners but with advanced technology’s 
contribution. In the studio, December 2017 is a mural length 
photo-collage of combined three-dimensional and digital al-
tered snapshots. More than 3000 pictures are blended into 
one 3D approximation, realized with the help of a photo-scan 
software and printed with an Epson printer34. The photo-col-
lage presents his studio’s three walls where all his recent hex-
agonal landscape paintings hung. Hockney appears as well 
in the middle of the composition, a mise en abyme of the 
painter celebrating his invention and revisiting the theme 
of the artist in his studio. Combining multiple perspectives, 
the photo-collage offers an alternative conception of space. 
Hockney himself does not have a name to describe his inven-
tion, he prefers refer to it as “a combination of photography 
and drawing and painting with each bringing out the best in 
the other” (Weschler 2018, 21).

These recent developments in Hockney’s painting 
(with technology’s contribution) leads us to another simple 

question that concerns landscape: what is the future of this 
new landscape on the threshold of the twenty-first century? 
What is next? Today’s context is very different from the 1980s 
and 1990s when the question of landscape’s death arose. The 
current context is that of the post-internet era where pictures 
dominate and cameras are integrated into our mobile phone 
as an extension of our hand. A photograph is sent directly 
and shared easily. We are part of a generation where social 
networks and technological devices are everywhere. These 
devices therefore invade artistic creation35. In the era of new 
technologies, combining different media (intermediality36) 
with traditional pictorial genres seems an inevitable evolu-
tion for landscape and, painting in general. 
Hockney inaugurates this new painting in and 
through new media that create a sort of fourth 
dimension where artwork and viewer coexist. 
He leads the way, bringing painting to the 21st 
century, in the post-painting era. 
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ABSTRACT   

This paper aims to analyze expressions of the self in personal 
film-essays and how the characteristics of audiovisual media, by 
altering our perception of time and enabling new strategies for 
staging and editing the presented self, are linked to a redefinition 
of experience, the actually lived life and its rhythms.  
I argue that private life vestiges that emerge covertly from a film 
work are important triggers for the connection between authors 
and spectators. This recalls that, as Agamben (2014) puts it, it 
‘is in the incommunicable and almost ridiculous clandestinity of 
private life’ where its ‘genuinely political element’ can be found. 
Analyzing the film-essays Heart of a Dog (2015a), by Laurie 
Anderson, and The Voyagers, by Penny Lane (2010b), I will 
consider their strategies for staging the private thereby 
addressing and relating with the spectators’ subjectivities by 
evoking the importance of personal narratives in contrast to 
standardized public stories.
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1 I am using the terms ‘film’ and ‘video’, to refer to specific 
technologies that have their own characteristics. Still, to 
help a clearer reading, from now on I will refer to my case 
studies as ‘films’ or ‘film-essays’ in a more generic way, 
concerning the type of object I am writing about and 
regardless of the technologies used to construct them. 

2 All the quotes from non-English sources are translated 
by me.

3 Anderson made other films, such as Home of the Brave 
(1986). However, like other short films she authored, they 
consist mostly of records of her performances.

4 See Stories from the Nerve Bible (1995) or The End of 
the Moon (2005).

1. Private matters 

A question that has become relevant in the 
course of my research is the validation of the 
relationship between the characteristics of 
film and video1 and the repercussions they 

have in the reconfiguration of the subject’s experience by al-
lowing new means of self-reflection and new possibilities for 
self-representation. This relationship manifests in practices 
that can emerge from the everyday life of anyone with ac-
cess to a computer or a smartphone, or from artistic works 
presented on ‘big stages’, such as cinemas, museums or gal-
leries. It seems that all these practices have in common an 
inherent need for sharing elements of personal and private 
life, even if this is not explicitly their ultimate purpose. The 
proliferation of this type of work also calls into question the 
dynamics and contexts standing at the origin of this need.

According to the critical perspectives of Lipovetsky 
(2011) or Byung Chul-Han (2015), deriving from post-struc-
turalist theories on control and surveillance (Foucault 2013; 
Deleuze 2003), this tendency is a symptom of a narcissis-
tic culture that falls for a neoliberalist illusion of a plurality 
of choices and reproduces an engine of vigilance, control 
and categorization, turning the contemporary subject into a 
‘self-entrepreneur who exploits himself’ (Han 2015) and his 
own time. These critiques shall be taken into consideration 
for a fair analysis of what we may call the contemporary im-
pulse for self-representation – especially when considering 
the increasing number of strategies and devices that slowly 
incorporate individual specificities into newly updated and 
reshaped normative discourses and conducts.

Still, in this article, I will focus on examples of how, un-
derlying self-reflective film-essays, there is a potential for 
re-building experience and representations.

At the core of the proliferation of these films that focus 
on the author’s own lives lies the problematization of the 
limits between private and public spheres. This problema-
tization is connected to several factors and events: the dis-
solution of the historical narratives that prevailed until the 
first half of the twentieth century; the search for new identi-
fications; an increased sense of individuality; the recognized 

frailty of those same narratives and the consciousness of 
identity as fragmentary, multiple and in constant change 
(Bauman 1996; Giddens 2002); the need to redefine the 
structural mediatic power, questioning the potentialities of 
audiovisual media and the ever-growing number of personal 
devices (Renov 2004).

As Villarmea puts it, inside a hostile mediascape ‘the au-
tobiographical approach has given voice – and visibility – to 
the people willing to challenge dominant discourses, espe-
cially those filmmakers who come from underrepresented or 
misrepresented groups (…)’ (2015, 104). And this kind of film 
stands out, as Raquel Schefer (2011) summarizes, not only for 
the ‘narrative self-referentiality’, but also for the ‘formal ex-
perimentation of media and audiovisual technologies’, there-
fore they are ‘characterized by narrative deconstruction’ and 
the displacement of ‘dominant perceptive models, exposing 
new space-time conceptions’2.

In this article, I will focus on the film-essays of Laurie 
Anderson – Heart of a Dog (2015a) – and Penny Lane – The 
Voyagers (2010b), searching for their marks of deconstruc-
tion and displacement through a first-person enunciation – a 
staging of themselves and their privacy. Paradoxically, I will 
argue that their experimental creative choices can give the 
spectator other elements through which to relate with their 
own particularities, triggering a different kind of perception 
and a sense of connection – the life that silently surfaces.

Heart of a Dog is a feature film made by American artist 
Laurie Anderson (b. 1947), known especially for her work as 
a multimedia performer and composer3. The 
film starts with a reference to the death of her 
female dog Lolabele but soon unfolds, as do 
many of her performances4, along a thread of 
stories, that range from everyday life episodes 
to the artist’s opinions on politics and society 
around her, to the remembrance of dreams, 
all the while including of a few philosophical 
and spiritual considerations. The main themes 
of Anderson´s narratives are the death of her 
loved ones and the surveillance culture in the 
U.S.A. that emerged after the 9/11 terrorist 
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5 Introduction to an interview with Laurie Anderson in 
Howell, John, and Laurie Anderson. Laurie Anderson. 
1st ed. American Originals. New York: Emeryville, CA: 
Thunder’s Mouth Press; Distributed by Publishers Group 
West, 1992.

6 Lane, Penny. Q&A with Penny Lane, art and art history 
professor. Interview by Elise Nakhnikian, 2017. http://news.
colgate.edu/scene/2017/02/penny-lane-filmmaker-
stranger-than-fiction.html.

7 Text originally published in 1984, in Paul de Man’s book 
The Rhetoric of Romanticism (67–81).

attacks. Yet the apparent themes of the film are not the only 
defining elements, the work lives as much from its formalities, 
rhythms and intonations.

This is one of Laurie Anderson’s trademarks, left on sev-
eral of her works since she first started in the 1970s. As John 
Howell described in 1992 ‘[m]any of her sing-and-tell sto-
ry-songs are built around dreams, around those ordinary in-
cidents of daily life which somehow take on a transcendent 
significance, and around those kinds of disconnected yet 
portentous thoughts that hover just below daydream level.’5.

The Voyagers is a short film made by American filmmak-
er Penny Lane (b. 1978), best known for her long non-fiction 
feature films. While researching personal film-essays, I first 
came across Penny Lane’s How to Write an Autobiography? 
from 2010. This film, as most of the author’s work, is based on 
archival images (hers and others’) and narrates, in a robotic 
voice, instructions which in turn lead to a sense of emptiness 
and standardization in the construction of an autobiograph-
ical piece. Still, and apparently paradoxically, The Voyagers 
was launched in that same year as a publication of a private 
film-letter she had made to show her fiancé on their wedding 
‘with no intention of ever showing it to anyone else (…)’(Lane 
2017)6. 

The Voyagers starts with old footage of a rocket being 
launched after a countdown. Following a long silence, we are 
hurled into space along with it. In an intimate tone, Penny 
Lane tells the story of the two spacecraft supposed to be 
found some time in a distant future along with the love story 
of Carl Sagan, until she reaches her ‘you’, or a ‘we’ (herself 
and her fiancé).

Considering Penny Lane’s ironic tone in How to Write an 
Autobiography? could it be that she sees something in her 
private self-referential film-letter that goes beyond the pri-
vate realm and makes it worth being brought to public?

In a sea of personal movies made in the last decades, 
my choice for Laurie Anderson’s Heart of a Dog and Penny 
Lane’s The Voyagers/How to Write an Autobiography? is 
mainly based on an apparent contradiction they share: Laurie 
Anderson makes it clear that Heart of a Dog is not really 
about herself and her dog, although the film is impregnated 

with self-referential stories told from a personal perspective. 
On the other hand, Penny Lane publicizes an almost satiri-
cal short film in the autobiographical mode, but shortly after 
releases a very private piece of her life in film. Both direc-
tors appear to deny the biographical but at the same time 
they still imply a realization that recalls Lefebvre’s Critique of 
Everyday Life (2014) and, later, Agamben (2014), stating that 
true politics happens precisely in the elements that come 
across in individual biographies, in the ‘common use of bod-
ies’: this is where politics is ‘able to escape from its muteness’ 
and ‘individual biography from its idiocy’. 

2. The staged ‘I’
The apparent contradiction I mentioned before, between 

the negation of self-presentation and the use of the first-per-
son enunciation is, in fact, the core particularity of the per-
sonal film-essay.

First off, regardless of the medium, the act of telling a 
personal story from one’s own perspective will always be 
no more than a non-rigorous essay and, therefore, not very 
true to reality: it is always, as Paul de Man (2012)7 argues, a 
dis-figuration, which is to say, part-fiction. A first-person text 
or film is, in this sense, not a demonstration that one fully 
knows himself, but an original way of showing ‘the impos-
sibility of closure and totalization (…) of all textual systems 
conformed by tropological substitutions’ (idem). 

In this sense, the film´s potential lies in revealing the frail-
ty of the narrative – it´s impossible to reconstitute past events 
exactly as they happened, but the moving image shows it 
openly: in order to reconstitute a past event there is a staging 
of a memory or gesture, or an assemblage of 
the fragments which evoke it.

The film emphasizes the performative 
character of the private self when staged 
for public presentation, while simultaneous-
ly mimicking an authentic side of life that re-
sides in this mediation between the excess in 
what one wants to say and what is said with 
the voids, in words and imagery. The incon-
sistencies and encounters between socially 
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8 Several authors have researched this kind of works, 
assigning them different terminologies: While first-
person film was initially studied as ‘autobiographical’ (J. 
Lane 2002; Renov 2004), soon it became necessary, for 
some authors, to distinguish between different categories 
of first-person films, which could include diaries, 
travelogues, letters, etc. For Bellour, the self-portrait is 
perhaps the only form of autobiography truly achievable 
in film, because it ‘is distinguished from autobiography by 
the absence of a story one is obliged to follow’ (Bellour 
1989, 8). For Rascaroli (2012, 146.0 / 647), ‘[a] broad and 
flexible approach to the genre would suggest considering 
all first person, autobiographical films which involve 
self-representation (diaries, travelogues, notebooks, 
letters, poems and autobiographical documentaries) 
as instances of self-portraiture’. In this article, though, I 
will keep using the broader terminology of ‘first-person 
film’ proposed by Lebow (2012), in order to avoid leaving 
out other possible first-person practices, such as home 
movies or other means of self-reflection.

9 Lane, Penny. The Voyagers, 2010b.
http://pennylaneismyrealname.com/film/the-voyagers/.

constructed reality and interiority are revealed in this incon-
gruency (Bergala 2008; Quílez 2008).

Secondly, in these films, the object corresponds part-
ly to the proper subject (Renov 2004; Lebow 2012) – it is, 
therefore, impossible to define them strictly as documenta-
ries (in the traditional sense of direct cinema) or strictly as 
fiction films: ‘in the very awkward simultaneity of being sub-
ject in and subject of, it actually unsettles the dualism of the 
objective/subjective divide, rendering it inoperative’ (Lebow 
2012, 27.1 / 647).

In order to understand how the personal imprints on 
these two movies connect with broader realms, I have applied 
the concept of ‘first person film’ as defined by Alisa Lebow 
(idem, 17.6 / 647): ‘these films ‘speak’ from the articulated 
point of view of the filmmaker who readily acknowledges her 
subjective position’ – this means that the ‘first person film’ 
does not have to be explicitly ‘autobiographical’8.

This opens a range of first-person stories and their prop-
er characteristics: stories are fragmented, augmented, forged. 
By saying or showing the ‘I’, filmmakers are performing the ‘I’ 
in a dialogical interaction, redeeming it already from its indi-
viduality: as Lebow elaborated with the support of Jean Luc 
Nancy’s formulation, the ‘individual “I” does not exist alone, 
but always “with” another”, which means the “I” is always al-
ready in relation’, in a communicability, and when it speaks in 
the first person ‘it may appear to be in the first person singu-
lar “I” but ontologically speaking, it is always in effect the first 
person plural “we”’ (idem, 22.3 / 647). 

This being said, we can infer the following idea: the ‘I’ in a 
first-person film-essay is always forged, staged or performed, 
but this does not turn the subject into a liar: it simply shows a 
truer side of individual presentation, with all its uncertainties, 
multiplicities, and blind spots.

Let us focus now on the film-essays. In Heart of a Dog, 
Laurie Anderson’s appealing voice narrates, in a colloquial 
tone, what seems to be a recollection of memories, dreams 
and thoughts – as if she was reading parts of her diary. She 
confides with the audience when she introduces her sto-
ries with expressions such as "This is my (...)", "Once I (...)" 
or “I recall (…)”: with them, she positions herself outside an 

objective analysis, and establishes a kind of “autobiograph-
ical pact” (Lejeune 1975, 13-46), that leads her interlocutors 
to assume that she is saying something true about herself 
and her life.

In Penny Lane’s The Voyagers, there is a major difference 
in the way the subject is addressed. At first, she seems to 
be simply telling two stories, the one of the Voyager 1 and 
Voyager 2 spacecraft sent into space by NASA in 1977 car-
rying the so-called ‘golden records’, a fragile archive of ma-
terial about life on earth in its various dimensions – nature, 
art, mathematics, language, etc. –, and also the story of Carl 
Sagan and how, while working on this ‘mixtape’, he fell in love 
with Annie Druyan. She uses personal sentences like ‘the year 
before I was born…’, also establishing that the story is being 
told from her own point of view. Still, suddenly, she introduc-
es a second person, a ‘you’, which, as the spectator promptly 
notices, does not refer to himself, but to a specific other. She 
says, ‘I guess you were in college’ or ‘We walked…’ and, with 
that, she refers to memories and private moments that we, as 
the audience, were not a part of– she is speaking to someone 
she knows and loves. 

Here, as in Laurie Anderson’s diaristic 
approach, we are not positioned on the au-
dience’s side, or the ‘you’, but compelled 
to partake of this ‘I’ as if the subject is not 
a first person singular, but first person plural 
(Lebow 2012; Nancy 2000). The director cre-
ates bridges between the stories she's telling 
and her own life through her own doubts, as 
if she is thinking with the audience, as when 
she reflects: ‘It’s hard to imagine the Golden 
Record being made now. I wish Carl Sagan 
was here to say, ‘You know what? A thousand 
billion years is a really long time (…)’9.

The subject we can relate to is not really 
Penny Lane, or Laurie Anderson in Heart of a 
Dog, but a part of them, their voice, their abil-
ity of self-expression through film: an incom-
plete part, stripped of pretentious attempts to 
tell a unique truth, with open gaps where we 
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can place our own experience, thus completing the subject/
object of the film.

3. The surfacing ‘I’
The directors also assume the impossible act of being 

true to reality by mixing stories and using images and sounds 
that are part of their personal archives and collective memo-
ry files or images produced specifically for these films. 

For instance, in Heart of a Dog even the most person-
al stories, such as those about Anderson’s dog, or stories 
from her past with her family, are never represented with a 
clearly realistic approach: the images have superimposed fil-
ters, are shot in a shaky or blurry manner, are substituted by 
animations drawn by Laurie Anderson, or by static archival 
photographs, as if words and sounds are needed to expand 
that frozen past moment. In contrast, much clearer images 
are used when she refers to more openly social or political 
issues, such as the surveillance structure that grows all over 
her country and the culture of control through the collection 
of biodata – probably addressing the analytical eye, producer 
of hegemonic narratives.

In The Voyagers, there is an even more radical use of ar-
chival images: most of the images and background sounds 
are of space adventures and Carl Sagan’s show Cosmos. 
There are also some footage of a walk in Coney Island, said 
in to have been shot by a third person in the film credits. 
Through the editing and montage of these various elements 
emerges the possibility of perceiving the story as something 
beyond standardized images and narratives.  

I would like to appropriate the ‘pulverization’ figure used 
by Barthes (1985) when he talks about the fragmentation 
of text, in order to understand the networks of content and 
meaning created inside these films. In them, pulverization is 
enacted without regularity, leading to the accumulation of 

        
FIG. 1 Still from Heart of a Dog (Laurie Anderson, 2015a).

        
FIG. 2 Still from Heart of a Dog (Laurie 
Anderson, 2015a).

        
FIG. 3 Still from Heart of a Dog (Laurie 
Anderson, 2015a).
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several layers of fragments and links without an apparent for-
mal or thematic coherence – there is no direct relation be-
tween images, sounds and words.  Still, they relate with the 
audience by letting a sense of coherence be revealed pre-
cisely in the conjunction and common points of this whole, 
or, at least, of some of its parts. There is a sense that every-
thing comes from the same source, intertwining somehow. 
However, this pulverization allows an interconnection that fa-
cilitates the extraction of diverse meanings. As Barthes (1985, 
209-10) observes, ‘(…) the fragment is a spoilsport, discontin-
uous, establishing a kind of pulverization of sentences, imag-
es, thoughts, none of which “takes” definitively’. 

If in The Voyagers there is a narrative line inferred by 
the oral narration presenting different histories, in Laurie 
Anderson’s film there are several narrative lines, which are 
themselves fragmented, among them, written and spoken fast 
words, almost imperceptible, as if they came from the regur-
gitated murmurings of deep sleep. But in both films, we are 
invited to jump through image and sound, from environment 
to environment, always appealing to our own establishing of 
connections, to the activation of our own memories and ex-
periences. These unexpected activations of our own person-
al experiences occur once we tune in to the film´s rhythm, 
allowing the various layers, some superimposed, others un-
veiled, to bring out our own memories.

As Ina Blom considers, the association between the ‘sub-
ject and the materiality of media time and media memory 
also allows for a pluralizing of subjectivity that complicates 
its reified or fetishistic dimensions’ (Blom 2016, 36) – which 
opens a space for conversation with other subjectivities. As 
she says, ‘however minimal, the gap that opens up within the 
process of producing yourself while seeing yourself in pro-
duction, also alerts you to the issue of temporalities out of 
control, a production of existence not already accounted for’ 
(ibidem).

In The Voyagers we are taken in a spacecraft from space 
to land and sea, until we find ourselves inside a smaller craft, 
that of a Ferris wheel. We are accompanied by sidereal, al-
most silent, sounds, as the images of the universe return 
following the poetry of words, which keeps being said in a 

sweet and tender way. As she wonders where and how her 
fiancé was before they met, we fade into more silences as we 
are shown images of self-destructing spacecraft. And again, 
in the end, the spacecraft return with a will to explore. The 
intimate voice of Penny Lane and the grandiose TV images 
and sounds are articulated in a perfect symbiosis between 
the two sides of love, from the most private and delicate to 
something majestic, even risky, beyond humanity.

        
FIG. 4 Still from The Voyagers (Penny 
Lane, 2010b). Film available at https://
pennylaneismyrealname.com/film/
the-voyagers/).

        
FIG. 5 Still from The Voyagers (Penny 
Lane, 2010b). Film available at https://
pennylaneismyrealname.com/film/
the-voyagers/).
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The rhythm, created in the mixture of all these discrep-
ant elements, works towards guiding the viewer through his 
own experiences and perceptions, giving the viewer the pos-
sibility of capturing a fluidity of movements that place him in 
communion with the artist through her work. Although there 
is never a total identification, there is a perception of univer-
sal experiences. 

In film, this apprehension, in film also happens beyond 
images and sounds: the thread linking all these elements is 
also made of intonations, speeds, tonalities, cadences, distor-
tions and fractures.

For instance, in Heart of a Dog the rhythm varies more 
frequently: the low-quality footage of Laurie’s dog every-
day life, the news broadcasts and the recordings from sur-
veillance cameras, interchange suddenly, as if we had closed 
our eyes between them. In some sequences, almost totally 
black screens underlie quick series of words that spread out 
through diffused images. At some point, after one of these 
sequences, we hear Anderson whispering, ‘and when you 
close your eyes, what do you see?’. The question is a direct 
interpellation of the viewer: how do you fill the voids? How to 
recall or experience what has no image or sound? Or, when 
deprived of images and sounds, what comes to your mind?

Perhaps it is the manipulation of temporality, the decon-
struction of linear narratives, the silences, and the rhythm 
(not necessarily ‘in tune’) with all the narrative fragments that 
enable the spectator to relate to the work. This harmony oc-
curs even on a sensorial level because, as Eleni Ikoniadou af-
firms in her study on the rhythmic event,  ‘(…) the concept of 
rhythm (…) can uncover heterogeneous encounters between 
space, time, and the body, affective processes that are irre-
ducible to units and hierarchies (hierarchies such as the sub-
ordination of time to space)’ (Ikoniadou 2014, 17). Ikoniadou's 
argument echoes the arguments of several previous authors 
since Nietzsche – for whom ‘the rhythm of the work of art 
effects (…) a world that it itself has brought into openness, a 
world that exceeds any determinate representation we could 
make of it in language’ (Nietzsche, quoted in Ikoniadou 2014, 
17) – and, later, in Deleuze (quoted in Ikoniadou 2014, 12) - 
when he proposes that the coexistence of two bodies and 
the sensations that are generated between them are rhythm. 
A key characteristic of rhythm is that – when considered it in 
non-linear time – it allows for a contamination between bod-
ies with different pulses. This may also happen when a work 
of art sets the pace.  Laurie Anderson, who is also a musician, 
explains how her work is anchored on the temporal charac-
teristics that music and film share: 

(…) the thing that they have in common is the sense of time 
that I’m trying to use. If I had to define my work, it would 
probably have something to do with time: how I try to stretch 
it, compress it, turn it into a couple of ice cubes, spread it all 
over the place, and turn it into air. (Anderson 1999, 373). 

Being oriented towards the future, film, like music, con-
tains a dimension of anticipation and interrelation, which is 
triggered by the spectator’s memory. This ‘flux’ is revealed in 
a common use of bodies and, when being expressed, should 
not only look to the fragments composing it, but rather 
to the rhythm of their appearance: it must be sensitive, as 
Messiaen’s formulates in his Treatise on Rhythm (1986, 40), 
to the 

        
FIG. 6 Still from The Voyagers (Penny 
Lane, 2010b). Film available at https://
pennylaneismyrealname.com/film/
the-voyagers/).
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various time-scales, superimposed on each other, which sur-
round us: the endlessly long time of the stars, the very long 
time of the mountains, the middling one of the human being, 
the short one of the insects, the very short one of the atoms 
(not to mention the time-scales inherent in ourselves - the 
physiological, the psychological).

4. Nobodies
In this article, I have argued that first-person films are 

able to show us how the staged self and the authentic self 
may appear together and reveal commonalities with other 
beings in their most private occasions.

By facing the weaknesses of language and emphasiz-
ing a rhythm very similar to that of lived life, these essay 
films expand the possibility of a communion of subjectivities 
that goes beyond mere identification – ‘the experience of 
rhythm (…) cannot be rendered discursively; it is indescrib-
able and, moreover, non-subjective - since it belongs to the 
act itself’ (Ikoniadou 2014, 15). In Bergala’s words, the life of 
the author, the introduced ‘I’, concerns myself as spectator 
‘precisely because it is not mine, but because it is lived in a 
degree of perception, of consciousness, of a feeling of real 
contingency, very close the one in which I live mine’ (Bergala 
2008, 33).

In this regard, here resides a potential to stretch one’s 
own sense of self. By building and essay based on reminis-
cences of their own lives and working on them, these two 
artists are, in this sense, close to the politics of the ‘care of 
the self’ in Ancient Greece, where a lot of time was dedicat-
ed to taking care not only of the body but also of the mind. 
For instance, the hypomnemata were tools for this appropri-
ation: they were like diaries that served to ‘capture what had 
been said: gather what could be listed or read, with a finality 
which was nothing less than the self-constitution’ (Foucault 
1992, 37). The idea of maintaining notebooks and even keep-
ing correspondence with others is crucial because it shifts 
the care of the self from a purely individual exercise to an eth-
ical, political and, therefore, social one. This practice served 
to re-apprehend the experiences lived during the day and 
re-enact them by raising self-consciousness on behaviours 

and relationships built within the community. It is a labour 
of expanding one’s sense of self and, somehow, maintain-
ing and re-enacting other narratives, different from the he-
gemonic ones. The idea is the same when Laurie Anderson 
(2015b) says: 

‘I’m trying to play with how stories get told and again this sub-
plot of this surveillance culture is about what happens when 
somebody else tells your story and puts it on you. The stories 
just get shorter and shorter and shorter and I like stories that 
get longer and longer and longer so that’s why this film is so 
full of words. 

She also states, referring to her film, that it is made for 
the ‘bodiless’ or, as how she had previously expressed in one 
of her books, the ‘nobodies’ (Anderson 1994): those who are 
at once singular and fragile, who may have no name or histo-
ry but do have stories, the ones who may be excluded from 
all systems of identification and regulations, but still have 
memory and experiences that can be activated through oth-
er, less invasive strategies. The absence of body may seem 
paradoxical in a time when embodiedness is an important 
theme, but what Laurie Anderson is referring to is an era-
sure of the ‘common’ or ‘typical’ body, the normative body 
and the possibility of taking charge of our own bodies and 
possibilities. 

Finally, let us go back to The Voyagers and its rela-
tionship with the other Penny Lane film, How to Write an 
Autobiography? The latter also addresses the imposition of 
another’s story, a model body in which to fit – with a ro-
botic voice and digitalized face, Penny Lane offers a matrix 
of standardized sentences of the autobiographical genre for 
the viewer to fill in the gaps (for instance: ‘This is the story 
of a person named BLANK (…)’). This implicit criticism of 
autobiographical writings is surpassed in The Voyagers: in 
it, although we are told a very particular story there is, as 
we have seen, an openness for the viewer to recall his own 
specificities.
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In personal film-essays, both author and spectator may 
emerge, through their dialogical relationship, as this nobody 
that escapes normative rules: an equivalent to the poten-
tial subject described by Agamben (1993) in The Coming 
Community, which materialized in its improperty rather than 
in the search of something proper – it is aware of itself as 
multiple and mutant. When the encounter happens, as Laurie 
Anderson says, it is not as an identification ‘with a hero’, but 
as ‘an act of empathy’ that makes it possible to preserve one’s 
own properties – however improper they might be.
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ABSTRACT   

Focusing on the early stages of moving images and its relation 
with concepts such as expanded cinema or cinema of exhibition, 
this paper approaches the exhibition Os Animais que ao Longe 
Parecem Moscas (2017) by the Portuguese artistic duo João Maria 
Gusmão and Pedro Paiva, to discuss three types of temporal 
deferrals that occur in the film installation practices. Starting from 
the double meaning of the Portuguese word diferimento (deferral) 
– meaning both a temporal duration and a divergence –, this paper 
seeks to reflect on issues such as the conjugation of the deferred 
time of the film projection with the direct and presential time 
experience of object; the multiple times and movements of the 
image across different formats and film techniques; or the spatio-
temporal subjectivities of the observer's body when facing the 
exhibition of the moving images in museums and galleries.

KEYWORDS: TEMPORAL DEFERRAL; EXPANDED CINEMA; ART INSTALLATION; 
PRE-CINEMA; SLOW-MOTION
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1 See: Bloemheuvel, Marente,  Guldemond, Jaap (ed.). 
2016. Celluloid: Tacita Dean, João Maria & Pedro Paiva, 
Rosa Barba, Sandra Gibson & Luis Recoder. Rotterdam: 
Nai010 publishers.
Other Portuguese artists have been working on these 
relationships between object and projection, such as 
Alexandre Estrela, Ângela Ferreira, Mariana Caló and 
Francisco Queimadela, Francisco Tropa or Salomé Lamas, 
among others.
2 The exhibition Os Animais que ao Longe Parecem Moscas 
by the artist duo João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva 
was presented at Olivia Núcleo de Arte, in São João da 
Madeira (Portugal), between 25 Mars and 21 April 2017.

1. Introduction

In every film projection, the past is updated in the pres-
ent and continues onto the future. An implicit tran-
sience occurs in the cinematographic image, which, 
when being presentified, also becomes immediately 

a thing of the past; it is thus a fleeting, infixed image. Unlike 
photography, that represents an independent moment based 
on an indexical relation with the instant of capture, the mov-
ing image cannot, according to Laura Mulvey, escape from 
duration – from beginnings and ends, or especially from what 
lies between them (Mulvey 2006, 13). In this circumstance, 
the author points out that the current convergence of media 
has become a dialectic relationship between an anachronism 
and a delay: if celluloid is composed of a series of still frames 
inaccessible to the viewer, digital technology has allowed the 
viewer to see a film in a form that evokes the 

ghostly presence of the individual celluloid frame. Technically 
this is an anachronism. It is only due to an imaginative as-
sociation with film’s archaic structure that the materiality of 
celluloid comes to mind. But the delay, the association with 
the frame, may also act as a ‘conduit’ to the film’s uncertain, 
unstable, materiality torn between the stillness of the celluloid 
strip and the illusion of its movement, leading to further re-
flection on the representation of time (Mulvey 2006, 26). 

In this regard, the broad idea of delay – or deferral – cross-
es the experience of cinema, both in its more conventional 
and classical model and, as we will see, in its expanded prac-
tice in contemporary art, that has been given new temporal 
and spatial relations to the moving image.

2. Between the Seeing and the See
In the context of contemporary art, the installations us-

ing moving images, as video-projections or film-sculptures, 
provide a kind of spatio-temporal experience, where fre-
quently the flat-screen (and the fleeting flow of the moving 
image) is simultaneous to the object (and the static nature 
of the sculpture) – proposing an experience far different 
from our usual relation to the projected image1. Starting from 

this circumstance, the exhibition Os Animais que ao Longe 
Parecem Moscas2 of the Portuguese artistic duo João Maria 
Gusmão (1979, Lisbon) and Pedro Paiva (1977, Lisbon) pre-
sented a series of objects that had been main characters or 
props in the films created by the artists since 2001 (designat-
ed by them as “artefacts”), arranged together 
with 16mm film projections, an camera obscu-
ra, and a group of "kinetic sculptures". 

The exhibition’s spatial design was com-
posed by two semi-circular structures, where 
the film artefacts were displayed in an inner-
most orbicular space with four stage-walls; 
while in an outermost circular space, the films 
were projected behind these stage-walls. 
Shaped between the temporal concept of film 

        
FIG. 1 João Maria Gusmão and Pedro Paiva - View of the exhibition Os Animais que ao 
Longe Parecem Moscas, 2017 (photo credits: André Cepeda)
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and its sculptural possibilities in space, this exhibition estab-
lished a relationship between the incorporeal mobility, tem-
porality and two-dimensionality of film and the three-dimen-
sional and immobile spatiality of the object matter. In this 
sense, the Portuguese noun “diferimento” (from the verb 
diferir) – which can be translated into English as deferral – 
provides a double meaning that encompasses to two ideas 
presents in this exhibition: a concern with time and its length, 
but also a sense of divergence, non-agreement (of differing, 
diverging). By the conjugation of such different medias such 
as sculpture and film, the installation’s space and temporal 
dimensions were transformed by combining the delayed, 
fleeting and infixed time of the film projection’s experience 
(the seeing – that emphasizes the transient process) with a 
direct time experience, in loco, of the object (the see – that 
emphasizes the action).

Following on a density between presentation and repre-
sentation, the artefacts that were at the core of Os Animais 
que ao Longe Parecem Moscas summoned the memory of 
other films not projected at the exhibition, but that were 
present through these objects; something also perceptible 
in the fact that many of the objects moved in the exhibition 
space (for example, through various mechanized systems) as 
they did on the screen. They were, therefore, actual presenc-
es yet intangible, simultaneously real and virtual, that coex-
isted with the present that they were in the films (virtual), and 
with the present that they were being in the space (actual). 
So, a possible phantasmagoria seemed to take place in this 
temporal difference between seeing and see, which is also 
involved in a complex process of rememoration aroused by 
these artefacts.

By moving the objects from a frame of deferred tempo-
rality to a frame of direct temporality, the exhibition created 
an inversion of the assumed relation of the spectator with 
the film and the artefacts. Os Animais que ao Longe Parecem 
Moscas seemed to simultaneously bring the objects to their 
material-actual state, yet placing them in a different existence 
insofar as their presence in the film endowed them with a su-
pra-objectification calling to mind the first presentations of 

the moving image: "things were real, they now become pres-
ent" (Morin 2005, 65). According to Edgar Morin, it would 
be the artistic avant-garde of the 1920s and 1930s the first 
to realize this "life of things" through film, as the protago-
nists of their filmic works were often objects, approaching 
(as have been doing Gusmão and Paiva) the universe of “ar-
chaic vision, or to the gaze of a child. Epstein, like Landry, 
moreover, perspicaciously noted that the spectacle of things 
brings the spectator back “to the old animistic and mystical 
order” (Morin 2005, 67).

3. The Movements of the Image
In 1968, at a conference entitled La différance, given at 

the French Society of Philosophy, Derrida introduced the 
term différance to translate a double dynamic movement of 
the linguistic sign that differentiates and differs. Through this 
différance pun, Derrida demonstrates that it’s impossible to 
differentiate by speech the words différence and différance, 
since the suffixes -ence and -ance have exactly the same 
sound in the French language. The philosopher states that 
the French word différer means "to differ" that, in diachron-
ic terms refers a temporalization, a retardation; and, at the 
same time, means an otherness, something not identical, that 
is different:

we know that the verb différer (Latin verb differre) has two 
meanings which seem quite distinct [In English the two dis-
tinct meanings of the Latin differre have become two separate 
words: to defer and to differ]; (…) Différer in this sense is to 
temporize, to take recourse consciously or unconsclously, in 
the temporal and temporizing mediation of a detour that sus-
pends the accomplishment nor fulfillment of "desire" or "will," 
and equally effects this suspension in a mode that annuls or 
tempers its own effect. (…) The other sense of différer is the 
more common and identifiable one: to be not identical, to be 
other, discernible, etc. (Derrida 1984, 7-8). 

Through this play of words, Derrida demonstrates how 
any sign (in this case a writing one) evokes always traces of 
other signs in their meaning (Derrida 1984, 7-8). 
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Given this conception, Daniel Birnbaum has stated that 
the temporality of an experience always begins with a defer-
ral, difference, and delay: “in short, with what Jacques Derrida 
gave the name “differance.” The presentness of perception is 
not the firm foundation it has been held to be, but an effect 
of a play of differences – and not just temporal differenc-
es” (Birnbaum 2004, 2). The author uses as example Stan 
Douglas’s Der Sandmann (1995), which works on a "theory 
of temporal consciousness" and a "chronology", proposing a 
form of temporal consciousness that approaches what Freud 
called “Nachtraglichkeit” (“deferred action”). Appropriating 
the same Freudian notion, Laura Mulvey worked about the 
notion of "delayed cinema" on two levels: in the actual act of 
slowing down the film flow, and at the same time, in a delay-
ing time, during which some details are kept dormant, wait-
ing to be observed (thus recalling Freud’s concept about the 
way the unconscious holds on to a specific experience, while 
its traumatic effect can only be perceived by another, later, 
event) (Mulvey 2006, 8). In this context, the author states 
that cinema has always 

found ways to reflect on its central paradox: the co-presence 
of movement and stillness, continuity and discontinuity. In the 
aesthetic of delay, the cinema’s protean nature finds visibility, 
its capacity to create uncertainty that is, at the same time, 
certainty because its magic works without recourse to decep-
tion or dissimulation (Mulvey 2006, 12).

It is precisely this temporal synthesis between movement 
and stillness, but principally the association between Lumière 
brothers’ reality and Méliès’s prestidigitation that Gusmão 
and Paiva have been working in their films. As in the early 
days of cinema, the artists’ works combines these two realms, 
insofar as they both have associations with the marvellous: in 
Lumière brothers’ movies “every gesture, expression, move-
ment of wind or water is touched with mystery. This is not the 
mystery of the magic trick but the more disturbing, uncanny 
sensation of seeing movement fossilized for the first time” 
(Mulvey 2006, 36). According to Mulvey, this confluence be-
tween realism and illusionism has joined the scientific drive of 

research into the phenomena of optics and light, where the 
machine (and the electricity, telegraphy or chemistry, etc.) 
was endowed with a new capacity to perceive invisible pres-
ences to the human eye, paradoxically giving credit to the 
idea that unseen forces moved the world:

the impact that these developments had on the contemporary 
imagination was not only due to the technological novelties 
that they produced but also to the fact that they made visible 
forces that existed, hitherto invisible, within the natural world. 
A technological novelty gives rise to a technological uncanny, 
in a collision between science and the supernatural (Mulvey 
2006, 43). 

        
FIG. 2 João Maria Gusmão and Pedro 
Paiva - View of the exhibition Os Animais 
que ao Longe Parecem Moscas, 2017 
(photo credits: André Cepeda)
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3 Although invented only around 1923, the 16 mm 
film format has become a standard gauge for gallery 
filmmaking, and nevertheless having been created within 
an already established film industrialization, its "affiliation 
with an artisanal mode of production makes it to favor 
material support for a return to the modest origins of the 
medium" (Balsom 2013, 82).

Expressing some of these particularities of the cinema’s 
primitivism and early years, the films made by Paiva and 
Gusmão are focused in a direct stimulation of the early-cin-
ema spectator’s naiveté and fascination not “for the real but 
for the image of the real" (Morin 2005, 14). By engaging in a 
subjective objectivity, the artists recreate what the creators 
of modern techniques have come to reconstitute in a practi-
cal way, the "magical universe where remote-controlled ac-
tion, ubiquity, presence-absence, and metamorphosis reign" 
(Morin 2005, 213). Although in a filmic form, the uniqueness 
of the duo’s films create spectatorial experiences that refer 
back to Jonathan Crary's description of the modern 19th cen-
tury decentralized observer who, molded by devices based 
on "nonveridical models of perception”, such as the kaleido-
scope or the stereoscope, made the subject into a simulta-
neously moving and motionless, magical and deluded entity 
(Crary 1998, 17). Their films approaches this place of migra-
tion of the new optical technologies from the laboratories 
to popular fairs, which has created a new regime of atten-
tion (an "industrialization of contemplation"), configuring a 
continuum between attention and different ways of distrac-
tion, daydream, trance and somnambulism (Crary 2001, 278). 
According to Vivian Sobchack, this astonishment caused by 
the “cinema of attractions” has been slowly re-emerging to-
day in the face of the new technological possibilities of the 
image, but it is an astonishment “at the reality of the image 
that makes visible to us – in another mode and register that 
is as metaphysically inquisitive and illuminating as it is phys-
ically illusory – an image of reality” (Sobchack 2006, 340). 
However, it must be stated that, despite the similarities, the 
“recognition that we are, today, somehow still “the same” as 
those first spectators “reveals itself to be different” – and this, 
too, in an uncanny and dramatic peripeteia or reversal of ex-
pectations and perspective” (Sobchack 2006, 340).

These new ways of mobilizing perception, attention, 
and cognition of the late 19th century – which Tom Gunning 
describes as a fascination with spectacle and sensation, an 
"aesthetic of astonishment" (Gunning, 1995) – seems also 

to emerge in the haunted and slow movement of Gusmão 
and Paiva’s films. From a mechanism entangled at different 
speeds, the films are recorded in 16 mm, later captured by 
high-speed video cameras, to be projected in slow motion. By 
decomposing the movement, manipulating speed and tam-
pering with rhythms, these films suggest a deferral, through 
the divergence and convergence of multiple film techniques 
and formats, as well as by creating a fluid and deferred-de-
layed network of time speeds and temporal orders. Even 
though Paiva and Gusmão use the 16mm3, a format younger 
than these early stages of cinema, the ultra-perceptive move-
ment of their films seems to mirror the vision’s haptic that 
rose with technical images: in addition to being compressed 
or dilated, filmic temporality becomes, above all, reversible. 
There is here the establishment of a direct correlation be-
tween movement and form, as understood in Jean Epstein, 
where motion creates form, ultimately replacing the repre-
sentation of the world by its simple, direct and sublime pre-
sentation. Thus, time loses all its apparent linearity, as fast 
motion and slow motion determinate the shape and rhythm 
of images: 

This discovery of temporal perspective corresponds with the 
comparison that is suddenly possible to make between sever-
al speeds in the sequence of an event, which the cinema cre-
ates and sets against the standard of human time in the same 
way an architect puts a figurine in the model of a monument 
to evaluate its proportions. Because we only know things 
through their differences (Epstein 2012, 349).

This time-tampering of images summons a “plasticity 
of cinema” (“plasticité du cinéma”) – what Dominique Païni 
says to be the cinema’s ability to model and manipulate time 
– where the real and its objects are changed, 
become malleable and sculpted into several 
time modulations: “The slow-motion deceives 
the eye, disturbs the transparent verisimili-
tude between the phases of a movement. In 
this sense, slow motion is a kind of plastic 
consciousness of the filmic scrolling; it affirms 
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4 From the excerpt in French: “Le ralenti détrompe l’œil, 
trouble la vraisemblance transparente entre les phases 
d’un mouvement. En ce sens, le ralenti est une sorte de 
conscience plastique du défilement filmique ; il affirme 
ce dernier en tant que phénomène optique pour le 
spectateur”.

5 From the excerpt in French: “viscosité, entre solidification 
et liquéfaction, la viscosité décrit ce à quoi le ralenti 
contraint le cinéma: tirer le temps vers l’illusion d’une 
matière, une matière plastique”. 

the latter as an optical phenomenon for the viewer”4 (Païni 
2002, 100). Calling on Epstein, Païni addresses a conjuga-
tion carried out between an “irremediable movement (the 
wave) and a variable speed (the scrolling of the stills)” what 
he calls "viscosity, between solidification and liquefaction, 
the viscosity describes what the slow motion does to the 
cinema: it draws the time towards the illusion of a matter, a 
plastic material"5 (Païni 2002, 100).

This work about the image’s movement is also visible in 
some films of Paiva and Gusmão that often summoning the 
chronophotography early scientific experiments. One of the 
films projected at the exhibition is Entrar na Cama (2009), 
which recalls the chronophotographic essays in Edward 
Muybridge’s Femme Nue se Couchant (1887). If the duo’s 
film can be a symbolic way of materialize Muybridge’s ex-
periments in a cinematic manner; on the other hand, it seems 

to similarly summon this same movement de-composition of 
Muybridge’s experiments by using another kind of de-com-
position and re-composition arise by this entanglement of 
speeds. In this regard, the artists' films can be put in a line 
of thought about movement mentioned in the Theory of 
Indiscernible, one of the central conceptual axes of inspira-
tion in their work, where 

thinking time as moving is unsustainable, the immobilization 
is always what remains of such endeavour. So, what seems 
possible is to describe movement while we are transported 
by its deceleration, seeking its nearest arrival to the static, 
showing the intensity of the minimal moves, which that always 
seem like the unconditional of the movement and the time it-
self (Gusmão et Paiva 2014). 

More than a reflection on the mobile or static nature of 
the image, these films seems to present a meditation on the 
movement itself. But as suggested by Vivian Sobchack, the 
image’s astonishment of the “cinema of attractions” was also 
intrinsically linked to a perception of movement that has now 
been reversed: 

If, as Gunning suggests, the movement from still to moving 
images set the primal scene of ‘attraction’ for cinema’s early 
spectators, then, I would argue, the primal scene for today’s 
spectacularly kinetic and high-tech cinema is dramatically re-
versed: what is particularly astonishing and metaphysically 
perturbing now is the movement from moving to still imag-
es (…) what ‘attracts,’ is not simply ‘still to moving’ or ‘mov-
ing to still’ but, rather, the movement from one terminus to 
the other – indeed, the movement of move-
ment itself, which, made visible in slow mo-
tion, occupies the uncanny space ‘between’ 
these end points, and reveals them both to 
be merely different dimensions of the same 
process (Sobchack 2006, 340-341).

        
FIG. 3 João Maria Gusmão and Pedro 
Paiva - View of the exhibition Os Animais 
que ao Longe Parecem Moscas, 2017 
(photo credits: André Cepeda)
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6 From the excerpt in French: “un intertitre fatal, demandait 
aux spectatrices de ne pas oublier la réalité de tous les 
jours, à savoir leur sac à main, oublié là, dans l'obscurité, 
à leurs pieds et exposé à l'abjection d'un vol”.

7 From the excerpt in French: “En s’inscrivant dans 
l’espace de la théâtralité, le cinéma s’est construit sur 
l’oubli du déplacement du spectateur, déplacement qui 
ressurgit, aujourd’hui, à la faveur de la migration des 
images en mouvement depuis les salles de projection 
vers les espaces d’exposition et de la révolution 
numérique qui bouleverse nos pratiques visuelles: c’est 
ainsi que l’exposition des films rejoint, par-delà l’histoire 
du cinéma, l’esthétique de la promenade qui fleurissait 
dans les panoramas du XIX siècle”.

4. Spatial Displacements and Temporal Deferral: From 
Homospectateur to Homovisitor

”Devant la Recrudescence des Vols de Sacs à Main” 
was the sentence emitted by the Parisian cinemas before 
the screenings, warning spectators to be aware of the tor-
por caused by the film session: “a fatal intertitle, asking the 
female spectators not to forget everyday reality, and keep 
their hands on their handbags at all times”6 (Daney 1999). 
According to Lev Manovich, this at once fixed and moving 
visuality would become consolidated only during the 1910s. 
In the 'primitive' period before it, the link established by the 
viewer between the viewing space and the virtual space of 
the screen was concerted in a sense similar to the vaudeville 
experience, where spectators were free to “interact, come 
and go, and maintain a psychological distance from the cin-
ematic diegesis. (…) If primitive cinema keeps the spectator 
looking across a void in a separate space now the spectator 
is placed at the best viewpoint of each shot, inside the virtual 
space” (Manovich 1995, 20). But as Anne Friedberg points 
out, the progressive mobilization of the image in Modernity 
was assisted by a progressive imprisonment of its spectator: 
"as the 'mobility' of the gaze became more 'virtual' (…) – the 
observer became more immobile, passive, ready to receive 
the constructions of a virtual reality placed in front of his or 
her unmoving body" (Friedberg 2006, 22).

In En Sortant du Cinéma (1975), Roland Barthes wrote 
about a cinema that is mesmerizing, both for the image and 
its contiguities: the possibility of a body fetishizing not the 
image, but what exceeds it – the sound imperfections, the 
dark, the other bodies, the rays of light, the entrance and the 
exit (Barthes 1975). Where audiences are asked to disregard 
this space-time reality during a film screening, installation art 
works demand an awareness of the exhibition space through 
the body’s movement. Philippe-Alain Michaud points out that 
the contemporary re-emergence of body displacement to-
wards the moving image in the museums and galleries has 
promoted a change in what had been the dissolution of the 
spectator's movement by entering and exiting the cinema in 
the theatrical space: 

By entering in the space of theatricality, the cinema was built 
on the oblivion of the spectator’s movement, a displacement 
that resurfaces today, thanks to the migration of moving im-
ages from the projection rooms to exhibition spaces and the 
digital revolution that is shaking up our visual practices: this is 
how the film exhibition meets, beyond the history of cinema, 
the aesthetics of the promenade that bloomed in the panora-
mas of the XIX century” (Michaud 2006, 46).7 

As the viewer pervades the space, the attention is shift-
ed from the illusion of the screen to the space around it and 
to the mechanisms and physical properties of an “installed” 
moving image – to all the contiguity to the projected image 
that seduced Barthes:

Installation art creates a situation into which the viewer phys-
ically enters, and insists that you regard this as a singular to-
tality. Installation art therefore differs from traditional media 
(sculpture, painting, photography, video) in that it addresses 
the viewer directly as a literal presence in the space (Bishop 
2005, 6). 

In this regard, Dominique Païni states that wandering 
around these film installations makes the visitor aware of the 
temporal flow of the film or video because the moving im-
age is not in sync with the temporal flow of the spectator’s 
own consciousness. In this context, the author argues that 
what makes the exhibition of temporality in moving-image 
installations unique is the way they can un-
ravel the flow of consciousness as they are 
manipulated and captured by the flow of im-
ages (Païni 2008, 28). Although Païni admits 
that it is impossible to escape from the time 
out of frame, he also reasons that the mov-
ing observer can, temporarily, interrupt it. On 
the other hand, Daniel Birnbaum has stated 
that the artists working with film and video 
"install time in space", giving time a material 
presence: 
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The ‘other cinema’ of today emerges as an attempt to insert 
spatial modes into the temporal dimension, and to “install 
time” in space. Installing time is a matter of choosing the right 
spatial model, the most adequate ‘schematism’ allowing the 
translation of temporal properties into space (Birnbaum apud 
Mondloch 2010, 40). 

Birnbaum's main argument is that the experience of the 
viewer with the time editing of moving-image installations 
may reveal something about the very nature of time. The au-
thor thus attributes to these works a model-making status: 
“If cinema could produce what Deleuze called crystal-imag-
es capturing for an instant the inner workings of time itself, 
then the temporal possibilities of this ‘other cinema’, explor-
ing more intricate forms of parallelism and synchronicity, are 
even greater” (Ibid 53). 

Regarding this context, Dominique Païni speaks of a 
transformation from the cinema’s "homospectator" to a mu-
seum’s "homovisitor", who interacts directly with the film, 
deciding on the angle, distance, point of view, narrative and 
duration of his experience (Païni, 2013). Given this context, in 
the exhibition Os Animais que ao Longe Parecem Moscas the 
usual body nearness to the sculpture was transformed into 
a physical distance, since the objects were placed in stag-
es-walls that kept the viewer outside, not allowing him or her 
to approach the artefacts; this access, however, was granted 
to the 16 mm film projections, which allowed the visitor to 
approach both the films and the devices projecting them. In 
this sense, the artists created a spatial organization that in-
vites precisely to a displacement of the visitor that assembles 
his or her filmic experience in the exhibition; but they also 
shaped a direct relation of movement and form in their films, 
generating an awareness (and divergence) of the temporal 
flow deferral materialized, as stated above by Païni, in the 
classic filmic experience.

5. Conclusion
According to Laura Mulvey, watching a movie has be-

come an increasingly delayed, deferred, and gradual experi-
ence due to the digital technology: 

watching films by transforming them, mutating them, through 
the digital, into different kinds of configurations or patterns. 
And my ways of watching film became more and more “de-
layed”. I discovered unexpected new pleasures of spectator-
ship out of stopping, returning, repeating, and then repeating 
and repeating again certain scenes, sequences, fragments, 
moments, etc.  (Mulvey 2014, 87).

Over the last three decades, the art has become a place 
for reflecting on the anxieties, stemming from the diverse 
and complex transitions in contemporary visual culture, re-
garding the fate of the film's materiality, the cinema as in-
stitution or these transformations brought by digital in the 
way of interacting and watching movies. Concerning this as-
pect, many of the uses of moving image in art show not a 
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FIG. 4 João Maria Gusmão and Pedro 
Paiva - View of the exhibition Os Animais 
que ao Longe Parecem Moscas, 2017 
(photo credits: André Cepeda)
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resistance, but “a marked affinity with more generalized tran-
sitions in visual culture brought about by the ascendance of 
digital media” (Balsom 2013, 18). We can therefore say that 
the cinematographic appearance in contemporary art hap-
pens precisely at a time when cinema is in some way threat-
ened by the other media: television and video in the 1960s 
and 1970s; Internet and the digital image since the late 1990s. 
Cinema becomes, therefore, a concern for the art precisely 
when it is considered to be in crisis due to the consolidation 
and hegemony of new electronic media; while, at the same 
time, many contemporary artists – as João Maria Gusmão and 
Pedro Paiva – seek in the origins and beginnings of cinema 
their ways to working about the cinematic medium. In this 
sense, the notion of deferral, as postponement or retardation, 
is related here to an idea of atavism, which expresses the re-
appearance of traces from past, the manifestation of ances-
try and evolutionary reminiscence. It is a movement innate of 
cinema, whose development has been marked by simultane-
ous moments of technological advance and replacement, and 
others of reverse and atavism, mainly by a more experimental 
approach of cinema. Whether in the actions between object 
and film, in the image’s internal movements or in the displace-
ment of the viewer-visitor, the vibrations and rhythms of this 
multiple conception of diferimento, or deferral, link a series 
of discussions on the complex impact in reception processes, 
where the filmic experience is engaged in constant exchang-
es between the real and the virtual, the pre and post-cinema, 
the movement and immobility, the objective and subjective.
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ABSTRACT   

The essay intends to re-evaluate the relations between cinema and 
the old media of drawing by dismantling the curatorial apparatus 
within the fabrication of a particular art work and its conceptual 
organisation; focusing on Alexandra do Carmo's drawing series 
(projects between 2008 and 2018) — and more specifically Studio 
Socialis 2014. These works enact a transient relationship between 
the mediums of drawing and video. Firstly we are analysing her 
work within the world of cinema as Idea; we argue that drawing 
is being used to conceptualise the editing tools of silent film, as 
if the silence of film without sound, seen through the fictional 
drawing tools, the pencil as the apparatus, could show us a 
cinema that lives from its mechanical support yet revealing itself 
distant from it—as articulated by Pavle Levi (2010) in a dialectical 
relationship between the concept and the apparatus. Secondly, 
it proposes a reflection on what is to build temporalities and the 
performatic aspect of the work—of the bodies of the ones looking, 
as well the memory process of translating one dispositif into 
another. All in a place of multiple pre given occupying conditions, 
the art institution.

KEYWORDS: APPARATUS; PERFORMATIVITY; DRAWING; VIDEO; VISITOR/
SPECTATOR
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1 Haussman is here recognizing the fact that in the 
aftermath of its technological realization, mankind’s 
ancient “dream” of cinema retroactively established itself 
as an aspect of a larger “reality of total cinema,” of a 
world-wide network of latent moving images.”

Drawing Cinematic Apparatuses Theoretical Perspectives

What matters is that an artifact can be proposed 

that will ground a dynamic and largely imaginary 

film-system

Pavle Levi

[O]ur culture conceives of each medium or con-

stellation of media as it responds to, redeploys, 

competes with, and reforms other media.

Bolter and Grusin

The spectator behaves as human resonance box-

es, surrogates for the voices heard, imaginary 

sound living in people’s minds, as in silent film.

Alexandra do Carmo

 

In 1921/22 László Moholy-Nagy wrote the manifesto 
Remarks for those who Refuse to Understand the 
Film Immediately. In this manifesto, he specifical-
ly describes how film depends on the camera, as its 

generative absolute power; it is not the narrative, the core 
of film’s energy, its drive has to do with the mechanical gift 
of seeing through the camera, the possibility of having al-
ternative perspectives to the naked eye, seeing the belly of 
the train for example, an experience only possible because 
of the existence of the camera, in this sense deeply relat-
ed with the mechanical aspect as its source. Although for 
Moholy-Nagy, a medium’s potential for “de-materialization”, 
and the state of its technological apparatus, complement 
each other rather than engaging in mutually exclusive ven-
tures; there isn’t a single commitment to the rule of the ap-
paratus as the main absolute conductor of film (Levi 2010, 
56). In Raul Hausmann´s long-term investment in the field 
of opto-phonetics, the improvement of the apparatus was 
traveling along with a potential de-materialization of the 
medium, “understanding perception and thought as ma-
chine-like processes, the author of the Mechanical Head in-
creasingly posited film — that foremost vision-machine — as 

the instrument of a generalised “cinematic thought” (Levi 
2010, 57).1 Haussman´s interdisciplinary constructions reveal 
its non specificity (Cornelius Borck 2005, 10). 

For Andre Bazin, a hypothetical origin of the arts, seen 
from a psychological point of view, could be related with 
the Egyptian ritual of life preservation through the artifice 
of mummification and clay statuary, a veneration of a world 
that men artificially created through the arts produced, for 
him, the replica is never a simple observation, it is a construc-
tion of an ideal; cinema is not a mere replica nor it should be 
explained in the context of an art that intends above all to 
capture reality, rather adds to reality, it is “a thing in nature”, 
a mold or a masque (Bazin 1967, 6).

The idea that cinema could be liberated from the “mate-
rial” of film, is shared by André Bazin and Sergei Eisenstein 
and it is articulated in Jonathan Valley’s “The Material of Film 
and the Idea of Cinema”, although in Pavle Levi’s “Cinema 
by Other Means”, montage is seen through other mediums 
and articulated through a fundamental dialectical approach 
(Levi 2010, 53); between an Idea of cinema, the conceptual-
ization translated into a “de-materialization” and a construc-
tion based on the apparatus proper to the medium, “this 
Idea acquired sufficient conceptual precision-that it gained 
its own, albeit immaterial, specificity-only after the cine-
matographic apparatus had already been invented.” (Levi 
2010, 56). Levi articulates the Idea of cinema as the con-
cept of the medium which is dialectically conversing with 
the cinematographic apparatus involved — he is referring 
to the importance of separating these aspects at the light 
of its historical dimension as a recurring performative act, 
meaning that this separation had to be accessed every time 
we are in the realm of art/media practice (Levi 2010, 56). By 
observing the unorthodox devotion to medium-specificity 
“cinema by other means” in the art work of 
the 1920s and ‘30s, he articulates the com-
plexity of the notion of medium, specifically 
in regards to unraveling cinema within new 
media apparatuses, invented by the Dadaists, 
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Constructivists, and the Surrealists in this period, as in Lev 
Kuleshov’s films without film: 

“We then examined how a motion picture is constructed. 
In order to determine the main strength of the cinematograph-
ic effect, we took one strip of film, cut it apart into its separate 
shots and then discussed where the very "filmness" which is 
the essence of filmic construction lay.”(Kuleshov 1974, 28).

Levi is not interested in art made under the influence of 
cinema, but rather in a “conceptualization of the cinema as it-
self a type of practice that, since the invention of the film ap-
paratus, has also (simultaneously) had a history of execution 
through other, often ‘older,’ artistic media” (Levi 2010, 53).

 For Levi, it is only by “repeatedly evoking, by enacting, 
the discrepancy between the idea and its technological imple-
mentation that the essential qualities and the radical non-in-
strumentalist creative potential contained in any medium are 
maintained” (Levi 2010, 67). A cinematographic apparatus 
that inspired others in revealing the conceptual within the 
medium is then showed by other older mediums, non filmic 
media. His analytical view of Aleksander Vuco and Dusan’s 
The Frenzied Marble (1930) (an assemblage made of wood, 
metal, paper and other material), as a material succession of 
frames, corresponding to the temporal flow of images in cin-
ema, exemplifies his view. 

The cinematic notion of apparatus, that the modernists 
unified as

the medium or support for film being neither the celluloid 
strip of the images, nor the camera that filmed them, nor the 
projector that brings them to life in motion, nor the beam of 
light that relays them to the screen, nor that screen itself but 
all of these taken together, including the audience's position 
caught between the source of the light behind it and the im-
age projected before its eyes (Krauss 1999, 25). 

 In 1999, Rosalind Krauss was engaged in her own voyage, 
investigating the media´s lost of specificity, a differentially 
specificity, or medium as such (Krauss 1999, 32), — in it she 
rethinks the nature of medium versus its apparatus (Krauss 
1999, 53) — beyond technicality, “involving the art-historical, 

ideological, and technological specific of the formal enterprise 
of art making” (McKee 2010, 22). Using Marcel Broodthaers 
as her main example, an investigation into his life project 
of erasing the idea of individual arts as media specificity 
(Krauss 1999, 12). To find a redemptive usage of the obsolete 
in Broodthaers, in his embrace of the beginnings of silent film 
— “Broodthaers honored the differential condition of film: its 
inextricable relation between simultaneity and sequence, it´s 
layering of sound or text over image” (Krauss 1999, 45). The 
artist set himself apart from a structuralist rearticulation of 
the Hollywoodesque, embracing instead a retrograde posi-
tion, approaching the silent film condition as self-differing — 
“If the medium of primitive film resisted structural closure in 
this sense, it allowed Broodthaers to see what the structural-
ists did not: that the filmic apparatus presents us with a me-
dium whose specificity is to be found in its condition as self/
differing. It is aggregative, a matter of interlocking supports 
and layered conventions” (Krauss 1999, 44).

Her thoughts interwove with Walter Benjamin on the po-
tential of obsolescence (Krauss 99, 41), and reminds us of 
the extremely resourceful capacity of artists to reinvent the 
medium, through an outmoded other one, such as the old 
medium of drawing — interpreted here in this essay through 
the work of Alexandra do Carmo.

In Yates Mckee’s essay “Wake, Vestige, Survival: 
Sustainability and the Politics of the Trace in Allora and 
Calzadilla’s Land Mark” (McKee 2010, 22), the idea of medium 
specificity is problematised by considering the trace as a me-
dium in this particular contemporary art work, and it is spe-
cifically connected with Krauss’ proposal where the idea of 
medium distances itself from materiality as pure physicality. 

Resonating with Alexandra do Carmo´s proposal, where 
physical drawing does not act as the medium, it is rather the 
interchangeability between both drawing and cinema (edit-
ing as Idea) that is acting as such. For the artist is also a way 
to de-materialise by re-materializing on paper what is for her 
the idea of film—montage portrayed as drawing as thought 
(do Carmo, 2011).
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2 Alexandra do Carmo, notebooks on All was Captured 
(even the movements of the goat), Quadrum Gallery, 
Lisbon, 2011

–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
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Alexandra do Carmo’s Document drawing series, enact 
the conceptualization of the editing principles of silent film 
through drawing. According to the artist, “the first concep-
tual rule applied was envisioning a time line as a whole, the 

figures evolved in their shape as when a director decides 
which opticals to involve; dissolves, fades, wipes and any oth-
er optical effects.”2 

Reisz and Millar mention the applicability of editing prin-
ciples involved in silent film today as its dramatic usefulness 
has remained unaltered, it is very much part of the film-mak-
er’s resources (Reisz and Millar 1968, 28). The drawings por-
tray the use of cinematic resources, applied through the use 
of pencil, printed text and paper, a symbiosis of screen and 
drawing as thought. In these drawings at the bottom part 
of the sheet of paper, a printed text is added, intended to 
mimic the content of some of the video sentences heard in 
the video documents — a sometimes non linear selection of 
sentences, some seconds or few minutes of the video, stra-
tegically positioned as ´video´ subtitles.

Bruno Marques writes in Alexandra do Carmo. Emanci-
pation and Resistance: Suburban Allotments, 
Spontaneous and “Clandestine”, that it is not 
as an anticipated cinema drawing script that 

        
FIG. 1 Alexandra do Carmo  Studio Socialis, 
Document #2 series, 50 drawings, pencil 
and printed text on paper, 22 x 30 inches, 
2014, Text printed on this drawing; “So, I 
think that we can absolutely do something 
together. Maybe just talking. Some people 
that are not feeling well, ill people, all 
they want to do is talk to you and that is 
like taking a whole bottle of medicine 
some times. And you doń t have to give a 
prescription for that, so, if you were to say 
in this room here `how may I help you´and 
the person comes in and just talks to you, 
that would be helpful…”.

        
FIG. 2  Alexandra do Carmo - Studio 
Socialis, Document #2 series,2014, drawing 
detail.

        
FIG. 3 Alexandra do Carmo -  Studio 
Socialis, Document #2 series, 2014, 
drawing detail, pencil and printed text on 
paper, 22 x 30 inches.
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the drawings are made, a tool helping to build the cinemat-
ic narrative, they rather happen after the video editing pro-
cess is finished — thus they emerge as a new editing process 
through drawing — Fig. 4 the introduction of a ´pencil on 
paper timeline´ enables the artist to emphasize other aspects 
of the subject matter in an attempt to produce new mean-
ings — by editing content for the second time through other 
means (Marques 2018, 2).

Fig. 5 Karel Reisz and Gavin Millar refer to the great po-
tential of delivering the content more effectively, literally and 
figuratively with less aesthetic noise attached: “The picture of 
the angry father pointing his erring son to the door is made 
no more significant if we add the words: Get out of here and 
never darken these doors again.” The silent image, in such a 
case, may well be more, rather than less, impressive” (Reiz 
and Millar 1968, 26).

Fig. 6 The art historian and curator Catarina Rosendo, 
in Representations of a Community of Experience, refers the 
specific perceptive codes between the use of the image, the 
written word and the audio in Alexandra´s work: 

        
FIG. 4 Studio Socialis, view of exhibition, 
Carlos Carvalho Gallery, Lisbon, 2014.

        
FIG. 5  Alexandra do Carmo - video 
projection of Document #1 The Green 
Studio at IC19, view of exhibition at 
Sismógrafo, Porto, 2018.

        
FIG. 6 All was Captured (even the 
movements of the goat), 30 drawings, 
pencil, color pencil and printed text on 
paper, 30 x 22 inches, Quadrum gallery, 
Lisbon, 2011.
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Although the series of drawings follows on temporally from 
the recording, both function in the exhibition space in a cir-
cular complementarity and refer to each other in a constant 
transformation of the illustrated and narrative effects differ-
ently explored by the specific codes of perception for the 
sound, the written word and the drawing, and also by their 
own forms of interrelationship and more or less innate forms 
of attention (Rosendo 2011, 3). 

As the figures in the drawing suggest the camera move-
ment, in fact the whole drawing sequences is an exercise of 
time in space — the slow work of the pencil, the allusion to 
the cuts, the continuity of imperfections and of unfinished 
work. It is not the narrative that is the object of interest, most 
importantly is the parallel established to the editing tempo-
ral movements in film, revealing the Idea of film — which is 
embedded in the editing process of the eternal fictional ele-
ment of drawing. 

For Carlos Natálio, cinema is a temporal object:

This way, cinema is a temporal object in which the conscious-
ness of the spectator enters during perception, and it is while 
it’s there that it can be solicited and affected.  Or, in other 
words: ‘outer cinema’ (material mechanism) and ‘inner cine-
ma’ (human mechanism) get each other’s attention. Finally, 
the phenomenological argument taken from the reworking 
of Husserl’s retentions, especially the fact that the ‘tertiary 
retentions’ constituted by technical objects can always af-
fect perception and memory, closes the discussion: cinema 
is placed within the human and it operationalizes a vital key 
played outside a rigidified, industrialized vision of the medium 
of film (Natálio 2015, 111). Fig. 7

Being present activates through perception the specta-
tor’s consciousness, which can also be affected in the pro-
cess, this way material mechanical aspects, which Krauss 
transformed into medium as such, and human aspects, inter-
act. Fig. 8 For Alexandra do Carmo, the determination of the 
project’s concept in interaction with the apparatuses used or 
represented by, are concretized only in a mobile spectator, 

one moving between rooms, thus there is a permanent dis-
location of the spectator’s body, in an attempt to grasp the 
concept within the whole project.

Fig. 9 As part of the logic of seeing drawing as an instru-
ment of thought, and a medium that permanently questions 
itself and others, the artist superimposes images, fasts for-
ward towards a temporal efficiency, challenging our limits of 
perception and enhancing the text availability to the spec-
tator. Bellour’s film’s unattainable text is transformed into a 

        
FIG. 7 Alexandra do Carmo - All was 

Captured (even the movements of the 

goat), 2011, drawing detail.

        
FIG. 8  All was Captured (even the 

movements of the goat), Audio 27 

minutes looped, view of exhibition, 

Quadrum gallery, Lisbon, 2011.
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3 In this point, it is important to refer the agambeninan 
concept of apparatus, as a constructed object and 
system, which everything is under control and, in a 
foucaultian perspective, something which is part of 
a disciplinary society, in which the bodies are under 
surveillance. The curatorial apparatus, as all the cultural 
and artistic institutions are embedded of these mecanisms 
of selection, organization and control not only of their 
collections or objects but also of their public and bodies. 
See it in: Agamben 2009; and in Foucault 1975.

4 In this context, performativity as an aspect which 
describes and defines these artworks. They cause a (re)
action from the visitor/ spectator not only in gestures by 
in their thoughts.  In this aspect, we shouldn’t forget that 
exhibition is always a dramaturgical space, an experience 
place. About this, it would be interesting to see: Smith  
2012; or Van Hantelmann 2010. 

5 About this point, see Groys, Boris, “Comrades of Time” 
(2009), in www.e-flux.com/journal/comrades-of-time/. 

slow motion progressive re-evaluation of what the cinematic 
has to offer. The art work mentioned, portraying montage 
within the apparatus of film, conducts the spectator into dis-
covering what it is to produce, to become an author, as a 
Brechtian collaborator — thus the author’s function becomes 
active within the viewer’s body; their consciousness partic-
ipating in the experience, transforming itself through a pro-
cess that involves the perceptual-sensorial human appara-
tus, only achieved by her presence as in “the movies”. Fig. 10 

In this essay we aim to reveal the presence of the human sen-
sorial device, that still, as Levi articulates, partially at least, 
starts the machinery that is making possible to accomplish 
efficacy through technology: “the medium maintains the 
non-reified form of an apparatus set in motion by thought-re-
lations” (Levi 2010, 67).

Memory and Curatorial Montages as Performative Gestures
Besides investigating the dynamic between materializa-

tion and de-materialization of its dispositives and mediums, 
these artworks constitute a curatorial practice in its presen-
tation component. A fundamental aspect is the place of the 
visitor, and relative to it we can identify diverse levels of per-
formativity, also in relation to the curatorial apparatuses3  as 
a meeting place of diverse temporal and disruptive dimen-
sions. The viewer’s role, frequently mentioned by the artist, 
is portrayed as someone arriving in order to complete the 
work through a mental memory reconstruction. And it does 
so, through a constant dialectical exercise between different 
temporal and spatial dimensions where each viewer fabricates 
a distinct work of art. This metaphor turns itself visible by the 
fact that the artist fills the interior of the eyes of some of the 
drawing characters with another small drawing, as a reference 
to a mirror of what the memory could eventually built — the 
point of view of the ones seeing these draw-
ing characters that are so lightly drawn. This 
way Alexandra do Carmo presents tools, built 
through different dispositives, attending sev-
eral possibilities of what could eventually con-
stitute each one of these artworks and their 
memory testimonies. These “other” hypothet-
ically constituted artworks emerge precisely 
within the curatorial milieu. The works in their 
inherent performativity convoke a particular 
presentation mode within the creation of a 
potential undetermined place for a visitor. At 
the light of the concept of performativity4 it-
self, the nature of the presence of this ‘perso-
na’ as a contemplation act5, a brief presence, 
an affectation or a co-construction of the art 

        
FIG. 9 All was Captured (even the move-

ments of the goat), view of exhibition, 

drawings Quadrum gallery, Lisbon, 2011.

         
FIG. 10  All was Captured (even the move-

ments of the goat), view of exhibition, 

drawings Quadrum gallery, Lisbon, 2011.
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work itself, is different in each one of these concepts accord-
ing to a time of being and a gesture of being in the presence 
of the work. While the visitor can be described as someone 
staying in the space with the work, we can expect two dif-
ferent performative attitudes within her behaviour — as a 
visitor-spectator or a visitor-participant. The former can be 
rather evasive, not letting her being affected by the temporal 
dynamic of the curatorial apparatus or the work — someone 
en passage describing a continuous spatial movement, stop-
ping occasionally in order to catch a few captivating details 
— someone to whom it has been given something to see, 
and that eventually, explicitly or not will develop thought and 
build memories around it. 

As far as the latter, it is someone assuming co-authorship, 
knowing that possesses the ability to activate the work, which 
in some occasions might lead to act or/and even provoke 
physical change in it. In the curatorial context the concept 
of spectator can be connected with Tony Bennnett’s “exhibi-
tionary complex”, the place where something has been given 
to us to see in a selective and organised manner, in order to 
persuade the visitor to accept what is being shown — “exhibi-
tionary complex — a power made manifest not in its ability to 
inflict pain but its ability to organize and co-ordinate an order 
of things and to produce a place for the people in relation to 
that order” (Bennett 1988, 80). On the other hand Jacques 
Rancière’s (2008) overarching concept of spectator defends 
the nonexistence of passivity; the subject is always affected 
by the image or in this particular case by the work (in a broad-
er way). Thus, the spectator has an active role in the produc-
tion of meaning, always in a personal and individual manner, 
which will be retained in the remembering process of the art-
work. Although the artist invites the visitor to be a producer of 
meaning, she does not convoke her/ him to participate in the 
sense of physically altering what is being presented and that 
was fabricated by her, rather, she invites the visitor to inter-
pret and giving it a personal/private meaning. This constant 
performative physical action of the visitor, is also a mental 
dislocation between the video projection, the drawing pre-
sentation and the curatorial discourse. On the other hand, the 

work itself provokes a dialogue between its «media» — video 
and drawing converge in an imagery montage between what 
was captured by the camera, what was edited by the com-
puter and what is being transferred to the drawing. There is 
also a sound dislocation happening in place, a sort of sound 
montage after the fact, between a space where the volume of 
sound might not allow an immediate awareness of processed 
thought and a space of silence where the thought of what 
was previously seen and heard can be calmly and selectively 
processed. This dialectical transference between video and 
drawing creates a disruption in the temporal dimension of 
the video, almost as extending it, a sort of drawing slow mo-
tion where you can find possibly lost details within the mind 
of the one watching the video. Between video and drawing 
we are constantly challenging the speed and characteristics 
of time. This fact is per se questioning the temporal dimen-
sion of the exhibition, in which the now allowed to be named 
visitor-participant fulfils a time for “seeing the work” through 
a different “medium.” In this sense, in the performativity of 
Alexandra do Carmo’s exhibition sites we are constantly on 
the move, stopping in front of a drawing for a period of time, 
which might awake some memory, perhaps corresponding to 
some seconds of a video previously seen and heard. Thus, 
by juxtaposing the two dispositifs there is a stretching in the 
time periods of seeing and perceiving within the curatorial 
milieu. Questions such as these might stay in our thoughts; 
who stays for the all duration of the video projection? Is there 
a reasonable video duration in an exhibition context?

The formal decisions of the arrangement of these dis-
positive in the space condition the construction of meaning 
by a visitor-participant. Nevertheless, one shouldn’t forget 
that the exhibition site is a site of power, of imagery and dis-
course and also invariably always a constitutive part of what 
will become the discourse of the work of art itself.  Contrary 
to the notion that there is a linear temporal concept asso-
ciated with the curatorial apparatus as an absolute element 
that is occasionally intercepted by the video and the draw-
ing, in the curatorial context this is composed by fragments 
of speech and by the affect processes of memory emerging 
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6 This concept emerges, here, not only as a methodology 
of the artist but as a condition to the presentation of 
these works in the curatorial apparatus. There more than 
one montage process in these works: the artist process 
and the one that each visitor desire to imagine: an 
interior and mental montage process in which each one 
connected áudios, vídeo and drawing. To see more about 
this concept: Didi-Huberman 2002.

in this site. The artist positions herself as a curator intending 
to work outside the dispositif, keeping a space open for the 
construction of meaning as a task for the visitor; it wants to 
make of her a visitor-participant.  It is as if the montage ex-
ercise that is so characteristic of her work, both in video and 
drawing translates itself into to a composition of these frag-
ments, detailed content and pieces of memory that are at the 
origin of another work — one emerging from these two «me-
dia» between video and drawing, a space of disruption of the 
curatorial apparatus. It is through this methodology of fabri-
cating perspectives, or Didi-Huberman’s montage,6 used so 
many times in her work, that a dialectical discourse happens, 
and the author assumes a whole political discourse through 
her choices.
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ABSTRACT   

This video-installation addresses the story of the Niños de Rusia, the name by which the 2895 Spanish 
children who took refuge in the Soviet Union, due to the Spanish Civil War, go by. In 1937, the Spanish 
Republic sent these children, aged 3 to 12, without their parents, accompanied by 142 adults, to the 
USSR, as war refugees. However, unlike the children who had been sent to other countries, the ones 
sheltered by the USSR didn’t come back to Spain after the Civil War, remaining under the care of the 
Soviet State for at least 19 years. 

Upon their arrival in Russia, the children were accommodated in Casas de Niños Españoles, 16 
boarding schools across the USSR. 5 of them were in Ukraine; 4 in Leningrad (Saint Petersburg), and 
the others in the Moscow region. My mother and aunt were two of these children. They stayed in 
Jerson, Ukraine, with 77 other children. With the German invasion during the II World War, in 1942, 
the children were once again forced to endure a long journey for their survival, all the way across the 
country, to Siberia. 

Since I can remember, I hold in my memory the Russian and Spanish songs my mother used to sing 
me to sleep with. For all of our lives, my brothers and I have listened to these Russian children’s songs, 
along with other republican ones that were in vogue in Spain in the 1930s, 40s and 50s. 

This video-installation reflects my research about this phenomenon, which is both historical and 
personal, mixing historical footage and documents with personal items and photographs brought back 
by my mother, when she returned to Spain, in 1956, 19 years after she had left. 

The II Spanish Republic was proclaimed on April 14th, 1931, overthrowing the monarchy. The newly ad-
opted flag was tricolor – red, yellow and purple. In 1936, after a coup led by Franco, the Spanish Civil War
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began, which, after three years and 500 lives lost, would de-
feat the Republic. April 1st, 1939 marks the end of the war and 
the beginning of Franco’s Military Dictatorship.

During their stay in the Soviet Union – and still today, 
among those who are still alive – the question the children 
used to ask one another was: ¿De que casa eres? – Which 
house do you belong to?. I find this question to be a per-
tinent one, if we take it out of context and look at it from 
a wider perspective. It is a question about identity, about a 
sense of belonging, which is an ever more pressing topic in a 
globalized world with such significant migrant flows and the 
tension that this causes in contemporary societies. Raised 
as Spaniards in Russia, received as Russians in Spain, these 
children carried the label of foreigners, wherever they chose 
to settle. In the words of Prades, Siempre un emigrado, una 
condición especial que se queda en el alma1, (always an immi-
grant, a special condition that stays in your soul).

The film is 3’15’’ long; it runs in loop and is projected on 
a screen, with a filter of the three colors – red, yellow and 
purple, a reference to the republican flag - produced by three 
colored acetate sheets, each placed on an overhead projec-
tor. The colors of the flag serve as a constant reminder of the 
issue that led the children to this journey: the Civil War.

Digital film, video projector, three overhead projectors, 
three colored acetate sheets (red, yellow and purple), three 
plinths in aluminum, sound system, Russian school map about 
the II World War.

Lisbon, October 2018
Ana Pérez-Quiroga

1 PRADES, Eduardo Pons. (2005). Los Niños Republicanos: 
El Exilio. Madrid: Oberon

        
FIG. 1  Ana Pérez-Quiroga, Rojo, Amarillo y Morado, WWW II map, 2017
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FIG. 2  Ana Pérez-Quiroga, Rojo, Amarillo y Morado, 2017
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FIG. 3  Ana Pérez-Quiroga, Rojo, Amarillo y Morado, 2017

ARTISTIC PROJECTS



137 RHA 11 ARTISTIC PROJECTS ANA PÉREZ-QUIROGA

        
FIG. 4  Ana Pérez-Quiroga, Rojo, Amarillo y Morado, 2017
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CHRISTIAN 
MIEVES

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Christian Mieves is painter and Associate Professor at the Wolverhampton 
School of Art, United Kingdom. His paintings have been shown at exhibi-
tions in Germany, Mexico, Spain and the United Kingdom. He has published 
articles in academic journals on painting and issues of exoticism, heteroto-
pias and the beach. He is co-editor of the book Wonder in Contemporary 
Artistic Practice (Routledge, 2017). Recent publications include an inter-
view with artist David Schutter (Journal of Contemporary Painting, 2018) 
and a special issue on Erosion and Illegibility of Images (Journal of Visual 
Art Practice, 2018).

ABSTRACT   

Christian Mieves is a painter and academic based in the North East of England. Research themes in 
Mieves’ work to date have included the beach and other border spaces as metaphors for semantically 
uncertain fields.e.g. the site of the beach as an interstitial space. The current project deals with erosion, 
or destruction of objects within the image, and enables him to explore the conceptual resonances of 
some of that earlier work.

The group of paintings presented here focuses on everyday objects. The everyday processes by 
which surfaces are worn down, thinned or marked by contact with other agents, and detritus deposit-
ed elsewhere, puts a particular focus on the visual materiality. Material in its different sets and forma-
tions has here a particular unstable character, defined as on-going process, shifting, disappearing and 
distancing. 

        
FIG. 1  Christian Mieves, Untitled, 2017
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FIG. 2 and 3  Christian Mieves, Untitled, 2017

        
FIG. 4  Christian Mieves, Untitled, 2017



DANIELA
PLAMADEALA

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Daniela Plamadeala was born in Moldavia in 1991. She is an immigrant in 
Portugal with her family. She holds a BA in Plastic Arts and is completing 
her Master degree.

ABSTRACT   

This work presents a set of images fragmented into three groups, showing daily reflections on subjects 
linked to social structures and organizations.  My work aims to elaborate on the ways by which we in-
dividuals, who belong to this huge organization, integrate it and play our respective roles. What is our 
role in society? How can we fulfill it? Can we change or modify our current state? And to what extent 
do we have this power? What is presented as inability to integrate, what makes it difficult or uneasy to 
achieve? Why do we think there are things out of date or needing to be updated? Our interior doesn't 
fit in what exists, so we have to create an extension, which is ourselves. There are states that no longer 
continue as they are, because the human being evolves, something that is beneficial and constructive. 
So the structures become overwhelming and need, somehow, to pass through an external disturbance, 
in order to add and accomodate what is yet to come. That which will come is a new notion of being. 
There are states that have to be revised, studied, reconstructed, and we will have to play our role so 
that that happens. Expression is crucial to development and has its place. It is up to us, living and sen-
sitive beings, to continue the modifying spiral. To open up a new cycle, so that we don't continue as 
alienated beings; or to integrate the alienated. To what extent will we remain suspended, like islands, 
side by side side with the aforementioned structures? We don't penetrate them, because they
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don't belong to us. To leave, we wait for the right moment in 
the wait. It is necessary to act, it is necessary to create a new 
stage, an opening from what exists to that that will come. And 
sew things up, times, not ruins, because history has its place, 
but sew and befriend the neighborhood. The question is not 
to abandon what exists, but to integrate what was left out. 
To comply in some way with the mission of this short season 
on Earth and in humanity. To fulfil Earth’s time, in which some 
cycles open while the previous ones close. Embracing our 
parents' extension and leaving the next extension open. Such 
is the evolutionary process. It is necessary to build bridges 
between things, because everything has its place of belong-
ing and nothing should be left out.

        
FIG. 1 and 2  Daniela Plamadeala, Diurnal Structure, inkjet print, 25 x 30 cm, 2018
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FIG. 1 to 4  Daniela Plamadeala, Nocturnal Structure, inkjet print, 25 x 30 cm, 2018
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FIG. 5 to 8  Daniela Plamadeala, Nocturnal Structure, inkjet print, 25 x 30 cm, 2018
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JACQUELINE
BUTLER
         

WHITE ISLAND (VÍDEO)

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Jacqueline Butler, born in Glasgow is an interdisciplinary Artist working 
across analogue and digital media. Her arts practice sits within photogra-
phy, video, printmaking and writing. She explores two distinct areas; a fo-
cus on family, exploring loss and female inheritance, and reflections on the 
illusory space printed matter offers, in virtual as well as physical form.  She 
has a particular fascination with archives and collections (both public and 
private). Currently studying at Glasgow School of Art, her PhD weaves old 
with new technology and reflects on the history of the medium. Jacqueline 
is Head of Media Department at Manchester School of Art, MMU and one 
of the Coordinators of Recall Collective (formerly known as Family Ties 
Network). She is on the Executive Board at Open Eye Photography Gallery, 
Liverpool and on the Advisory Board of The Image International Research 
Network. She regularly exhibits her work nationally and internationally and 
also outputs her practice through publication and conference participa-
tion (papers, workshop and artist presentation). Recent contribution to 
Picturing the Family (published in USA and UK through Bloomsbury Press, 
Feb 2018) 
jacquelinebutler99@gmail.com | j.a.butler@mmu.ac.uk 
https://jacquelinebutler.org/
http://www.art.mmu.ac.uk/profile/jbutler
https://familytiesnetwork.wordpress.com/about/ 

ABSTRACT   

As an artist my interest is in exploring traditional and new printmaking technologies through practi-
cal application, as a contribution to contemporary debates on the craft of making in the digital age. 
My intention is to speculate on what sensory application of photographic practice and concept of the 
physical experience of printed matter may look like in the future, through an amalgamation of thinking 
and making in response to current print practices.

Whilst on a residence at DCA (Dundee Contemporary Arts Centre), Scotland, in 2017 I worked 
across a range of analogue print and 3D technologies, exploring old and new media practice. I began to 
evaluate how contemporary technologies compliment and extend the production possibilities of more 
traditional technologies and through this process create new hybrid material.

Topics such as the impact of advancing technology, the multiplicity of the image, interdisciplinary 
practice, the imprint in both virtual and physical environments and the relationship theory has to the 
art of making (and visa versa) are central to the discourse of this work. 

Through 3D print, photography and video, White Island presents the sensation of a landscape of 
darkness, 'in between' the tangible and the intangible. Visualising an island of the real and the imag-
ined, that shifts from representations of the visible to an experience of the unseen.

Initial thoughts evolved through studying Kvitøya, an island in the Arctic Ocean, located at eastern 
most part of Norway.

        
FIG. 1  Jacqueline Butler, White Island, still, 2017

mailto:jacquelinebutler99%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:j.a.butler%40mmu.ac.uk?subject=
https://jacquelinebutler.org/
http://www.art.mmu.ac.uk/profile/jbutler
https://familytiesnetwork.wordpress.com/about/ 
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Kvitøya translated to English as White Island, was dis-
covered in the 18th Century, uninhabitable, with areas of the 
island still unmapped.  Seasonal change creates extreme light 
shifts from intense summer sunlight reflected off the ice to 
the abject darkness of winter. I have become fascinated with 
the idea of this island, its name White, describes the lightest 
colour, a colour that has no hue, that is opposite to black … 
that is present, yet at the same time not. 

White island, by exploiting the immersive qualities of 
‘dark- light’, reveals a sensation of dark matter.  Tracing the 
material qualities of an Island as it flickers and flinches; tangi-
ble, but beyond reach.

The experience on viewing the work will be simply to 
view an island emerging from the darkness of virtual-space, 
to trace steps above and through an imagined terrain pro-
duced purely by the projected synthetic 'light' created by 
algorithms of the computer, with an audio experience par-
tially generated by the body of each visitor experiencing the 
space. An island is present, but not there, the view is visible 
but cannot exist, the experience (through sound and image) 
has an immersive quality, like dark matter it surrounds and 
transmits through each visitor. 
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FIG. 2  Jacqueline Butler, White Island, still, 2017



MAREN
HAHNFELD
         

WINTER IN EDEN

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Maren Hahnfeld was born and raised in Hamburg, Germany. She is an art-
ist filmmaker, photographer and senior lecturer at the University for the 
Creative Arts in Farnham, UK. Her work explores the lives of marginal com-
munities through personal narratives that reflect social or political change 
and address issues of identity, home and memory. Currently Maren is work-
ing with Syrian refugees in a small, traditional town in Germany.

www.marenhahnfeld.co.uk

ABSTRACT   

Winter in Eden is a response to the changing political landscape in the USA.  
The year following the 2016 presidential election, I travelled from England to Eden, a small, remote 
community on the high desert of Southern Idaho where I had lived as a teenager for one year with po-
tato farmers Keith and Sharon. The project began as an attempt to investigate the underlying causes 
of recent political turmoil but instead became an intimate portrait of a couple with opposing political 
views. Produced in the midst of winter, this 14min film uses photography, moving image, interview ex-
tracts and sound to create a poetic exploration of this community’s attitudes, shaped by the not-too-
distant past. 

In Winter of Eden and North of Eden, the previous project photographed and recorded in the same 
community, I juxtapose still images with sound. As one image fades into the next, a new, constantly 
changing, in-between image appears. For a miniscule moment, the frozen photograph springs to life, 
only to be arrested again in the next still. While the images create a sense of place, the narrative is 
conveyed through sound. Sound brings a third dimension to these photographs and creates a sense of 
continuity that bridges the divide between the stills.  

Winter in Eden is intended to create a space for thought and reflection. The use of still images 
slows down the experience and enables the spectator to absorb the spoken word while submerged in 
the wintery landscape of Southern Idaho. “The photograph enjoys a privilege over all other effects that 
make the spectator of cinema, this hurried spectator, a pensive one as well.” (Bellour 1984) 

http://www.marenhahnfeld.co.uk
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FIG. 1 Winter in Eden, 01, Maren Hahnfeld
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FIG. 2 Winter in Eden, 02, Maren Hahnfeld
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FIG. 3 Winter in Eden, 03, Maren Hahnfeld
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MIGUEL
FALEIRO
         

“PLAQUE”

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Miguel Faleiro studied photography and visual arts in Lisbon and London. 
He works professionally as a photography tutor and museum photogra-
pher, collaborating with several Portuguese and British institutions.
He has exhibited occasionally in conventional art spaces, but is nowadays 
mostly interested in exploring the idiosyncrasies presented by art plat-
forms perceived as unconventional, such as the cinema, the school sports 
pavilion, the Internet or the dissemination of printed matter.
His lens-based artistic work, often imbued with the kind of realism that 
ensues from technical and technological monasticisms, focuses on ques-
tions such as suburbanity, the limits to the photographic image, the col-
lapse of photography into electronics and so-called ‘machine-vision’, the 
interval between photography and moving-image, photo-permanency and 
evanescence, and opto-mechanical or opto-electronic expressiveness and 
automation.

ABSTRACT   

“Plaque” is a series of stationary video sequences (fixed framing, focus and exposure) on the theme 
of multifamily, ‘local authority’ modernist housing. The sequences were shot in London between 1998 
and 2000 (in the SD MiniDV format that now appears so low-fi), and range between around 16 and 30 
minutes in length. They focus on the ‘streets in the sky’, access bridges, corridors and other architec-
tural matter that make up the public-private sheath (or membrane) of high-density, low-cost, post-war 
social modernism.

The project was developed both with the cinema and the art gallery in mind (as screening or in-
stallation arrangements), and has been shown in such places as the National Film Theatre (now BFI 
Southbank, with the support of the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation), the Chisenhale Gallery, the Back 
Hill Gallery and the Shoreditch Town Hall (all in London).
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Samples of some of the sequences are available on Vimeo 
through the following links:

https://vimeo.com/272104120,
https://vimeo.com/272104067,
https://vimeo.com/273517641,
https://vimeo.com/273517743,
https://vimeo.com/270873274,
https://vimeo.com/270873334. 

As a work trying to tense up the interval between still 
and moving image, rather than compressing it into hybri-
dised form, it now appears to counter the new metastatic 
forms arising from the seamless and composite technolo-
gies of imaging. All of its sequences preserve the ‘plaque’ 
and rigid framing of the photographic cliché with zealous 
precision. And yet they also begin dissolving and somewhat 
disintegrating it the minute they start playing – through 
change internal to the fixed frame alone. In a sense, the 
project restages the ideal contained in the photograph of a 
building, and in the acquiescence between still photography 
and stationary architecture, to then confront it with the in-
ternal mechanics of its own happening as a piece of filming. 
And, conversely, by constantly flinging motion back at the 
obdurate walls of the architectural and photographic fixed-
frames, it tends to curtail the lines of flight which would oth-
erwise release them into motion and cinematic freedom. In 
some ways (and quite inadvertently), it seems to restage 
Gilles Deleuze’s idea (in "Cinéma 1. L’Image-mouvement", 
the first of his two volumes about the cinema, published in 
1983), that the face is the plate which, upon accepting on 
it the development of our sensory centre, will then be con-
strained to remaining relatively rigid and mirror-like, dissi-
pating its accruing energy through micro-movement and 
intensive expression alone, rather than extension. This mi-
cro-movement and expressiveness is here, in this shifted con-
text and on this tectonic pane, all the motion that agitates 
the architectural and photographic frames, and the face or 
mirror will, contrarily, be the motionless cliché buttressed 

between architecture and still photography. The expressive 
micro-movement sustained by the 'plaque' will, as in the cin-
ema, the watch or the clock (or the cinematographic time-
piece), anticipate a paroxysm. But this convulsion, although 
anticipated and partially released by each sequence, will be 
spatially outside and temporally behind the work, acquiring 
the form and thrust of an out-of-field crisis which is the col-
lapsing of a coalescence between modernism and council 
housing. A landscape filmed as a photograph becomes a 
face. 

ARTISTIC PROJECTS

        
FIG. 1  Miguel Faleiro, Plaque, 2017.

https://vimeo.com/272104120, 
https://vimeo.com/272104067
https://vimeo.com/273517641
https://vimeo.com/273517743
https://vimeo.com/270873274
https://vimeo.com/270873334
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Arrangement:
The project has been screened in cinemas and other simi-
lar venues as single-screen projection, and it has also been 
shown as a two-screen installation in a few galleries (con-
forming to the type of arrangement illustrated by the figure 
below). For this event, the latter is perhaps preferable, as it 
appears to align better with the conference’s gist and with 
the idea of a group exhibition that will run continuously for 
a set period. In a theatre, the dynamics stands the weight of 
a film session, placing a certain pressure on the spectator to 
stay and watch, almost as if it were the case of a convention-
al feature film for which admission had been charged. In a 
gallery, this pressure all but evaporates and it is the freedom 
to circulate, together with the two converging screens, that 
recreates both the ‘estate’, as three-dimensional simulacrum 
and compound architecture, and the spatial-temporal con-
tainment, which evinces the architectural membrane as plate 
(or mirror) and expression. 

In a two-screen gallery arrangement, 6 or 8 sequences 
play across two loops of 3 or 4, running a respective total of 
around 80 or 110 minutes per cycle. The sequences are tied 
together in a kind of montage linking the two projections, 
each intermediate sequence beginning and ending halfway 
through the sequence playing on the alternate screen. This 
temporal syntax concurs with the spatial schemata etched by 
the converging screens, bringing an ‘estate’ or architectural 
block cohesion to the whole piece.

October 2018
Miguel Faleiro.

        
FIG. 2  Miguel Faleiro, Plaque, 2017.
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ROGÉRIO PAULO
DA SILVA
         

METRO

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Rogério Paulo da Silva (Portugal) holds a Master in Multimedia Art in the 
field of Audiovisuals by the Faculty of Fine Arts of the University of Lisbon 
(FBA / UL) and a BA in Multimedia Art from (FBA / UL). He is an associate 
researcher at the Center for Research in Fine Arts (CIEBA-FBA / UL) and a 
member of the AIM Association of Motion Picture Researchers. He devel-
ops research on audiovisual projects based on the intersection of the still 
image and the moving image, exploring the processes of memory and the 
construction of narratives in the context of video and photography. He is a 
visual artist and has exhibited regularly since 1988. He participates in con-
ferences and has been distinguished with the Academic and Scientific Merit 
Prize of the Faculty of Fine Arts (FBA / UL) / Caixa Geral de Depósitos in 
2015. He is represented in collections in Portugal and abroad.

ABSTRACT   

Metro (2016) is a video work characterized by the dichotomy between static image/motion image. It 
intends to explore the idea that a certain time can happen within another time.  The action starts from 
a dialogue between the elements that are formed within representation, in which demarcated move-
ments become unexpectedly static. It explores the visual tensions of an urban space that appears as 
unpredictable due to the lack of synchronicity between the times of the image, and in which the per-
ception of reality seeks to assert itself in a logical time. Starting from the concept of double time, the 
work proposes to interrogate the visual functioning of an image that materializes itself within another 
image, relating both instances to the processes of montage taking place in-between the performative 
specificities of photography and video. This way, the visual space in which the video unfolds presents a 
combination of layered elements throughout an altered perspective transmitted by the subway station 
elements (corridor, people, gare, metro line), thereby combining a tension between the time interrupt-
ed while the movement is taking place and the movement of the action itself.
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FIG. 1 to 4  Rogério Paulo da Silva, Metro, stills, 2016
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SARAWUT
CHUTIWONGPETI
         

SHALL I SEE YOU AGAIN IN 
MILKY WAY...?

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Sarawut Chutiwongpeti is an artist who lives and works in various places 
around the world. His film works and installations are highly personal; a 
means to make connections between his native country, Thailand, its cul-
ture, and the living aesthetics of a neo-nomadic artist.
He has had solo exhibitions at the Graz Kunstverein,  London Art Fair, Korea 
International Art Fair, and many other venues, and a number of group exhi-
bitions in recent years, including  Bienal Internacional de Arte de Cerveira 
(Fundação Bienal de Arte de Cerveira, PT, 2017), “The Third Kunming Fine 
Art Biennale 2016” (Yunnan Fine Art Museum, CN, 2016),  “Busan Biennale, 
Sea Art Festival 2015" (Dadaepo Beach, KR, 2015).

ABSTRACT   

Shall I see you again in Milky way...? concentrates on the factual stories about the human condition, 
time, spirit and history, which trouble experiences at the time when you begin to question life mem-
ories, triggering issues related to the fragility of things in connection with existential concerns and 
speculative readings about the universe.

        
FIG. 1  Sarawut Chutiwongpeti, Shall I see you again in Milky Way...?, 2017
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FIG. 2  Sarawut Chutiwongpeti, Shall I see you again in Milky Way...?, 2017
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FIG. 3  Sarawut Chutiwongpeti, Shall I see you again in Milky Way...?, 2017
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SEBASTIANO
RAIMONDO
         

ABOUT A DOOR BY SCULPTOR 
ANTÓNIO BOLOTA

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

While studying architecture in Palermo, Sebastiano met photographer 
Giovanni Chiaramonte. Chiarmonte’s classes sparked his interest in the 
study and use of photography. In 2009, Sebastiano departed for the city 
of Lisbon, where he began his artistic and theoretical research work. He 
completed his Masters Degree in Palermo in 2013 with an accompanying 
thesis entitled “Uma ponte, la fotografia come modo di abitare e costruire il 
mondo”. He lived the following two years in Napoli where he, together with 
his friends from the group Presente Infinito, would undertake a project in 
the city, inspired by the work of Cesare De Seta in the 1980 ś. In this peri-
od, due to the interest of the photographer Sandro Scalia in their work, the 
group began to exhibit throughout Italy and published a self-titled book/
manifesto. In 2015, he returned to Lisbon, where he commenced his own 
photography studies: a PhD in “Architecture of contemporary metropolitan 
territories”. The focus of his work is the place, from the ancient Greek ruins 
in Sicily, to the Portuguese metropolis. To the author, to look is to ask how, 
through the photographic camera, one can inhabit the world.

ABSTRACT   

The photographic sequence shows a deconstruction of the sculpting work Falésia by António Bolota;an 
installation shown at Appleton Square gallery from April, 14 to May, 5 2016, curated by Sara Antónia 
Matos.

The sequence starts with a closed door and finishes with a white room, between them, men dig-
ging dirt from the soil gradually appear.

It is a transfiguration of the work after the end of its exhibition, the outcome of a question about 
the meaning in the act of looking at a door through the photographic window.

What is the role of the photographic sequence when it shows, through the window, the interior of 
a room thought as unreachable by the sculptor?

An answer could be related to photography's own nature,  and to the sequence’s editing. According 
to its relation with the perspective and the lens, the photographic space can be covered by the eyes, 
although it is not accessible physically for the body. Like a window, the photography opens and illu-
minates the interior of the room. But in the end it is a limit, constructed and built as if it is a work of 
architecture or sculpture. The etymological origins of the words photography and window in some lan-
guages are similar and contain the Greek word phaino, whose meaning is to illuminate, enlighten; in its 
beginnings, the camera itself, as its own word suggests, was a room able to house the photographer.

The life of that sculpture seems to have ended, for there are photographs which represent it in its 
perfect shape. Instead, they intend to present a part of its life according to its evolution. It is as if the 
sculptors gave form to the soil, rather than demolishing. The completed work has become a starting 
point to another life yet to appear. «In the beginning, at the origin, there was ruin. At the origin comes 
ruin; ruin comes to the origin, it is what first comes and happens to the origin, in the beginning»  Jacque 
Derrida writes in “Memoirs of the Blind”.
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Through this editing of photograms, that is, through these 
“horizontal windows”, a room, the so-called windows and the 
men who gave them shape, including the photographer, can 
be seen. It is a place: the result of the transformation process 
of the inaccessible sculptural space into another, lived and in-
habited; a trace that was mirrored in the film and then in the 
photographic paper.

Technical details: 13 c-print enlargements 22,5x18,5cm PP, 
edited in 5 polyptychs 112,5x30cm with passepartout.
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STEPHEN
CONNOLLY
         

MACHINE SPACE

        

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Artist filmmaker Stephen Connolly’s work investigates cinema and repre-
sentation through place, politics and history. His single screen work has 
been widely shown internationally since 2002. An Arts Council/FLAMIN 
award recipient, he has had solo screenings at the ICA and BFI Southbank 
in London, and was a juror at the Ann Arbor Film Festival (Michigan, USA) 
in 2011. Stephen teaches film at the University for the Creative Arts in 
Farnham, UK.
steve@bubblefilm.net
stephen.connolly@uca.ac.uk

ABSTRACT   

Machine Space is an essay film exploring a city as a machine; a place of movement and circulation. 
Using a kinetic approach, issues of space, race and finance frame the city of Machine Space. Residents 
in voice over testify how the city as a spatial and financial machine shapes their experience. The city is 
Detroit, a place that has changed from producing the means of movement to producing space itself.
The film uses formal representational devices to explore this content, and addresses issues of com-
plicity of audiences in the state of affairs in the city. It is a visualization of the ideas of Henri Lefebvre, 
philosopher of space and urban life.

mailto:steve%40bubblefilm.net%20?subject=
http://stephen.connolly@uca.ac.uk
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FIG. 1  Stephen Connolly, Machine Space, [08], 2018

        
FIG. 2  Stephen Connolly, Machine Space, [09], 2018
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FIG. 3  Stephen Connolly, Machine Space, [10], 2018

        
FIG. 4  Stephen Connolly, Machine Space, [11], 2018
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FIG. 5  Stephen Connolly, Machine Space, [12], 2018
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This issue of Revista de História da Arte — Série W 
brings together updated and expanded versions 
of selected papers presented at the Times and 
Movements of the Image international conference, 
held in Caldas da Rainha and Lisbon on 15 and 16 
November 2018. Resulting from a call for papers and 
invitational participations of internationally recognized 
keynote speakers, the event intended to discuss the 
contemporary meanings, functions and temporalities 
of the image, probed in their limits and potentialities 
across different media and disciplines. 

        
Still from Jason Dee's Intermission, 2012
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