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Prova
Chantal Faust

Welcome to the first issue of the RCA Humanities Research  
Forum Journal. A collection of essays by current research students 
and staff in the School of Humanities at the RCA as well as invited 
guests, this publication is a record of the first incarnation of the 
weekly Humanities Research Forum that ran from January –  
June 2013. Providing a space for open debate and discussion  
driven by Humanities researchers, these sessions were designed  
to help students with their own individual research, and also to 
encourage new approaches to thinking and dialogue. 
 ‘Prova’ is the title of this first edition of the journal. In the 
tradition of bespoke shoemaking, a prova is used to test whether  
or not the shoe fits. Shaped around the basic model of a human foot 
that is referred to as a last, this pilot footwear enables a trial of the 
compatibility between flesh and material. With the prova, initial 
design sketches that may have been fashioned in leather or suede, 
heeled–up or laced–down, are taken for a walk in order to feel out 
their form in function. Born from the last, the prova is a first. 
Stemming from an Italian word meaning to try and test, evidence 
and proof: prova feels like a good fit to describe this first issue of  
the Humanities Research Forum Journal. 
 The task of the researcher can be a solitary experience, but it  
is often via unexpected connections and the opportunity to be 
exposed to the knowledge and experiences of fellow researchers  
that new developments can be made. Offering a regular, rigorous 
and intimate meeting place for all current Humanities research 
students, the weekly HRF sessions reflect the diversity of the 
individual interests and expertise of the staff and students within  
the School and promote the value of these kinds of interdiscipli- 
nary encounters. Continuing in the 2013 / 14 academic year,  
all Humanities research students and staff are invited to take  

part in these sessions that provide the opportunity for speculative 
research and a testing ground for new ideas in a dynamic exchange 
between emerging and leading contemporary researchers. 
 A big thank you to Professor Jane Pavitt, Dean of the School of 
Humanities and Joe Kerr, Head of Critical and Historical Studies,  
for instigating these sessions; the contributors to this first issue of  
the HRF Journal for their scholarship and insight; and the group  
of research students who chose to partake in each forum and whose 
dedication and willingness to experiment made for such an 
impressive first step.

Dr Chantal Faust is the Humanities Research Forum Convenor and 
a Tutor in Critical and Historical Studies at the RCA.
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1. Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method and the Meditations  
(London: Penguin, 1968). 
2. “In boredom, time is suspended, stopped, to such a point that Dasein is 
“bewitched.” Boredom is time itself as “bewitching” (bannende, fascinating, 
captivating). This spell (Bann) holds us at a distance from ourselves: first from  
our own possibilities (of action, of thinking), which are given, but unattractive  
and powerless; and then, at a distance from our past and future; and finally from  
time itself, which changes from familiar to strange, slightly uncanny.” See Michel 
Haar, “Empty Time and Indifference to Being,” in Heidegger Toward the Turn, ed. 
James Risser, (Albany: SUNY Press, 1999), 305.

Meditations on Research in Fine Art
Jonathan Miles

Method is invariably the means of ensuring certainty: this is the  
last quality that the work of art seeks. To attempt to close the gap 
between the question of method and the nature of the work is to 
attempt to undo both. Research processes require method in order  
to withstand testing, art requires judgement merely in order to be 
experienced. Such experience might exhibit similar, even predictable 
registers, but this is hardly the point.
 In making truth and method co–extensive, Descartes1 established 
what might now appear as the circularity of both. If the idea is 
pushed further, then method might even stand as being identical to 
the structure of thought. This is why Heidegger formulated that the 
question of method had inaugurated the technologization of thought.
 The work of art appears always to invite requests for that which it 
cannot do. It is thus a great source of disappointment, which in turn 
becomes one of its constituent features.
 Between the invitation and the disappointment is the terrain of 
boredom,2 in which very little happens, because the work of art both 
does and says little by way of any meaningful import.
 Is research by project in Fine art an attempt to bridge the gap 
between the ‘seeable’ and the ‘sayable’? If so, then would it be erasing 

that which sustains art in the first place? Aporia,3 as a cond- 
ition, opens out the space of the otherwise, even the otherwise  
of knowledge.
 The work of art might have little to do with the design of the 
overall culture, not necessarily because it stands apart, but simply 
because it lacks the impulse to be part of an ordered framing of 
availability. It appears that if the design of such a culture is to be 
found within the open availability of all things in circulation,  
then a work that acts as a ‘punctum’ with the functioning field of 
culture assembles not only the power of interrupting the smooth 
passages through which circulation occurs, but also congregates, 
within its own paradoxical orbit, the gaze of an indeterminate  
burst of freedom. If, for a moment, we afford the dislocation that  
the work harbours within, then equally a process of stilling might  
be also apparent; image and idea find there resolve with this passage. 
When we move it as if the work is still, and when we are still it is as  
if the work moves.
 In the late modern period, we might still believe that our idea of 
the work of art is governed by two major paradigms. The first, that  
of Cartesian doubt, which produces a severe scepticism about the 
possibility of art, the second, the almost unlimited potentiality of the 
Jena Romantics4 theology of art, which is based on the notion that it 
is only art that can fully actualise a relationship to the absolute. 
 When Barnett Newman painted what he believed to be sublime 
paintings, he was investing in the idea that a finite object, such as a 
painting might embody sublimity. Kant, for instance, would have 
held to the view that the artwork could not, by its nature, be sublime. 
Even if Barnett Newman had theorised issues of the sublime in an 

3. From aporos, meaning without passage or having no way in, out, or through.  
Faced with an aporia it is necessary to find a poros or a way out. Poros is the question 
of opening up a way where none existed. Aporia refers as well to difficult questions  
or puzzles. 
4. Jena Romantics was the first phase of Romanticism that was centred on the  
town of Jena between 1798-1804. The main vehicle of their writing was the journal 
The Athenaeum.
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5. Unworking is a concept in Blanchot’s writing that indicates the failure of work to 
work, a process of undoing that which is working in its working. 
6. In Kant the essential character of genius is in originality but in more exact terms is 
a mode of production “for which no definite rule can be given.” See Howard Caygill, 
A Kant Dictionary (London: Blackwell, 1995), 213.

inadequate manner, or even if he were plain wrong, his theoretical 
concerns still situated him in a manner that lead to the production  
of extraordinary paintings. So if we, on an imaginary level, looked  
at this as a framework of the relationship of theory and practice we 
might have to concede that it is, at best or in general, simply a case  
of combined and uneven development. More fruitfully we would 
even have to start from the premise that there is invariably a cond- 
ition of aporia that dis-regulates the working of such a relationship. 
This is at the same time, though, not the basis of pursuing such a 
relationship; but on the contrary finding it of generative interest 
because it might be invariably unpredictable. In effect, the quest  
for models that affirm the research paradigm are themselves part  
of the fallacy of a methodological debate.
 Reference is often made to ‘thoughtful work,’ but this might  
equally imply the withdrawal or even a form of subtraction of 
thought, that is, a type of exhaustion of thinking as opposed to  
the accumulation of thought or procedure. This could be said to 
correspond to Blanchot’s notion of ‘unworking’,5 as well as the 
Nietzchean notion relating to the ‘dropping away’ of content.
 The work of art is simply its own self-exposure. Painting, for 
instance, presents presence, and is in this respect an event of doing 
so, or a movement of this passage: withdrawing one moment, and 
offering the next, without being the completion of either sense.  
In this respect, the work of art is a form of neutrality that entertains 
problems without answers. Kant had a simple definition of genius,6 
which is the expression and the communication of the unnameable. 
This might imply working without having an end or a result in sight.
 When it is said that the art object is a special type of thing that 
contains its own speculation, this does not imply that it is both object 
and idea in the usual sense. Rather, it means that it is an object that 

points to that which resides beyond its own immediate character. 
What this does imply, then, is that – to a degree – the work of art is 
not, or cannot be, a completely knowable object. This is what Adorno 
pointed towards when he said that the work of art points towards a 
future yet–to–come. 
 In a published paper, ‘Fichus,’ Derrida discusses a dream by 
Benjamin, which was described as “changing a poem into a fichu”  
or “making a scarf out of a poem”.7 Derrida enquires about the 
difference between thinking and dreaming. He talks about the  
way Adorno says the “most beautiful dreams are spoiled, injured, 
mutilated, damaged” 8 by waking consciousness; but Derrida goes  
on to speculate that “dreaming were a more vigilant state than being 
awake, the unconscious more thoughtful than consciousness, 
literature or the arts more philosophical, more critical, at any rate, 
than philosophy”.9 Under the possibility of this being the case, 
Derrida develops the notion of “the possibility of the impossibility,” 
and that the thought of such a notion might enable us to understand 
the potential of keeping alive the relationship between dream and 
thought. For Derrida, “the possibility of impossibility” can “only be 
dreamed, but thinking, a quite different thinking of the relation 
between the possible and the impossible, this other thinking…this 
perhaps has more affinity than philosophy itself with this dream”.10 

In reading this I was moved to think that it presents quite another 
route of thinking on the side of aporia (without passage) as opposed 
to method (passage). 

Jonathan Miles is a Tutor in Critical and Historical Studies  
at the RCA.

7. Jacques Derrida, Paper Machine, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005), 165. 
8. Ibid., 166. 
9. Ibid., 167. 
10. Ibid., 168.
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Presence and Absence in the Research Encounter 
Angels Miralda Tena and Dionea Rocha Watt

We call what we research a research “object”, whether it is tangible  
or not. Our encounter with the objects of our research may take 
place in their presence or in their absence. When they are absent,  
we search for their traces and the legacy they have left behind in  
the world. But don’t these traces and legacy infer their continued 
presence? Presence and Absence are not intrinsically opposed:  
one may imply the other. In view of their complex nature, how can 
we define these terms? And how do they relate to our engagement 
with research? In ‘The Technique of the Present’, an essay about  
On Kawara, Jean-Luc Nancy indicates that art is “the productive 
technique of presence”. For Nancy, Presence is not inherent to the 
thing, but rather it is “the act by which the thing is put forward: 
prae–est”. Would this, in turn, suggest that Absence is more an  
act of withdrawal, rather than an absolute nonexistence?

1.Maurice Blanchot, “Two Versions of the Imaginary,” The Gaze of Orpheus and 
other Literary Essays, Station Hill Press, New York. 1981.

Presence and Presentation
Angels Miralda Tena

 
The object is present, somewhere and sometime; in a room, or left 
scattered where it cannot be seen. Nevertheless, it is present. But 
Presence has a haunting connotation. 
 Presence takes on an objectivity of its own when it is a ‘strange 
presence,’ something that cannot be seen, only felt intuitively. Being 
present is not containing presence; presence is a form of black magic. 
Presence grasps, it takes hold of, and it affects the viewer, we feel a 
presence as if the object is escaping itself, as if it has dissipated into 
the air and surrounded us – seeing us from behind.
 Maurice Blanchot uses the term ‘black magic’ to describe the 
cadaverous image.1 The image is an object with presence because it 
extends beyond itself. It extends beyond its physical means; it enters 
a realm of signification, of fascination, it captures us, it captures us 
off-guard. It contains something that belongs to another world, a 
spectre, a link to a world beyond, something that we can only half 
pretend to understand. It frightens us. It is in a state of being in–
between, it is a haunting. There is something within the image and 
within the object–with–presence that should not be there, that does 
not belong in that sort of object; it is artificial, constructed, but so 
strongly there that we cannot escape it.
 The cup is present, but when it gains presence it is because it 
signifies something different to us, it takes on a meaning that sepa- 
rates it from its function. A hypnotized subject can be equally trans- 
formed: it is physically present but is cognitively elsewhere, the body 
contains no presence because the spirit has vanished into another 
realm.2 The subject has become an object and the spirit has been 
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moved to another location. The gaining of presence is then the 
calling of spirit into the object. Like Sartre’s Other, the object gains  
a metaphorical ‘eye,’ it cuts us with its ‘look’3 and gains a Lacanian 
gaze4 – it ‘sees’ me to the extent that I feel it ‘seeing’ me. I am aware 
of its presence without necessarily seeing it; like a mist clinging  
in the air.
 Presentation is a gift: an offering. It is unlike Presence because  
it divulges the meaning of the object, it puts it up for inspection,  
for dissection, and it removes it from the sphere of mystery. Here, 
exhibited, is the object in question, being mediated into the mind  
as something intelligible. Held in an image, a totality, the object is 
understood and held in a form/image. But the very spotlight that 
highlights meaning can at once construct the reverse. A fetishized 
object, an object of desire, the object of attention, demands Presence. 
This attention and desire creates a vacuum of presence within the 
viewed object, and thus we attain a paradox of Presentation. If we 
live in what I have called a ‘Society of Presentation’ then we find 
ourselves in a bind. Presented is every knowable/unknowable  
object that opens itself up to inquiry within a circuit of pluralism – 
the unknowable wins.
 Within the attempt at furthering knowledge there is only the 
furthering of the unknown, the opening up of further questions. 

2. Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth to Presence, Stanford University Press,  
Stanford California. 1993. In the chapter “Identity and Trembling” Nancy explores 
Hegel’s subject in relation to its presence. Hypnosis leads the subject to be diseased, 
pathological, because the spirit has escaped its form. Hegel’s subject is a “pure, self 
contained unity,” so when the subject is split – between mind and body, or between 
its locations – it becomes diseased. 
3. Jean Paul Sartre, “The Look,” Being and Nothingness, Trans. Hazel E.  
Barnes, Routledge, London. 1972. In a sense, all “Other” subjects contain the trans- 
formation of the object, the insertion of spirit into another object, the eye represents 
another consciousness and this transformation is thus the best example of an 
“object-with-presence.” 
4. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, The Hogarth 
Press, London. 1977. With the famous example of a sardine can floating at sea, Lacan 
shows how an object is able to “see” him contrary to the thought of his fellow-sailor. 
The object has no eye properly, but we feel its gaze.

5. Marina Abramovic, The Artist is Present, 2010, Museum of Modern Art. 
6. Giorgio Agamben, “The Face” from Means Without Ends: Notes on Politics.  
Trans. Vincenzo Binetti and Cesare Casarino. Minneaplois: University of  
Minnesota Press, 2000.  
7. Rosalind E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious, The MIT Press, Cambridge. 1993. 
pp. 134-37

Presentation creates specters, myths, opens slits into another world. 
The reality of presentation is far from its intent. So, as has recently 
been the fashion, “the Artist is Present” 5 should be considered also 
as “the Artist is Presence.”

Presence  
and Absence

All living beings are in the open: they manifest themselves and shine 
in their appearance. 
Giorgio Agamben, The Face 6

Marcel Duchamp worked on a series of works called Rotoreliefs  
in 1925. These were disc objects that, when placed on a turntable  
and marked with specific designs, appeared to the viewer to become 
three–dimensional objects either endlessly protruding towards them 
or ceaselessly retreating. They were optical “play toys” available to 
anyone, and, eventually became the subjects of the collaboration 
between Duchamp and Man Ray in the production of Anemic 
Cinema (1926). In Rosalind Krauss’ discussion of the Rotoreliefs  
in The Optical Unconscious she describes them as emitting a  
sexual energy that shocked viewers, who were unable to withstand 
this endless disturbance.7 

 Yet this is the structure of absence and presence. The present 
object inhabits a room; it takes over the room with its influence  
of expansion from its own body. It exits its boundaries and intrudes 
on yours. It joins parasitically to your body, grasping the mind. 
Presence, to Jean Luc Nancy, is an interminable birth. “Presence 
itself is birth, the coming that effaces itself and brings itself back”.8 
Presence is never a fact that remains as is; it is intolerable because it 
is ever being born, it is an eternal Jouissance of the object. And while 
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8. Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth to Presence, Stanford University Press, Stanford 
California. 1993. pp. 5 
9. Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, Zone Books, New York. 1991. 
10. Degree (quantity) or kind (quality), as used in Henri Bergson Matter and 
Memory, Dover Publications, Mineola, NY. 2004.

Nancy does not see Presence as a relationship between object and 
receiver (but rather as a large–scale existence of the world–at–large),  
it is a constant force that takes over the world in its very act of Being.
 The absent object (person, or ideology) is not seen; rather, it is felt. 
It is felt in such a way that it doubles itself and becomes a staggering 
presence. A loathsome burden, the absent object exists parallel to 
this reality, it inhabits it from far away.

The object as it exists in reality “merges with a pure virtual 
perception” and in turn merges with our real actual perception. 
Our brain senses the object as it is but only a portion of its virtual 
self. There has to be a correlation between the essence of the 
object and that which is sensed by our mind, only we are not 
granted the complete image.9

In Bergson’s conception of the virtual, space and time are layered 
with virtual copies: the virtual exists alongside the actual in a cosmic 
harmony. The virtual is just as real as the actual, but it can never be 
actualised. The coexistence of these two realities is a condition for 
the object to conjure presence, to pull meaning out of nothing; it is 
because this object is at the crux of the two. The art object, existing 
in this way – between presence and absence, between the real and 
the virtual – is immaterial. The material becomes a contingent 
quality, a rip in the fabric of space.
 And cannot an absence be an even more unbearable Presence 
than those objects present? It is a gut feeling. Like a specter it fol- 
lows you; it emerges from the void. There is nothing there, and yet 
something feels present where it is not visible.
 Presence and Absence are alike in Kind, but differ in Degree.10 

They share a feeling, but diverge in questions of origin, rendering 

11. Dizionario, Corriere della Sera, http://dizionari.corriere.it/dizionario_italiano/B/
brillare_1.shtml Accessed February 25, 2013.

recognized Absence a more powerful and extreme, inescapable and 
engorging psychical form of Presence.

“Brillare: risplendere di luce intensa e scintillare; riferito a mine, 
scoppiare” 11 

To Shine: an intense and resplendent flickering light; referring to land 
mines, to explode

Angels Miralda Tena is a PhD candidate in Critical and Historical 
Studies at the RCA.
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The Presence of Writing and the Absence of Things
Dionea Rocha Watt

Presence and Absence are concepts intrinsic to the artworks I 
examine in my research project, The Staging of Loss. They are also 
terms that make me think about how we encounter research ‘objects’. 
 How does one think and write about artworks that are no longer 
‘present’ in the ‘now’ of writing (isn’t this almost always the case?), 
but which have left an impression, a trace of our encounter with 
them? And what about those art objects that are not encountered 
‘directly’, or not viewed in the format in which they were originally 
presented? One example is my examination of a piece by Felix 
Gonzalez–Torres, the photograph of an empty bed, which was 
displayed on billboards. I have never encountered these billboards, 
but have seen photos of them as they were installed in various cities 
across the world. How does one think and write about things that  
are mediated through text and / or images? Thus, not ‘present’ in  
the strict sense of the word, but nevertheless being ‘presented’, and 
which also ‘present’ or ‘expose’ something other than themselves? 
Does the artwork as research object have the same impact whether  
it is ‘present’ (in space and time) or mediated, and does its meaning 
arise from such mediation? Do we fetishize the ‘original’ encounter 
with the object or its presence? Do we encounter the ‘absence’ of  
the object and fetishize the ‘presence’ of the archive? Or are we, 
ultimately, affected by the ‘absence’ of the object and the ‘presence’  
of the writing?

I In considering the relationship between linguistic signs and objects, 
Jacques Lacan asserts: “The being of language is the non-being of 
objects”.1 The original object has been substituted by the symbol. The 
symbol is “presence in absence and absence in presence”. It is 
through the symbol and the sign that the notion of absence is made 

present. An interesting example of absence itself employed as symbol, 
is offered by Louis Marin in his analysis of Resurrection narratives: 
the representation of an empty tomb indicates the rising of Christ.2 
 For Lacan, absence is essential to the human imaginary, and he 
considers the human being not as ‘being’, but as a “lack–of–being”. 
He asserts that lack is what causes desire to arise. Reflecting this 
notion, Kaja Silverman writes about the paradox of the “meeting  
of absence and presence”:

The language of things is a language of presence. Desire, on  
the other hand, is virtually synonymous with absence. It is only 
through the “fading” of our “being” that each of us is inducted  
into this fundamentally visual language... We look in a way  
that makes appearance possible only when we also allow the  
perceptual present to reincarnate or recorporealize the past  
– to give it a new form.5 

In The Melancholy Art, art historian Michael Ann Holly writes  
about the melancholy that accompanies the discipline of art history, 
and asserts “writing of any sort pushes the raw phenomenological 
experience further and further into the background. It is an activity 
that promises warm solace but delivers cool distance”.4 She quotes 
Richard Stamelman, who states that “writing is loss as it comes to 
exist in another form…Language signifies… not the thing but the 
absence of the thing and so is implicated in the loss”.5 

Perhaps, as researchers and writers, we find ourselves trapped 
between Presence and Absence, even if we are not always aware  
of being implicated in loss. Presence and Absence coexist in the  
art objects we examine, and in our writing. Our writing weaves  
the traces of these objects (in us and in the world) with our desire 
(what made us look at them in the first place?), in an attempt to 
‘reincarnate’ them, to help in their re–birth into Presence: to put 
them forward, to present and to ‘presence’ them. We are affected  
by these objects, affected enough to want to write about them.  

II
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III

But, as Kaja Silverman suggests in World Spectators, their continued 
affective presence implies a loss, “in order for a thing to appear or 
emerge as such it must be “thinged”. To “thing” something is to 
make it “present”. But this particular presence is affective, not 
temporal or spatial; affective presence requires, in fact, the loss  
of the “here and now”. 6 

 Writing becomes our response to the loss of what is commonly 
understood as the ‘presence’ of an object, the loss of its ‘here and 
now’. Thus, in writing, loss presents itself. Through writing, we 
re–present absent objects. 

In the essay Mourning and Melancholia, Freud writes about  
two types of responses to loss. Whereas “Mourning is commonly  
the reaction to the loss of a beloved person, or to the loss or an 
abstraction taking the place of the person, such as fatherland, 
freedom, an ideal, and so on”, in melancholia, “the object may not 
really have died, for example, but may instead have been lost as a 
love-object (as, for example, in the case of an abandoned bride).” 
Freud makes the point that for the melancholic, it may be difficult  
to recognize what has been lost. He may know whom has been lost, 
but not “what it is about that person that he has lost”. Freud con- 
cludes that in melancholia the loss is of an object “withdrawn from 
consciousness”. From this we could infer that the melancholic 
suffers the loss of an absent object. Giorgio Agamben writes: 

…although mourning follows a loss that has really occurred,  
in melancholia not only is it unclear what object has been lost,  
it is uncertain that one can speak of a loss at all. “It must be 
admitted,” Freud writes, with a certain discomfort, “that a loss  
has indeed occurred, without it being known what has been lost.” 
…if we wish to maintain the analogy with mourning, we ought to 
say that melancholia offers the paradox of an intention to mourn 
that precedes and anticipates the loss of the object… from this 
point of view, melancholy would not be so much the regressive 
reaction to the loss of the love object as the imaginative capacity  
to make an unobtainable object appear as if lost. 7 

Mourning  
in advance

The realisation that something we love or 
admire could be lost can cause dejection.  
As psychoanalyst Darian Leader suggests  
in The New Black: Mourning, Melancholia 
and Depression, this can be explained by  
the notion of ‘anticipatory grief ’, which 
shows that “the object already contains the 
possibility of its non–existence.”8 Leader 
notes that this phenomenon may occur  
even when death is still a long time away, 
such as when a child realises that the parent 
will one day be gone. 
 A scene from the powerful film The White 
Ribbon,9 by Michael Haneke, illustrates the 
notion of anticipatory grief well. A small boy 
called Rudolf asks his sister “what is ‘dead.’” 
Anna, the sister, tries to explain ‘death’ to 
him in a way appropriate to his age, but since 
she says that everyone has to die one day, 
Rudolf ’s curiosity drives him to question 
will his immediate family one day die too? 
Will Anna die? Will their father die? Will  
he himself also die? She confirms every one 
of these future deaths, but tries to ameliorate 
their impact by saying this will not happen 
“for a very long time”. Rudolf is thus made 
aware of the loss of everyone he loves, at 
some point in the future. Following the 
thread of his own logic, he is also reminded 
of the absence of his mother and, realising 
she did not “go on a trip”, understands her 
absence as an irrevocable loss. Thus, in a 
very brief space of time, Rudolf apparently 
feels the pain of actual and potential loss;  
he is caught between the grip of mourning 
and melancholia. 
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The work of mourning has both a temporal 
and a spatial dimension. It is a long and 
gradual process, performed over time and 
through memory. Memory is both a looking 
into the past from a position in the present, 
and the place where things are remembered 
as representations. Darian Leader notes the 
importance in mourning of selecting repre- 
sentations for the construction of a symbolic 
space, where things can stand for loss and 
memory, where representations of the lost 
object are “represented as representations”. 
“In the famous example, Marcel Proust’s 
taste of a Madeleine dipped in tea or sight  
of a cracked paving–stone in Venice acted  
as conduits for overpowering sequences  
of feelings, ideas and emotions linked to  
a lost love”.10 
 Freud states that “in mourning time is 
needed for the command of reality–testing 
to be carried out in detail…when this work 
has been accomplished the ego will have 
succeeded in freeing its libido from the lost 
object”.11 This implies that the ego will be 
free to form new attachments. It will have  
a free space where another object could go. 
Reality–testing is done by approaching the 
representations of the lost object from many 
different positions, a repetitive going back  
to them, again and again, to confirm that the 
object has been lost. Acknowledging the loss 
is a kind of killing. A killing of the dead. 
 But the work of mourning also prolongs 
the existence of the lost object in the psyche 
and, if successful, internalises it through the 
process of memory, of remembering. The lost 

Re–presenting loss object lives inside of us in a symbolic space 
of representation: we preserve it, not allow- 
ing it to be forgotten. Being forgotten is a 
kind of death.
 Mourning is understood as the exp-
ression and processing of the grief of loss, 
which – through the process and work of 
mourning – can be accomplished. In mel- 
ancholia, mourning becomes impossible 
and, in a sense, infinite. 
 There is also a temporal dimension to loss, 
since it relates to losing a possession we once 
had, in the past. However, it is in the present 
that we are made aware of an actual or poten- 
tial loss. Like Rudolf, the small boy from  
The White Ribbon being told by his sister 
what “dead” means, we follow a thread that 
leads us out of the labyrinth, until we see 
that loss is never immediately visible. Loss 
unfolds itself in time and space. It is sensed 
by what is no longer possessed, what is not 
seen, what is not present, what is absent.  
The recognition of loss is brought about by 
the registration of the absence of what once 
was there or what will not be there at some 
point. Loss is presented, or unveiled, by the 
grasping of absence. 

The Missing House (1990), by French artist 
Christian Boltanski, is an example of 
employing absence to mark loss. It is a site–
specific installation in former East Berlin 
and occupies two walls of a building whose 
central section was bombed by the allies on 
3 February 1945. Instead of rebuilding the 

Absence as a marker 
– wandering in a 
space of loss

IV
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destroyed section, a gap was left between  
the two remaining parts of the building. 
These were reinforced at some point, to  
stop them from collapsing into the void  
that separates them. On the walls facing  
this void, Boltanski installed 12 black and 
white plaques, 120 × 60 cm, containing  
the family name, profession, and length  
of time each person lived in the apartments 
before the blast. And that is all there is on 
this site.12 No pictures, no objects, no com- 
memorative fountains or gardens covering 
the lot vacated by the bombing. Just a site 
containing plaques with names and some 
details, as if the ghosts of the former resi- 
dents have become embedded in the walls 
and these are their identifying badges.  
A loaded site, if we are to consider the pal- 
impsest that is a building once occupied  
by Jewish families.13 Irrespective of specific 
details regarding the tenants identified here 
and what exactly befell them during the 
event, what these plaques show is simply  
that they no longer occupy this site. Or 
rather, that this site is a void that could  
not be occupied. 
 The positioning of the plaques on the  
walls points to the relationship between  
the site and the displacement and disappear-
ance of its inhabitants, and the space where 
these bodies had once been inscribed. The 
inscription of text marks and reinforces their 
absence. That language is a system of signs, 
makes present the notion of absence: signs 
are equivalents of what they stand for and 
not the things themselves. “The sign is based 

on the idea of present signifiers and absent 
signifieds”.14 Text can thus be seen as 
absence in presence. Jacques Lacan writes: 
“The being of language is the non–being of 
objects.” What Lacan is saying, it seems, is 
that language reinforces the absence of the 
original object, which has been substituted 
for the sign. By choosing to make a minimal 
intervention on the site and through the 
position of the plaques, Boltanski frames 
absence; engaging text to do so, he also 
doubles it. Through a process of inscrip-
tion, absence comes to signify loss.15 This 
constitutes a presentation or staging, an 
evocation of loss, rather than a represen-
tation of the event. If the work of mourning 
necessitates the selection of representations 
for the construction of a symbolic space,  
the difficulty of representing the magnitude 
of the losses of this period in European 
history appears to leave the artist with the 
possibility only of presenting absence as an 
affective inscription. 
 James E. Young, a Professor of English 
and Judaic Studies, has highlighted the use 
of absence, also in the form of negative 
space, as an increasing metaphor for monu- 
ments in Germany. He describes this type  
of memorial as a “counter–monument”.16 
Young observes that the counter–monument 
challenges its own purpose as monument, 
“…its aim is not to console but to provoke; 
not to remain fixed but to change; not to be 
everlasting but to disappear; not to be 
ignored by its passersby but to demand 
interaction…” 17 
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The Missing House invites us to wander  
in the space vacated by the bombed–out 
building. In this symbolic space, we imagine 
the lives of those who have gone and feel the 
impact of vacated lives in the fabric of a city 
and of history. Lives whose only remaining 
traces are the words presented to us. 

Dionea Rocha Watt is a PhD candidate in 
Critical and Historical Studies at the RCA. 
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Liminality and Legibility
Barnaby Dicker

When the Forum invited me to discuss liminality and legibility  
I was keen to oblige. For reasons that I will go into, these terms give  
me the opportunity to share something of my experience of academic 
research (doctoral and beyond), and its effect on my understanding  
of the theory / practice intersection.
 The topic of liminality and legibility was chosen logically enough: 
the Forum found an online biography associated with a recent project 
in which I state this pairing of terms to be a central (research) concern 
underpinning my practice. Nevertheless, I was initially surprised, 
perhaps even shocked by the invitation; although this quickly gave 
way to a pleasurable sense of challenge and reflection. Let me explain.
 The biography was not incorrect, but it was a bit old. The project 
with which it was linked had been in development for some time,  
and was an ensemble effort. I had opted to let the biography stand,  
as it related to the genesis and context of the project and, as noted, 
was not incorrect. During this same period of time I had also become 
predominantly caught up in ‘scholarly’ academia – researching and 
writing about other people’s work and ideas – which had taken my 
thinking in many directions, and largely away from my own practice. 
Hence, the shock of an invitation to discuss a) liminality and legi- 
bility and b) my own artistic (filmmaking) practice. So my opening 
pearl of wisdom is: while biographies are, by necessity, frequently 
rewritten, stay prepared to discuss anything you have ever claimed  
to be interested in because someone might actually invite you  
to do so.
 It is with a healthy sense of personal challenge, then, that I con- 
sider the roles liminality and legibility have played in some of my 
recent film work. By liminality I have in mind the quality of sitting 
between fields, of being hard to pin down or categorise. In extreme 
cases, difficult to identify, recognise or define at all. This is the link 

with legibility, which I take to refer to the quality of recognisability,  
of readability, and ultimately, of understanding. In my practice,  
I am interested in locating and testing the limits of legibility and 
liminality, the points at which things become ambiguous or  
become something else. This is often manifest in some form of 
semantic collapse. In terms of academic research, one frequently 
takes a liminal object and renders it legible; that is, one finds ways  
to better identify, position and understand a marginal, complex  
case. The trick is not to be so heavy–handed that one re–locates  
said object so much that the liminality on which the research  
trades is undermined. The inverse case also occurs, where we take  
a canonical object and problematise it; that is, render it less legible 
and expose its liminal qualities. In both cases, especially the latter,  
I feel it is important to acknowledge that one is playing a critical 
game: reconfiguring some conceptual map or model, rather than 
exposing a truth. Accepting this view, liminality and legibility 
cannot be taken as fixed terms, although I think it is worth adding 
that they appear to be circumscribed by physiological and cognitive 
factors. And of course, while one’s scholarly research might 
thematically address questions of legibility and liminality it must,  
by necessity, follow academic conventions of comprehensibility.

I began my PhD research as practice–based. After one year, I opted  
to pursue a purely written, scholarly thesis. Why? I found no coher- 
ent, recognisable framework that I could engage with through prac- 
tice, and so I set myself the task of outlining one. This was quite 
enough to be doing for now, I reasoned, and thought of the thesis  
as providing a base for future practice, be it mine or someone else’s.
 My topic was the visibility of the cinematographic frame or 
photogramme – those individual images that pass at rates of around 
25 per second.1 My interest in liminality and legibility stems from 
this research – frames are often considered to be ‘subliminal’, and 
thus illegible as discrete units. Predictably for an academic exercise,  

1. For the sake of expediency, I offer a highly simplistic account of frame rates.
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I provided an alternative account, demonstrating that for certain 
kinds of filmmaking and viewing, frame–by–frame sequencing is  
a central and tangible concern both materially and conceptually.
 Although the practice–based element of the research had  
officially disappeared, I remained committed to practical concerns 
and wanted to test some of the findings of others, which I had been 
collating. This resulted in the 40 second film, Devolution, shot on 
16mm black and white and 35mm colour film and edited digitally. 
The film could be described as a performative documentary. 
Employing visible frames throughout most of the film in order  
to give a sense of fragmentation and to underline the speed of the 
frame rate, the film’s condensed documentary material illustrates 
the richness of a creative working environment and, by extension,  
of any situation. 
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These four frames would have each passed rapidly amidst thou-
sands more. I hope they give some sense of the film. Devolution can 
be viewed in its entirety online.2 The film was collaborative, and my 
principal collaborator was composer Charlie Barber. Charlie was the 
driving force behind the recent project with which is linked the 
biography previously discussed. This project was called Michelangelo 
Drawing Blood, and was a touring show that combined live music, 
dance, performance and film. My ideas for my contribution to the 
production (the digital film) again circled around liminality and 
legibility. Herein lies a humorous, but equally valuable, anecdote,  
the crux of which is an email exchange between myself and someone 
involved in the promotion of the production. 

In the first email I received  
from ‘Promoter P’, I read: 

I’m afraid to say […] that I’ve hit a bit of a brick 

wall when it comes to describing in just a few 

sentences the film element of the production. 

Charlie has forwarded some notes you have sent 

him and I see you have described the screen as  

a modern day drawing board. It’s an incredibly 

evocative idea, but truth be known, I’m not sure 

what exactly it means and I suspect venue 

managers won’t either. Similarly Charlie used  

the sentence “Great emphasis will be placed on 

visual patterning and rhythm”. Again, I can’t get 

a handle on how this will translate to images on  

a screen. 

[…] 

If you could provide me with a sentence or  

two that captures the essence of what the  

film sequences will contribute to the overall 

production in a language that the lay man [SIC] 

will understand, that would be great.

2. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LgRyEgWr04k
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I replied with the following:

Promoter P replied:

Michelangelo: Drawing Blood

Michelangelo’s nude sketches raise questions 

about the objecthood of the body: these partial, 

“unfinished” studies presenting both base forms 

and emotional signs. How might such bodies 

appear today? Taking these preparatory  

sketches as an initial framework, the video  

work explores the importance of this phase  

to the creative process through emblematic 

images, rhythmic montage and the principle of 

theme and variation.

I’m afraid I’m none the wiser. I simply don’t know 

what you mean, for example by ‘the objecthood 

of the body’ and similarly what is meant by the 

question ‘How might such bodies appear today?’   

 

Am I to take it that when you say the video will 

explore ‘the importance of this phase’ you mean 

the process of producing preparatory drawings 

in advance of a major work or do you mean 

something else? 

 

Similarly the phrases emblematic images, 

rhythmic montage and the principle of theme 

and variation are also lost on me. 

 

I’m sorry Barnaby but I don’t think this is some- 

thing that will help venue managers understand 

how and what the video element will contribute 

to the overall production. Perhaps if you’re a 

visual artist it all makes sense but to the rest  

of us mere mortals it’s very difficult to grasp.

Receiving this reply I realised I had made a mistake: my academic, 
research–lingo was inappropriate. I had made an error in thinking 
Promoter P, and apparently venue managers, were interested in the 
ideas underpinning my work. They wanted something descriptive, 
perhaps technical. In sum, the way in which I had been thinking 
about and developing my ideas for the video was illegible to some 
other people working on the project. Perhaps at this point it would 
have been useful to have had images available for Promoter P, but 
given that the exchange took place during pre–production, this was 
impossible. Images would have communicated the concept without 
recourse to theory. However, the final material could not have taken 
the form it did without the theoretical underpinning. In the absence 
of images, then, I needed to create a non–theoretical summary  
of the video. 

In my best ‘marketing mode’  
I replied with:

I never heard anything back from Promoter P regarding this 
statement. I accept that my statements might be somewhat 
incomprehensible to a non–academic reader, and I count the above 
exchange as one of several key moments for self–evaluation in my 
ever–developing awareness of ‘my’ audience. Equally, I do feel 
disappointment over Promoter P’s reluctance to ‘meet halfway’  
and, dare I say it, think imaginatively. (There are some indications 
that Promoter P understands more than they claim.) I do feel there  
is a limit to how much an idea can be simplified and still remain the 

Experimental filmmaker Barnaby Dicker will  

use HD video in conjunction with a purpose–built 

camera obscura3 to create a suite of tableaux 

freely adapted from the sketches and notes of 

Michelangelo. Projected onto a cinema screen 

the video work will compliment the dance and 

music by presenting the dancers’ bodies through 

fragmented close–ups and rhythmic editing.

3. The camera obscura did not feature in the end.
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same idea. Is it too much to expect someone from a music back-
ground to know what ‘theme and variation’ are? Or simply to 
imagine what they might be? In my final statement, I was able to let 
go of montage as an (in)comprehensible term, but could not bring 
myself to lose ‘rhythmic editing’ as an equivalent – so essential was 
this quality to my work for the show.
 Discernable from my statements, I hope, is an indication of my 
wish to defamiliarise the body, echoing the ways in which we find 
the body made strange in many of Michelangelo’s sketches through 
the graphic force of his drawing. As a filmmaker I pursued this aim 
through both the (spatial) shot compositions and the (temporal) 
editing. In both cases, this was an exploratory process. By testing  

the legibility or recognisability of the body and its movements,  
I hoped the body might become in the mind of the viewer, for the 
duration of a performance at least, something liminal.
 The last piece of work I want to discuss is a recent short fifteen  
part serial film I made called The Grip of the Octopus (A Schematic 
Serial in Black and White).4 This piece was a commission for an 
artists’ film and video festival in Cardiff. My intention behind the 
work was that episodes could be screened at different times and 
places during the festival – a willfully liminal notion. Consequently, 
the episodes needed to function both as parts of a larger whole, as 
well as stand–alone pieces. 
The film itself – its imagery and narrative 5 – took the form of a game 
with legibility, carried out through a ‘schematic’ idiom – in which all 
elements are reduced to basic forms.
 The script was voiced by a lone actor and the images consisted 
almost exclusively of abstract (schematic) ink drawings. The link 
between sound and image was established at the level of the editing, 
the film being cut as if it were an ordinary continuity film. In this 
way, the legibility of what is seen in relation to what is heard  
is challenged.
 With this film I was keen to concentrate on the artistic process 
over and above any research questions. However, it quickly be- 
came clear that the latter were still present. The testing of legibility  
through the schematic idiom, just mentioned, for example, was 
central. Moreover, the project itself grew out of a research interest:  
A reference made by André Breton in his book Nadja (1928) to an 
episode from a serial called The Grip of the Octopus. The interesting 
thing about this is that this American serial was originally entitled 
The Trail of the Octopus, but was re-named for the French market.  
I felt these two contrasting titles for the same serial signposted a 

4. Further information at:  
http://www.4wfilm.org/2012/08/barnaby-dicker-the-grip-of-the-octopus/ 
5. My approach to narrative privileges concrete, structural and prose concerns  
as equally, if not more, important, than character and story. 
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semiotic problem. I began to ask myself ‘Does The Grip of the 
Octopus exist?’ and ‘(how) would it differ to the original Trail of  
the Octopus?’ These were the guiding questions in developing my 
schematic, imaginary version. My premise was that my ‘parallel’ 
serial recounted the lost manuscript of a so–called ‘unfilmable 
scenario’ (a liminal object), which took the original main protag-
onists and titles of each episode to create a completely different  

series of events. In conjunction with the illegible, yet concrete  
on–screen images, the narrative, plot and story played with logic, 
repetition, citation, comprehensibility and legibility. 

It would be reductive, if not deceptive, to claim that liminality and 
legibility were consistently at the forefront of my mind during the 
making of the films discussed here. Reflecting on my work through 
these terms, it is (cheerily) surprising how recurrent the concerns 
are. Surprising perhaps because each of the films evolved out of quite 
different circumstances and operate in different ways. This invitation 
to think about liminality and legibility again has been of further 
value to me in that, despite my work as both a practitioner and a 
theorist / historian, I have never written critically about my own 
work. Doubtless, I have done so here with some flaws and I would 
welcome responses. To return, in closing, to my opening remarks,  
I venture that there can be a value in approaching one’s evolving 
research interests as a cumulative ‘portfolio’ – in which terms are 
re–positioned, re–sequenced, re–aligned. While not all elements 
need fit together neatly, their movement within the ‘portfolio’  
tends, I find, to incite links to arise and thinking to be enriched  
as a consequence.

April / August 2013 

Barnaby Dicker is a researcher, artist-filmmaker, lecturer and 
curator whose research revolves around conceptual and material 
innovations in and through graphic technologies and arts, including 
cinematography and photography, with particular emphasis on 
vanguard practices.

 



43
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On Translation: The Originality of Interpretation
Angels Miralda Tena
 
 
 

In 1915 Ezra Pound published Cathay,1 a series of poems translated 
from Chinese to English, which were subsequently admired by the 
Anglophone public and praised for their poetic qualities. However, 
Pound did not know Chinese characters, and took most of his 
information for the translation from the notes of Ernest Fenollosa, 
who had theorized that each Chinese character represented an  
image rather than a phonetic sound. The title of “translation,” based 
on a loose definition and experimental research became a subject of 
discussion regarding the merits of his piece as a linguistically valid 
work. Regardless, experts in East Asian studies recognize that the 
poems must be read for their poetic value, and that Pound had the 
acumen to understand and maintain the core concerns of the original 
poems, while also forming words and phrases from his own practice.
 Though oft–criticized as bad translation, the series of poems is 
undoubtedly the most original ‘translation’ of Li Bai’s eighth–century 
poems, while also taking the words into new thoughts and contexts, 
including – for instance – reflections on the recent events of the First 
World War.2 That these short pieces were praised in England has to 
do with Pound’s own prowess as a poet, rather than any precise truth 
in translation, they gained a life of their own, they gained value solely 
as an ‘interpretation.’ This kind of work is neither translation nor 
original poetry, it lies somewhere in between; it produces an extreme 
example of the creative act that is translation. There can be no trans- 

1. Ezra Pound, Cathay, University of California Digital Library, http://archive.org/
stream/cathayezrapound00pounrich#page/8/mode/2up (Accessed 8 July, 2013) 
2. Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era, University of California Press, Berkeley, CA. 1971. 
In his chapter “The Invention of China” Kenner expounds precisely the invention 
that translation is, the impossibility of the copy and the pronounced subjectivity  
of the author. 

3. Jorge Luis Borges, Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote, University of Washington 
Digital Archives, http://courses.washington.edu/art361a/readings/ (Accessed 8 July, 
2013) 
4. Roman Jakobson, On Linguistic Aspects of Translation,  
http://culturalstudiesnow.blogspot.it/2011/10/roman-jakobson-on-linguistic-
aspects-of.html (Accessed 20 July, 2013)

lation in absence of interpretation by the translator, for it is impos-
sible to be true to an original when changing its medium of language.
 In Jorge Luis Borges’ short satire Pierre Menard, Author of the 
Quixote,3 the impossibility of translation surfaces. Menard attempts 
to create the most accurate translation of the Quixote, and in this 
attempt undergoes the ridiculous experiment of turning himself  
into Cervantes and becoming fluent in seventeenth century Spanish. 
As he discovers, “to compose the Quixote at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century was a reasonable undertaking, necessary and 
perhaps even unavoidable; at the beginning of the twentieth, it is 
almost impossible. It is not in vain that three hundred years have 
gone by, filled with exceedingly complex events.” The final product  
is the Quixote written again word for word. The meaning, however,  
is still seen to fluctuate; the act of writing it in the 20th century as 
opposed to the 17th, regardless of the identical script, changes the 
meaning of words. The inevitable passing of history morphs language 
in its drift of time.
 Where is the line drawn between interpretation and translation? 
Each act of translation requires interpretation of the original text.  
If we think of language as medium, what parallels can be drawn 
between translation and the visual arts? 
 In Roman Jakobson’s seminal text On Linguistic Aspects of 
Translation,4 he treats each language as a medium, so that mean- 
ing can only be translated based on the mutual translatability 5 of  
languages and other sign systems. As such, we could consider the 
example of the Renaissance paragone, or the translation of poetry 
into painting, to exist within the same register as linguistic trans-
lation. The paragone was a famous debate, during which artists  
would compete to show the strengths of their own medium.  
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The competition was between painting, poetry and sculpture: which 
was more appropriate for depicting a likeness, or a battle? Leonardo 
Da Vinci’s Codex Urbinas is a defense of painting as the supreme art. 
Sculpture, according to Leonardo was more of a physical labor than 
painting, which required a more steady mental labor. Painting, 
which presented facts with immediacy and detail, also excelled over 
the less honest form, poetry. 

Painting is a poem that is seen and not heard, and poetry is a 
painting that is heard and not seen. So these two poems, or 
paintings so to speak, have exchanged the senses by which they 
should penetrate the intellect. For if both are painting, both pass  
to the senso comune by the most noble sense, which is the eye. 
And if both are poetry, they have to pass [there] by the less noble 
sense, which is [the sense of] hearing. So we will let painting be 
judged by a man born deaf, and poetry be judged by one born blind. 
And if a painting is figured with movements appropriate to the 
mental accidents of the participants, without any doubt the man 
born deaf will understand the workings and the intentions of the 
participants in every case, but the man born blind will never 
understand anything that the poet demonstrates.6 

From this came several attempts to reconcile the virtues of different 
arts, including Bronzino’s Dwarf Morgante, whose canvas acts as a 
sculpture. Both sides remain visible and show the ‘nano’ from front 
and back. For Jakobson, translation between mediums is a primary 
act of communication and spreads across an infinite board of sign–
systems whether verbal or symbolic.

5. Mutual translatability requires two languages to be studied to see their 
compatibilities in meaning. While some single word examples exist, such as the 
Russian word “сыр” which means fermented cheese (excluding cottage cheese) other 
languages eliminate gender or numerical functions.  
6. Claire J. Farago, Leonardo Da Vinci’s Paragone: A Critical Interpretation with a 
New Edition of the Text in the Codex Urbinas, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, 
E.J. Brill, Leiden. 1992. (pp. 215)

7. Jacques Derrida and Helene Cixous, trans. Geoffrey Bennington, Veils,  
“Cultural Memory in the Present,” Stanford University Press, Stanford, CA. 2001.

Thus, when Derrida comments on vision as veil, he likens  
it to translation:  

In its received truth, translation bets on a received truth, a truth 
that is stabilized, firm and reliable (bebaios), the truth of a meaning 
that, unscathed and immune, would be transmitted from one  
so–called language to another in general, with no veil interposed, 
without anything essential sticking or being erased, and resisting  
the passage.7 

In this text the veil refers to the tactile veil of vision. When referred 
to translation, interpretation becomes a non–linguistic form of 
subjectivity or reception. 
 The inevitable shift in meaning based solely on authorship  
and time period of the text means not only that the author will  
have a subjective view of the text based on his own readings, but  
also that it will be subject to a different critique by the audience. 
Jakobson divides translation into three categories, only one of 
which is the traditional language–to–language modification.  
The first is intralingual which is precisely an interpretation or 
rewording of a text in the same language. The second is inter- 
lingual, bringing a text from one language to another. The third is 
intersemiotic, or the transmutation of verbal signs into nonverbal 
signs or vice versa. Translation from the verbal to the non–verbal  
is one of the three categorizations of translation via interpretation.
 When translating from the verbal to the non–verbal, what 
implications are there on mutual translatability? In the example  
of paragone, visual mediums were translated into other visual 
mediums, thus portraits of the same person revealed the virtues 
pertinent to painting vs. sculpture (including color background  
in painting while sculpture afforded a view in the round of the body) 
no one medium was able to satisfy every desire of representation or 
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8. Lisa Oppenheim, Cathay, 2010. synchronized double 16mm film projection,  
7.5 minutes, dimensions variable.

accurately ‘translate’ a likeness..If we accept Fenollosa’s belief that 
Chinese characters were in fact visual signs rather than linguistic 
signs, we follow that Cathay’s translation was an intersemiotic 
translation from the visual to the verbal. The mutual untranslat-
ability, the distance in understanding between these characters and 
the letters of the English language, therefore gave Pound a greater 
ability to experiment with interpretation: the imagistic characters 
was only visually present in a way inaccessible to Anglophone 
understanding, leading to a need for embellishment through the  
use of language. 
 In 2010, with a work similarly titled Cathay,8 Lisa Oppenheim 
took up the themes of this episode in the history of translation, 
seeking to address enduring and parallel concerns within contem-
porary art practice. Oppenheim translates the verbal into the visual, 
the 8th and 20th century into the 21st, a romanticized version of 
Chinoiserie into the lived reality of New York’s Chinatown (in  
itself, a meeting point of Cathay’s cultures). The split–screen 8mm 
film that ticks silently reveals images and words that at first do not 
appear to have any connection to one another: traces of poetry and 
film which resonate with “image” due to the slow quality and lack  
of movement of each scene. As each frame is shown in succession 
matched to an opposing phrase it reveals itself as a puzzle that 
juxtaposes two lingual translations through their respective visual 
translations. Structurally, she sets Pound’s translation of Cathay 
against a translation made by experts in East Asian languages:  
one occupies each side of the screen. Placing the two outcomes side 
by side, she thus reveals the differences between the two methods  
of ‘translation’ employed. It is never the actual texts themselves, 
however, that Oppenheim allows the viewer to see directly side by 
side. Instead she interprets them herself, filming scenes to represent 
phrases. The matching up of these scenes to the corresponding 
translation creates a mental relay in the spectator, who aims end- 
lessly to piece together the original poems. 

The tradition of Chinese characters was considered its own art:  
the visuality of characters is unmistakable. Fenollosa’s work further 
heightened the importance of these qualities, eliciting for Pound the 
idea that the very nature of translation likens itself to a visual inter- 
pretation. In this sense, Oppenheim ‘untranslates’ from Pound’s  
text into visual markers. Like the characters themselves, she creates  
a series of brief, unconnected images that build upon each other in 
concert. Of course, for each phrase there are many possible visual 
interpretation and signifiers. Here, the possible is the important 
aspect of interpretation: as with mutually untranslatable mediums 
there are countless imperfect translations that can appear in place  
of one another. 
 The specific location of Chinatown is where the translation meets, 
where one culture touches another. The images mix and remix:  
a ‘spinning disc’ becomes a CD–ROM, now unattached to culture, 
universal; the moon becomes a streetlamp, iridescently illuminating 
a city made of artificial lights. Here the 8th century poems take on  
a meaning for our century in which visual interpretation no longer 
has access to a stable, original meaning. Our understanding of a 
“spinning disc” is one framed by our own, present–day understand-
ing of the world. What image would have emerged from Li Bai’s 
imagination is left unknown. 
 It is never revealed which side of the screen is Pound’s translation. 
We are never told which incarnation to trust. Simply, we can only 
gain some sort of relative understanding in the difference between 
the two translations. As the images slowly shift from side to side,  
we associate phrases with chosen images and must learn to translate 
through memory and image.
 Each comparison lasts only a few seconds and repeats after going 
through the entire poem, the work in its entirety lasting over 7 mi- 
nutes. It is nearly impossible to match up each pair of phrases from 
memory, and so an aporia persists through the repeated screening. 
This is the veil of Derrida: the smooth transition between texts is 
jolted, disassembled through the structural devices of the film. 
Incapable of matching slides together, we must resign to appreci-
ating the slides on their own for their formal or aesthetic qualities 
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and seemingly aleatory matchings. And so, like Menard who be- 
comes Cervantes and writes the Quixote word for word, Oppenheim 
‘becomes’ Pound and reproduces not his poem but his method of 
translation in reverse, taking words and turning them back into the 
visual, taking the themes of the 8th century via the 20th into our 
own contemporary environment. And so, like Menard, Oppenheim 
recreates exactly the ‘translation’ methods of Ezra Pound.

Angels Miralda Tena is a PhD candidate in Critical and Historical 
Studies at the RCA.

On translation: a case of negotiation
Trond Klevgaard 

In my research on Scandinavian typography I continually have to 
engage in translation between languages: what Roman Jakobsen 
termed “interlingual translation” or “translation proper”.1 Umberto 
Eco has conceived of this activity as a negotiation between a number 
of parties, with translator playing the part of negotiator.2 The parties 
in question might include, for instance, the source and target texts, 
the author, the cultural framework surrounding each text, and the 
context in which the target text will be received. Whilst acknowl-
edging the importance of translation theory, Eco advocates a prag- 
matic working method based on the principle of faithfulness to the 
text and the aim of achieving a “functional equivalence” between 
source and target text.3 He aligns his concept of faithfulness closely 
with what is often thought of as ‘free’ or ‘sense–for–sense’ translation 
because sometimes it is “only by being literally unfaithful” that a 
translator can “succeed in being truly faithful to the target text”.4, 5 
 Having no training in translation, I initially approached the task 
in an instinctive manner. In this approach, I am happy to say that I 
am not so different from more seasoned translators. One translator, 
William Weaver, has described his method not only as “instinctive,” 
but even as “unconscious”.6, 7

Faced with a choice between ‘perhaps’ and ‘maybe’ the translator 
does not put words on trial and engage attorneys to defend and 
accuse. Most probably, he hears the words in some corner of his 
mind, and likes the sound of one better than the other.8 

Though Weaver goes on to qualify this by saying that such  
decisions are guided by the translator’s knowledge and experience, 
an unconscious process inevitably invites biases and errors. 



53

Reading around my subject, I came to notice that translations  
of the title of Swedish printing journal Nordisk Boktryckarekonst 
varied across the literature, prompting me to look more closely 
at the process of translation as both activity and subject. It also  
raised the question of which translations I should use, if any.  
Since Nordisk Boktryckarekonst is a given name I could arguably 
avoid any translation related issues altogether by adopting a strat- 
egy of not translating proper nouns. This approach was previously 
adopted by Danish historian Erik Dal, who writes on Scandinavian 
typography. Describing the journal’s formation, he writes that in 
1900 Hugo and Carl Lagerström “started the long–lived monthly 
Nordisk Boktryckarekonst which created a Swedish style not to be 
swept away until the roaring twenties”.9 As much as I like the idea  
of retaining original form of the title, I do think it is more important 
that the reader be able to understand what it means.10 However, 
because it is a name, I also feel all the more responsibility to “get it 
right” – particularly as my translation may be taken up and used by 
other writers in the future.11 In researching the journal, these are  
the various translations I have come across: 

Translators    
Source text     
Henning Koch, Silvester  
 Mazzarella & David McDuff 
Marie–Louise Bowallius    
Torsten Platin 
     
That three different translators have come up with three different 
results is an indication of the fact that there is no absolute synonymy 
or “total equivalence” between languages.15 Any act of translation is, 
to a degree, dependent on interpretation; both when making decisions 
in translation process, and when reading the source text. In Some 
versions of Homer, Jorge Luis Borges celebrates this kind of difference 
by comparing his experiences of Don Quixote and the Odyssey:

Translations
Nordisk Boktryckarekonst 
The Art of Nordic  
 Book Printing 12

Northern Book Printing Art 13

Northern Printing 14

Since Spanish is my native language, the Quixote is to me an 
unchanging monument, with no possible variations except those 
furnished by the editor, the bookbinder, and the compositor.  
But the Odyssey, thanks to my opportune ignorance of Greek, 
is a library of works in prose and verse, from Chapman’s couplets 
to Andrew Lang’s “authorised version” or from Berard’s classic 
French drama and Morris’s lively saga to Samuel Butler’s ironic 
bourgeois novel.16

Borges later poses the question as to which of these translations is 
faithful, concluding it is “none or all of them.” It may be true that all 
of these translators were faithful to the text in their individual way, 
relative to particular aim and circumstance. It is also possible for 
literary translators like Weaver to claim that “there cannot be an 
absolute right or an absolute wrong”. However, the context for trans- 
lations intended primarily to convey the meaning of the source text 
for use within an academic text is necessarily more limited in scope. 
To find the translation most appropriate for my use, I will evaluate 
each component part separately. First, Nordisk:

Translators       
Koch, Mazzarella & McDuff  
Bowallius      
Platin
      

The appropriate translation in this case is “Nordic”, not “Northern”. 
The former refers to ‘Norden’, or the Nordic countries, which at  
the time were Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. The journal 
was closely linked with the idea of ‘Norden.’ For instance, in its very 
first editorial it states that it will work towards “a unification of the 
Nordic countries’ typographers.” This ambition was reflected 
graphically by the journal’s mark, which incorporated the Danish, 
Finnish, Norwegian and Swedish coats of arms. “Northern”, a purely 
geographical description, doesn’t carry any of these associations. 
Besides, the common dictionary translation for “Northern” is 
‘Nordlig’, not Nordisk. 

Translation
Nordic
Northern
Northern
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Boktryckarekonst is more complicated, because it is a compound 
word and a somewhat archaic term:

Translators       
Koch, Mazzarella & McDuff
Bowallius     
Platin      

Both Koch et al. and Bowallius have chosen to break the word down 
into its parts and translate each of these separately: 

Bok–       =      Book–
tryck(are)–    =      print(er)–
konst       =      art

Each component has been translated faultlessly, but the whole 
meaning of the compound is not equal to the sum of its parts –  
in translation the meaning has been further distorted. Though 
literally ‘book print,’ boktryck actually refers to ‘letterpress’ or  
‘relief printing.’ Choosing ‘book printing’ over ‘letterpress printing’, 
these translators could arguably be making use of what Lawrence 
Venuti has called a “foreignizing” or “ethnodeviant” translation 
method; insomuch as ‘book printing’ makes sure that associations 
apparent to a reader in the source language are also apparent to a 
reader in the target language. This is opposed to a “domesticating”  
or “enthnocentic” method, which would advocate employing the 
commonly used term ‘letterpress printer’ to create a more fluid 
translation. This may be an admirable aim in its own right, and 
boktryck certainly was used to print books (amongst other things). 
However, the problem with the translation ‘book print’ is that it 
confuses process with technology, and as such gives the reader an 
impression not intended by the source text. 
 In any case, the word that needs translating isn’t boktryck or 
boktryckare, but boktryckarekonst. This is often translated simply  
as “printing,” the term used by Platin. However, Nordic Printing isn’t 
an entirely satisfying result, as it doesn’t take ‘art’ into consideration, 

Translation
The Art of Book Printing 
Book Printing Art 
Printing

and – from my research – it is clear that ‘art’ was something the 
journal aspired to. In one article, its editor and founder Hugo 
Lagerström stated, “the name Nordisk Boktryckarekonst refers to 
the intention of elevating the profession to an applied art”. ‘The art  
of printing‘ is a better fit than ‘printing,’ not only because it contains 
the word ‘art,’ but also because it carries an antiquated ring similar 
to that of boktryckarekonst in its source language. 
 The question then becomes if the translation should be The Art  
of Nordic Printing or Nordic Printing Art. The former makes it sound 
like ‘Nordic printing’ is an activity and that the journal presents 
what it produces. While the latter perhaps makes the journal sound 
too much like it is about ‘art’ rather than ‘an art,’ I find it more suc- 
cessful in conveying the intended meaning: ‘the art of printing in the 
Nordic countries’. It is therefore my preferred option. Far from being 
the result of a mechanical process leading to a foregone conclusion, 
this translation – as any other – relies on subjective interpretation. It 
is precisely through acknowledgment of this fact, as well as realising 
the impossibility of total equivalence, that attempting a ‘faithful’ 
translation becomes an interesting creative practice. 
 

Trond Klevgaard is an MPhil / PhD candidate in History of Design 
at the RCA.
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Black Economy
Edward Colless

Is it possible that the zombie is outrunning its sibling competitor, the 
vampire, as the glass of fashion and princely exemplum of our times? 
The walking dead have, needless to say, been with us in multifariously 
fantastic modes and as a rich repertoire of symptomatic horrors 
reflected in vanitas iconography and erotic murkiness since at least 
the European middle ages. An undying population of anti–bodies, 
one might say, erupting from infections both uncommon and 
discrete, as well as plaguey and pandemic. Vampires, particularly  
in their polysexual and sexually voracious configurations of Gothic 
– dandified or quasi–aristocratic – beautiful monstrosity have 
always seemingly had the edge on zombies. This repertoire would  
arc from the creations of Polidori, Poe and Le Fanu, through to  
the Hammer films of the 1950s and ’60s, and the exquisite Sadian 
sex–vampire movies of Jean Rollin and Jess Franco, up to the recent  
HBO series, True Blood.1 In particular, the more recent outbreak  
of polymorphously enfranchised vampirism is the breaking of a 
tsunami–like wave of decades of artistic and theoretical interest  
in “the body” – much of which had been dourly anatomizing the 
formations of pleasure (a phrase recruited to title one especially  
dour anthology from the early 1980s) 2 as ideological constructions 
of gender performance, which could form both a generic gender 

1. John William Polidori, The Vampyre (1819); Edgar Allan Poe, “Ligeia” (1838), 
Sheridan Le Fanu, Carmilla (1872). For Hammer Film Productions, Terence Fisher 
(director): Dracula (1958), The Brides of Dracula (1960), Dracula: Prince of Darkness 
(1966); Roy Ward Baker (dir.), The Vampire Lovers (1970); Jimmy Sangster (dir.), Lust 
for a Vampire (1971); John Hough, Twins of Evil (1971). Jean Rollin (dir.): Le Viol du 
Vampire (1968), La Vampire nue (1969), Le Frisson des Vampires (1970), Requiem 
pour un Vampire (1971); Jess (Jesús) Franco (dir.): Count Dracula (1969), Vampyros 
Lesbos (1970), The Bare-Breasted Countess (a.k.a. Female Vampire), 1973.

2. Carby, Hazel et al (ed.), Formations of Pleasure, London: Routledge &  
Kegan Paul, 1983.

commodification (like Barbie and Ken dolls) and subcultural diver- 
sions and travesties of commodified bodies (like drag queen and  
drag king versions of Barbie and Ken). In all this study of the “body”, 
whether in phenomenological or schizoanalytical idioms, one issue 
was indisputably, if incessantly, hammered home: there was no such  
thing as a given, “natural” state of the body – other than as a delim- 
iting ideological construction, a simulacrum or phantasm at best. 
 In visual art, the vogue for the “body” arose with the ascendancy 
of performance art – or at least a performative conception of art – 
through the second half of the twentieth century; coincident with  
an eclipse, pedagogical and critical, of the genre of the nude. By 
the mid–1970s, the nude and the life classes that trained artists in  
this genre were politically noxious art historical and atelier relics, 
displaced by the bodily acting out of desires, sexual and gender 
identities, appetites, regressions, transgressions, perversions, 
sensualities, therapeutics, and so forth. An “acting out” that was 
coterminous with the imperatives of postmodern libidinal politics. 
This was the period during which performance art assumed 
disciplinary post–studio status in its de rigueur passive–aggressive, 
self-flagellating or masochistic, exhibitionistic and ritualistic, modes 
of brutal, naked exposure. Indeed, similar standards were applied to 
the historical critique of the nude: only those nudes demonstrating 
signs of previously undiagnosed physiological suffering, deformation, 
subjugation or – in exceptional cases, like that of Manet’s Olympia 
– displaying obstinate or obdurate rebellion against the gaze that 
planted them on the plinth or in the canvas frame; only these harrow- 
ing cases of a bodily defiance, depicted at the very limits of the genre’s 
criteria of acceptability and fluency, could elude the denunciation  
of the nude as a sexual commodity and spectacle. These were decades 
when just about every title or sub-title on a shelf of cultural studies  
or art historical texts had the word “body” jostling in advertorial 
competition and opulence. (Indeed, “body” became, by the later 
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1980s, the summary meta–tag for the litany of those marginalized 
subjectivities – women, gays, blacks – that previously required 
itemization as priorities in cultural politics as well as arts funding 
applications or curatorial proposals.) 
 By the turn of the millennium, the polymorphous, polysexual, 
performative and performance–enhanced body had become the 
commodified core of lifestyle marketing, as well as of the cultural 
studies industry. Perhaps there was a continuum from this investi-
gation of the cornucopia of corporeality as a social and genealogical 
construction, to the inanities of gym–core or diet–driven urban 
body–consciousness or vapid flaunted sensualities of beach, pool 
and nightclub resort vanity. It certainly felt like that by the turn of 
the millennium. And it seemed delivered with supreme vindication 
in the so–called “extreme” aesthetics aligning a celebration of rebel- 
lious pathological body modifications (of body–carving, cosmetic 
surgery, anorexia to apotemnophilia or self–amputation); just as it 
did with more qualified scrutiny of governmental and market–
driven biopolitical diagnostics of those subjectivities announcing 
themselves as “differently pleasured”. Perhaps… But if this is 
stretching things, it could nonetheless be said that if the message 
underlying our overwhelming fascination with bodies in their 
mortality, morbidity, mutability and marketability has been that 
there was nothing originally “natural” about them, then their un- 
natural performativity could just as equally issue in the most chic  
or most lubricious vampirism as it could be manifest in the critical 
coolness of Cindy Sherman’s sexual personae, or Stelarc’s attempts  
to accelerate bionic evolution. Indeed, in retrospect, does it not seem 
that the millennial vampire was the supreme triumph of all this 
volubility about bodies? The summit of all aesthetic, erotic and even 
academic aspirations? And the terms of this triumph carry some 
measure too of an insurgent delight with the miraculous, the occult 
and metaphysical: after all, the fetishistic attention, for instance, 
given to dinosaurs throughout the 1990s – particularly in their 
virtual animation and potential revivification from fossilized DNA3 
– had been definitely succeeded by a new cult allure of vampires as 
the pornographic and (in religious as well as entertainment industry 

3. Steven Spielberg (dir.), Jurassic Park (1993); BBC Earth Film (prod.), Walking  
with Dinosaurs (1999); James Gurney, Dinotopia: A Land Apart From Time (1992); 
MarcoBrambilla (dir.) for Walt Disney Television, Dinotopia miniseries (2002). 

usage) charismatic bodies of parasitical and decidedly  
unscientific resurrection.
 Bodies are loquacious, even garrulous. They can be vivaciously 
original, sporting customized and unique aesthetic adornments  
and modifications, or can be subsumed in anonymous victimization 
or mass conformity. They can be tossed like debris within the fury  
of a tsunami; flow as inspired torrents in ecstatic rage through streets 
or stadiums; submit to masochistic objectification on grandly 
militaristic and on intimately tender scales of behaviour; they can 
entwine in rawness, hunger, affection and compassion with seeping 
volatility or with taut density and severity. Whatever they get up to 
or submit to, suffer from or are suffused with, however they may be 
interned or interred, bodies are garrulous, mutable and performative. 
But look today at those shelves of cultural studies texts. Where the 
vampire subtitle had qualified and nuanced the vast topography of 
body–politics and gender–politics and fashion–politics, is there not 
now a proliferation of that otherwise un–chic, un–sexy, unfashion-
able and un–groovy cast of the undead previously castigated as 
brainless, sullen, bogan, lumpen zombies? Just how fluent the zombie 
has become is indicated now by the way the word is wielded as an 
adjective prefacing just about anything critically anachronistic: 
zombie economics, zombie politics, zombie art history. Zombies are 
now major theoretical capital and, despite their issues with personal 
hygiene, have become the emblem, if not rubric for subjects ranging 
from post–secularism to resurgent Marxism, anti-neoliberalism, 
and object–oriented ontology.4 

For all the terror and black comedy that they can inspire in movies 
and TV and literature, and in some cases in philosophy, our zombies 
of the past fifty years tend to be victimized, amoral figures of pathos 
rather than agents of evil instinct. Victims of a pandemic contagion 
or plague, they are the phantasmic face of anonymous atrocity and 
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4. For instance: Richard Greene and K. Silem Mohammad (eds), The Undead  
and Philosophy, Chicago and La Salle, Illinois: Open Court, 2006; Slavoj Zizek,  
“The Emancipatory Potential of the Living Dead”, Between Two Deaths, Ellen 
Blumenstein and Felix Ensslin (eds), Karlsruhe: ZKM, Hatje Cantz, 2007; Sarah 
Juliet Lauro and Karen Embry, “The Zombie Manifesto: The Nonhuman Condition 
in the Era of Advanced Capitalism”, Boundary, Number 2, Spring 2008; Lars Bang 
Larson, “Zombies of Immaterial Labour: the Modern Monster and the Death of 
Death”, e-flux journal #15, April 2010. 
5. A recent zombie romantic-comedy Warm Bodies demonstrates both the exception 
and the rule to this: what drives “R”, the protagonist, is his difference to the pack in 
his ability to maintain an interior monologue. But rather than a sign of a future 
mutation of the zombie, R is an anachronistic comic EMO boy, a shoe-gazer toying 
with the ruins of consumer youth culture. In Warm Bodies the most terrifying of all 
zombies – which even the zombies like R scurry from – are the “bonies” or zombies 
who have flayed themselves down to écorché figures, by mindlessly tearing off their 
own skin. “Oh god, don’t pick at it,” thinks R looking at one of these pulling off a 
portion of its own decayed face, “it’ll only get worse!” Bonies are nihilistic zombies 
who have given up even the vaguely appetitive existence of their fellows, but they are 
also the disciplined warlords of zombie land.

massacre, of genocidal carnage or catastrophic natural disaster.  
The illness that creates them is, these days, never singular or individ- 
uating, but “massifying”; and part of the fear these zombies induce is 
due to their multitude. We might stand and fight the depersonalized 
singular zombie (formerly a family member or acquaintance, now 
psychotically remote: she’s no longer your sister, cut her head off!); 
but the horde of zombies – we see it as a swarm even if it staggers 
sluggishly and blindly – induces such fear that survivors can only 
flee or take refuge in a fortress.5 
 These zombies are the anonymous cast of our spectacular econ- 
omy of natural disaster and war: the uncredited labour or “extras”  
of photographic, movie and video footage of mass destruction whose 
deaths are abominable, not especially for the particular transitory, 
partially glimpsed damage that their bodies undergo, but principally 
due to the indifference of the forces that cause this uncountable, 
immeasurable annihilation. They are also, of course, the “silent 
majority” of consumer society, unspeaking and hence unreasonable, 
and for whom the libidinal drive to consume is transfigured into 
motiveless cannibalism: a cannibalism that doesn’t provide any 

natural or magical nutrition nor even symbolic transcendence. 
Zombies don’t starve, but they suffer from the torment of an 
unsatisfied appetite. Their ambiguous immortality is like that of  
the Struldbrugs that Lemuel Gulliver encounters in his third voyage, 
which takes him to the floating island of Laputa. The Struldbrugs are 
born, but a birthmark indicates that they will never die. Gulliver 
learns that some have been around for thousands of years. What an 
opportunity, he exclaims, to converse with such accumulated human 
wisdom, such a transcendent view of the world. Surprisingly he also 
learns that far from being envied, or admired in awe as possessors  
of such a wealth of experience, Struldbrugs are objects of shame and 
disgust; and the birth of one is greeted not with celebration as though 
they were incarnate gods arriving on earth, but occasions lamenta-
tion and misery across Laputan society. As Gulliver learns – with  
the grotesque ironies of education of Sade’s Juliette, or of the ingénue 
mademoiselle in Sade’s Philosophy of the Boudoir – the perverse dis- 
taste for these creatures is because while the Struldbrug doesn’t die, 
it nonetheless continues to age. Increasingly, they slide into dementia 
and chronic illness, unemployable because they have no ambition 
and no personality, they are automatically invalided and consigned 
to the status of an accursed outsider: a disgusting living death from 
which one cannot be released and a burden of which society cannot 
be relieved. We could almost fashion the Struldbrug into two charac- 
ters that haunt our post WWII social landscape: the homo sacer 
described by Giorgio Agamben as the one who is already dead, and 
therefore has a sacred status as one who can be guiltlessly murdered 
in sacrifice; and the zombie.
 Let’s go back the zombie’s pathology. The black plague they carry 
and suffer from is that of desire depleted of any symbolic decorum 
and sublimation; but particularly desire stripped of its individuality 
and idiosyncrasy. Moreover, in this respect, it is desire stripped of  
its productivity (the production of individuality in the figure of the 
neurotic, who attempts to come to terms with and to know their  
own desire). The zombies of our age (unlike the walking dead of 
earlier eras) don’t work, nor can they be put to work: in other words, 
they are not images of the “living death” of wage labour or slavery. 
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Yet, this unproductive nature, along with their listless pace of 
walking, doesn’t profile them as idlers. In other words, they are not 
an economic excess or even a waste product. They don’t deserve 
moral condemnation. Contemporary zombies are more like addicts 
haunting the performative theatres of consumer society: from 
George Romero’s 1978 brilliantly funny Dawn of the Dead (in which 
the zombies are compelled to return to the “scene of the crime”, and 
like an addict to re–enact the staging of desire, by swarming hungrily 
through a shopping mall) to the recent British TV miniseries Dead 
Set, in which the hermetically sealed UK Big Brother House becomes 
the fortress against the leaderless zombie army that has supplanted 
the outside population of viewers.6 
 We can think of these zombies as phantasms of the political 
economy of consumer capitalism (our contemporary vampires, on 
the other hand, may be phantasms of finance capitalism). They are 
accelerated modes of consumer capitalism, rather than its alienated 
labour force. It would be a mistake to reduce such zombies to an 
ahistorical primitive expression of libido or instinct, of civilization 
turned savage. The zombie horde is instead an obscene caricature  
of the collapse of the performative political unity of a modern state’s 
population, a caricature that’s to say of “the people”, of the sovereignty 
of “we” the people. This zombie indeed walks between two modern 
political polarities, which we summarize as the “people” and the 
“multitude”. The “people” is a term inherited from Greek and Roman 
political theory, associated with the “polis” or community centred 
on a city–state and which represents its population through a mono- 
poly of decision–making embedded in state governance. The “people” 
speak as a unity through the state, their “we” becomes “one” as a 
consensus, with an incorporated if not unanimous will and integral 
voice. And, as with Greek law, the one is the “all”: anything outside 
or excluded from the people is “barbarian”. Opposed to the “people”, 
in fact excluded from it, is the “multitude”; described pejoratively by 
political theorist Thomas Hobbes as the meanness in tooth and claw 

6. Dead Set, dir.: Yann Demange; producer/writer: Charlie Brooker; Zeppotron, 2008.

of the “natural state” of the people before it is organized into a body– 
politic: indeed the multitude is anti–state and anti–people. He allied 
it with the mob and mob–rule, or pack-mentality (for Hobbes, in 
particular, it was symptomatized in the barbarous insurgence of the 
British civil war). We may see the multitude in less negative terms as 
a plurality and a collectivity that doesn’t centripetally merge into the 
“one” but remains sensitive to the “many”: indeed, this is a distinctly 
postmodern appraisal of multitude and ethical relativism that is 
endorsed in the cultural forms of relational art and multiculturalism 
and even in the pageantry of swarm events such as flash–mobbing.
 The contemporary zombie traverses these modes of community  
in satirical ways. The fan–based spectacle of “zombie walks” in 
which, seemingly out of thin air, thousands of costumed zombies 
will converge and surge through city streets, are instances of flash– 
mobbing as a satire on contagion. If we were to track the activities  
of zombies in contemporary cinema and literature against the modal- 
ities of “the people” and “the multitude” I think we would see that 
zombies are the anti-heroes of liberal democracy. For liberalism, the 
people occupy the zone of the public sphere: only by being a citizen, 
that’s to say “of the people” can an individual be recognized under 
civil authority. The multitude is the zone of privacy: it is where the 
individual is deprived of their voice.7 (Privacy issues from the  
Latin legal terminology for “withdrawing from public scrutiny”,  
but also from the deprivation of public support – hence in modern 
neo–liberalism, private enterprise does not seek the economic 
support of the state apparatuses of government; hence, nor should it 
be required or obligated to conduct itself under the rule of the state, 
which is the domain of public works.)
 The contemporary zombie attests to a crisis in the relation 
between this privacy and publicity of the self in consumer society, 
just as it dislodges any liberal compromise between the individual 
and the collective. Our zombies are collectives deprived of any 
purpose, just as they are individuals deprived of self. They are a 
subject–less population: “the people” as object, and the “multitude” 
without privacy. But let’s not forget that they are also the dead,  
and that the black comedy behind zombies is that they are the  
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re–animated corpses of “the people”, and in this regard they mani- 
fest the fantastic re–population and macabre resurrection of the 
world after the catastrophic collapse of consumer capitalism. But,  
as if that’s not enough of a compelling contemporary apocalyptic,  
the story doesn’t end here. Zombies no longer only shambolically 
haunt the contaminated and forsaken zones of exclusion as ugly  
or obscene residues of an ecological, industrial or medical research 
cataclysm that might be contained. They surround the archipelagos 
of privileged and fortressed humanity like a rising ocean level, like  
an evolutionary tide that surges with increasing speed.
 As international political borders become permeable to global- 
ized finance capitalism and the information economy, this generates 
the new labour force of a Fourth World: the precariat – illegal and 
extra–legal labour displaced from their states–of–origin, as well  
as growing short–term, high–turnover and off–shore labour forces.  
In conjunction, this generates a new Fourth World military force:  
the global (often suicide) terrorist, operating through decentred 
networks, or cyber–terrorism and viral attacks on information 
systems – necessitating security surveillance and lock-down at the 
very borders that are simultaneously opening to trade and traffic. 
Ironically, the states that are most visibly con-structing security 
barriers to immunize themselves by defensive screening against 
infection from outside, by vigilant testing for the presence of “anti–
bodies”, also rely on the “black economy” of this precariat, and the 
flow of contraband in goods, labour and collateral human cargo that 
travels with the precariat through these barriers. This Fourth World 
then appears as the heterotopic postcolonial, allegedly borderless but 
increasingly stateless zone of transients, asylum seekers, boat people 
and street people, post–genome biocapital entities and webcam 
avatars, of viral pandemics, and the somewhat callously celebrated 
world of the sans papiers and those who are “off the grid”. 
 The migratory surges of the precariat also receive their momen-

7. Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude, trans. Isabella Bertoletti et al,  
Los Angeles and New York: Semiotext(e) Foreign Agents Series, 2004; 24-25.

tum from the growth spurt of conurbation in sub–Saharan Africa 
and in Central and South America, which has been producing what 
Mike Davis dubs “mega-slums”, or “hypercities” of superextended 
favelas and chawls, swarming with warlord micro–capitalism.8 
When, in 2005, the global urban population surpassed the global 
rural population for the first time in human history, this constituted 
a social revolution as significant as the transition from Palaeolithic 
to Neolithic eras. However, because this contemporary epochal 
redistribution is not accompanied by industrial, economic or social 
development – and is similarly unaccompanied by any infrastruc-
tural alignments in industry, economy or society – Davis pictures  
it as cataclysmic in consequences. We should note that the chaotic 
and amorphous nature of the “megaslum” differs from the complex 
localities and neighbourhoods of the ghetto and “squattopolis” 
which – when defended as extra–legal incursions into urban gov- 
ernmental property policies or private property – shift from Third  
to Fourth World status. The planetary slum in Davis’s compellingly 
paranoid vision is not a developmental shift, not so much a distinc-
tive or extensive vector of the Third or Fourth worlds, but their 
collapse into a maelstrom or whirlpool, the topography of which is 
the intensive vector presaging extinction.
 A particularly piquant expression of this frenzy occurs in the 
justly impressive special effects sequence of the movie adaptation  
of World War Z, in which an incalculable army of zombies breach  
a wall surrounding the city of Jerusalem; not one of the ancient  
city walls, but an exaggerated version of the “separation barrier”  
or West Bank wall. The zombies scramble over each other on the 
Palestinian side in tens of thousands to form hellish mountains of 
tumbling, enraged bodies slamming into the wall and eventually 
swilling over its lip into the city grounds as Israeli helicopters inef- 
fectually machine–gun thousands of the horde. But the city, one  
of the few oases of humanity left on the planet, is clearly doomed. 
Any allegory about regional politics in this film, however startlingly 

8. Mike Davis, Planet of Slums, New York: Verso, 2006.
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provocative it appears, is not so much ambivalent as it is confused; 
but the undeniable nightmare vision of this sequence is less due to 
any impression of armed siege than it is of an unstoppable, invasive 
migration. This species of zombie is a universalized and not simply 
generalized iconography of dispossessed asylum–seekers and 
refugees. At the end of World War Z the tide turns, if only by a type 
of vaccination that ironically requires infecting the 1% of remaining 
living humans with a fatal disease that is somehow arrested, thus 
rendering the living unpalatable and hence invisible to the zombies. 
With unaffected and triumphant cruelty, the last sequence of the 
movie shows, as if from a circling helicopter, hundreds of thou- 
sands of zombies herded into a stadium where they are torched by  
a military force with the same gleeful justification as the notorious 
machine gun strike on civilians in a Baghdad street on July 12, 2007, 
the recorded footage of which was released through Wikileaks. If 
this movie’s ending seems as unpalatable as the ethics of those living 
survivors, then it is because it’s an unconvincing outcome. In this 
zombie apocalyptic, the world actually belongs to the undead, and 
they have the rights of ancestral, native ownership. Those who still 
presume to be entitled to the privileges of the gated elite are doomed. 

Dr Edward Colless is Head of Critical and Theoretical Studies, 
School of Art, Victorian College of the Arts,  
University of Melbourne.
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Doubt
Emily LaBarge

If you would be a real seeker after truth, it is necessary that at least 
once in your life you doubt, as far as possible, all things. 
René Descartes, Discourse on Method

Question:

1. ‘The Lotus’,  
by Jean Rhys  
– an excerpt:

I wonder how Doubt relates to your work? Is it any different for us, 
for the artists and designers and writers and historians, than it is  
for the scientists and engineers and doctors and mathematicians? 
What does Doubt look like across all of these disciplines, across the 
materials with which they wrangle to give form to their negotiations 
of its boundaries and borders? Or is Doubt the thing that unites us 
all because it has no face, no form, and cannot be represented but  
in a lingering sentiment – one that has largely been put aside 
through the real process of actualization, of bringing something  
in to existence? 

‘Garland says she’s a tart.’  
‘A tart! My dear Christine, have you seen her? After all,  
there are limits.’ 
‘What, round about the Portobello road? I very much doubt it.’ 
‘Nonsense,’ Ronnie said. ‘She’s writing a novel. Yes, dearie – ‘he 
opened his eyes very wide and turned the corners of his mouth 
down – ‘all about a girl who gets seduced –’  
‘Well, well.’ 
‘On a haystack.’ Ronnie roared with laughter.  
‘Perhaps we’ll have a bit of luck; she may get tight earlier than usual 
tonight and not turn up.’ 
‘Not turn up? You bet she will.’ 
Christine said, ‘I can’t imagine why you asked her here at all.’ 
‘Well, she borrowed a book the other day, and she said she was 

coming up to return it. What was I to do?’ 
While they were still arguing there was a knock on the door and  
he called, ‘Come in…Christine, this is Mrs Heath, Lotus Heath.’ 
‘Good evening,’ Lotus said in a hoarse voice. ‘How are you?  
Quite well, I hope…Good evening, Mr Miles I’ve brought your 
book. Most enjoyable.’ 
She was a middle-aged woman, short and stout. Her plump arms 
were bare, the fingernails varnished bright red. She had rouged  
her mouth unskillfully to match her nails, but her face was very  
pale. The front of her black dress was grey with powder. 
‘The way these windows rattle!’ Christine said. ‘Hysterical,  
I call it.’ She wedged a piece of newspaper into the sash, then  
sat down on the divan. Lotus immediately moved over to her  
side and leaned forward.  
‘You do like me, dear, don’t you? Say you like me.’ 
‘Of course I do.’ 
‘I think it’s so nice of you to ask me up here,’ Lotus said. Her sad 
eyes, set very wide apart, rolled vaguely around the room, which 
was distempered yellow and decorated with steamship posters – 
‘Morocco, Land of Sunshine’, ‘Come to Beautiful Bali’. ‘I get fed up,  
I can tell you, sitting by myself in that basement night after night. 
And day after day if it comes to that.’ 
Christine remarked primly, ‘This is a horribly depressing part of 
London, I always think.’ 
Her nostrils dilated. Then she pressed her arms close against her 
sides, edged away and lit a cigarette, breathing the smoke in deeply.  
‘But you’ve got it very nice up here, haven’t you? Is that a photo-
graph of your father on the mantelpiece? You are like him.’ 
Ronnie glanced at his wife and coughed. ‘Well, how’s the poetry 
going?’ he asked, smiling slyly as he said the word ‘poetry’ as if  
at an improper joke. ‘And the novel, how’s that getting on?’ 
‘Not too fast,’ Lotus said, looking at the whisky decanter.  
Ronnie got up hospitably.  
She took the glass he handed to her, screwed up her eyes,  
emptied it at a gulp and watched him refill it with an absent- 
minded expression. 
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To think with any seriousness is to doubt. Thought is 
indistinguishable from doubt. To be alive is to be uncertain.  
I’ll take doubt. 
David Foster Wallace, ‘Host’

2. John Baldessari

‘But it’s wonderful the way it comes to me,’ she said. ‘It’s going to 

be a long book. I’m going to get everything in – the whole damn 

thing. I’m going to write a book like nobody’s ever written before.’ 

‘You’re quite right, Mrs Heath, make it a long book,’ Ronnie advised.  

His politely interested expression annoyed Christine. ‘Is he trying 

to be funny?’ she thought, and felt prickles of irritation all over her 

body. She got up, murmuring, ‘I’ll see if there’s any more whisky.  

It’s sure to be needed.’ 

‘The awful thing,’ Lotus said as she was going out, ‘is not  

knowing the words. That’s the torture – knowing the thing and  

not knowing the words.’ 

Dear X.  

 

Did I tell you that I saw John Baldessari at MoMA when I 

was in New York in the spring? It was at the Cindy Sherman 

show. I know neither of those names will mean anything to 

you, and – don’t be angry with me for saying, I really don’t 

mean it as an insult – but I know you will feel a bit put off  

or annoyed by this lack of recognition, the absence of a 

reference point. I know you often feel you are different 

from everyone else in the room, that you live in a different 

world, see different things, have access to knowledge that 

others don’t understand. And you feel that this really is 

difficult, really is hugely painful, that the self bifurcates 

instantly in order to survive. You wonder when this first 

happened, how early on – the generation of inner and 

outer, interior and exterior, endoskeleton and exoskeleton. 

But you know, in spite of this, you can’t keep saying that 

you wish you knew more about the arts, that you want  

me to teach you, but then you never listen, you never  

read any of the things I send, even if I have written them 

expressly for you. I know you think poetry is better, is best 

– so why not just say, why not embrace candour instead of 

equivocation? Or, why not trade in images instead of words, 

for just a moment. They sometimes allow for a little more 

space to breathe. 

 

I have gone horribly off track now, annoyed at the thought 

of your tacit value judgments. Which, to be fair, you may 

have gotten over by now. I was really writing just to tell you 

about this moment in particular, this moment when I saw 

John Baldessari. Because I thought you might understand 

what I mean by it, I thought it might explain something. 

 

So I’ll go on. He was by himself there, and we came out of 

the exhibition at the same time, although I hadn’t seen him 

inside. Which is funny you know, because let me tell you,  

he is hard to miss. You think you are tall? He’s about 7 feet! 

And his face is like the blend of a Viking with a garden 

gnome with a philosopher with a gentle loping St. Bernard. 

With of course – a slightly tired-looking kind of genius 

 

(Remember when I told you about that other artist? 

Another old, male, white, American genius? Who did that 

piece about his name as though it was written on the moon? 

Or even better, the piece called ‘Flayed Skin / Flayed Self 

(Skin / Sink)’. How could you not see the poetry in this? 

How do I fail every time to bring something to you that 

might be a close enough translation for you to see, to  

hear what I am trying to say? And also what I am trying  

to tell – which is sometimes a different matter.) 

 

So he’s unmistakeable, John Baldessari, is what I’m saying.  

 



77

I am waiting outside the show, an open space into which 

feed both the entrance and the exit, because my mother is 

still inside. He and I – John and I – are both waiting there. 

It is bright, sun streams through on an afternoon angle;  

it is loud, people stream through on an afternoon angle.  

He leans against the railing, near the escalator. I position 

myself at a safe distance and do the same. I well up with 

gratitude towards this person in a way that seems to 

extend from me to him in this profuse orange glow, and  

he looks over in my direction. I like to think this means 

something, although it is possible he has just – in fact –  

felt that someone nearby is staring at him, intently. I begin 

rehearsing in my head options of acceptable things I could 

approach him and say: how much I think of his work, how 

he was one of the first reasons I turned from the early 20th 

century to study the contemporary, how great his show at 

Tate Modern was. But most of all – bigger and outside of, 

alongside all of that – how I saw a short film of him in which 

he spoke about being an artist, what it was like for him, how 

it felt, how I remember his lack of arrogance, and his depth 

of thought and respect for what seemed like some kind of 

equivalence; how he looks down, looks to the side, and 

says, ‘just filling the time; just finding a way to fill the time.’ 

 

These nervous reminiscences and rehearsals serve only  

to debilitate me, so I am standing still standing when my 

mother comes out. I grab her arm and hiss, pointing with 

my eyes: ‘THAT is John Baldessari’. I give her a Cliff’s notes 

on him and what I have been thinking and should I go speak 

to him, I probably should, I definitely should, maybe, right? 

She looks confused about some things – talking to plants, 

paintings that are lists of colours, ‘everything is purged 

from this painting but art’ – but seems reassured that I  

am not mad when I remind her we saw a painting of his 

downstairs, the one with giant dots of colour over peoples’ 

faces. She looks over at him – he stands joined by another 

man now, I can feel my window closing – and I scrutinize 

her small face, wondering what it is she sees through  

these afternoon streams, the addition of my thoughts now 

forming a tripartite, a swirling helix with the light and the 

crowds that move around us. She turns to me with doubt  

on her brow, tilting her head – ‘I don’t know Emily…It might 

be…embarrassing. You might really regret it later, you might 

wish you hadn’t done it at all.’ 

 

And this alone is somehow enough for me to acquiesce 

immediately, to abandon the notion entirely as folly, self–

indulgent, inappropriate, not permitted — some sort of 

inborn form of humiliation, inseparable from desire. That it 

is embarrassing to say how you feel, especially to someone 

you don’t know. This is how easy it is sometimes for me to 

give up, to defer, to relinquish my own voice, for someone 

else to tell me how it ought to sound instead. How easy it is 

to not say anything in moments that might carry some sort 

of long-term import or significance, even if minor and only 

to you, and maybe one other person. It seems to say, that 

always, in the end, absence is better than shame. But you 

know, I think anything is better than regret.  

 

Later, in the summer, at a party at my parents’ house,  

our friend Duncan – a painter – tells me he knew Baldessari 

in the 60s. He used to hang out with him and Les Levine. 

That he is shy and quiet and sensitive, and that I should 

have said something, he would have loved it. I think,  

I knew that. I remember turning away from the railing I 

was leaning against, walking around it reluctantly, heading 

to the escalators, beginning to descend, and watching  

the giant viking’s white head disappear from view slowly.  

I remember this moment of panic, like I should have turned 

and run back up, like this was my last chance both here and 

in a more universal sense, to trust my gut instinct, to say 

what I meant when it actually meant something. To say 
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what I mean when it actually means something. Do you 

know what I mean? And I know, I just know, I’m never 

going to see John Baldessari again.  

 

This is another way to say that I wish you would write back 

to me sometime. Also I want my copy of Galway Kinnell, 

The Book of Nightmares. You’ve had it since 2006. 

Question: 

3. Let the nothing  
show through. 

I wonder what Doubt feels like to you? To me it feels like a mix of 
things — like a slow slide from the deep pit of stomach dread to the 
prickling back of neck heat of shame to the look down, resigned, look 
up, inspired, look forward, defiant — move forward, push forward 
— and then back again. An entropic cycle of thoughts, memories, 
and desires interwoven, braided with and wedded to affect and  
body language. Donned like a hair shirt – clammy, desperate, 
earnest, urgent. I suppose it is something like longing laced with 
fear, underpinned by hope, doggedly pursued by inner–resolve. 

I have this friend. He’ll remain nameless for the moment – he 
already sees himself as a public figure of sorts, so I fear contributing 
to any more perceived scrutiny or exposure. He says it to me with a 
sigh, this, as we walk home from the market when I am staying with 
him for a few days in the spring, which at that moment feels like it is 
our spring alone. It is one of those times that even while it is happen- 
ing, begins to break your heart with future remembrances. The way 
the light is, how the house smells, that the trees are almost in full 
leaf, and that – as I have forgotten, being away – cherry trees bloom 
in other cities too. Bloom brilliantly. Pink that aches, so high as it is 
against the blue above. We walk with bags full of food – sausages, 
vegetables, gin making up the bulk of it – and he, wearily, speaks of 
Life as a public figure, how he can feel everyone’s eyes and ears on 
him all of the time. But I can hear that it sounds just a little cool and 
delicious in his mouth, that it tastes sweet and light like syrup, like 
something he wants more of. He stops to adjust his belt, there are 

moments where I can see he is a little nervous and self–aware  
around me. (It strikes me that I feel people often are — and you start 
to wonder, is it me or them? Something which you can never know 
because you are only ever you and, and with, them, never anyone 
else. I’d like to imagine that people are always both different and the 
same, that they always have their reasons.) He is heavier than when 
we were young. We both are, I suppose. These moments of becoming 
aware of aging, though we are still young, are still at the point of 
being excruciating, still fresh and rare enough to both wonder and 
crush in one fell swoop. 
 But the point is that this friend used to say to me something about 
James Joyce, in the days during which we worshipped him, during 
which we spoke about failing quite a lot. In a way I perceive to be 
rather gendered, perhaps, he moved very quickly past his contem-
plation and fear of it into a productive place, one in which it has an 
instrumental use–value, one in which it creates other, real things. In 
his case, poems, articles, solid entities that he confidently, wordlessly 
sets out into the world; a perfunctory nudge with his foot seems to 
set them sailing out assuredly to meet whatever is between him and 
the horizon, even beyond. In my case, I take the other route, which is 
– yes – a choice in a way, but one I seem wholly incapable of escaping, 
it has its claws in so deep. I wonder how anyone could not worry that 
the horizon might be just a trick of light – not as straight and sure as 
it seems, with distances between impossible to calibrate with the 
human eye alone. I sometimes feel that all around me futility yawns 
this giant absent void, filled with – at this moment I can only say – all 
manner of things. Every thing. I think often of Paul Valéry, who said 
‘God made the Universe out of nothing, but he let the nothing show 
through.’ I don’t believe in God, but I like the sound of this. I don’t 
know what to do with it, most of the time — it is like beginnings and 
endings at the same instant, Eros and Thanatos, the sun in the first 
second it both rises and sets, all manner of nothings between me and 
this horizon, and particularly beyond. 
 What he says, this friend of mine, the real point here, what he  
used to and still does say is, when Joyce was asked what he did all  
of the time (I want to say, what he did to fill the silences – but I think 
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this is perhaps my longing, my project) he used to say ‘I read Dante 
and fart in to my chair.’ 
It’s funny, because later I am told that it’s not Joyce who said this,  
but Beckett. Either he got it wrong, my friend, or I did. We had been 
speaking about the relationship between Joyce and Beckett, how 
maybe poor Sam was running so fast so far from Jimmy’s endless 
streams of words that he sprinted through a rabbit fence of French 
theatre and ran right into silence on the other side. Like you have to 
write in a different language entirely sometimes to avoid that beauti- 
ful thing that comes before you, during you, after you, not you, but 
loved by you. I wonder if I have unwittingly cast myself as Beckett 
and my friend as Joyce, although this seems too obvious an inter- 
pretation of mis–remembrance. Because it could mean nothing at 
all, the way mis–remembrance often does. Who is going to be Pinter?

And by the way, everything in life is writable about if you have the 
outgoing guts to do it, and the imagination to improvise. The worst 
enemy to creativity is self–doubt. 
Sylvia Plath, Journals 1950–1962

When Helen tells me about the Sylvia Plath quote, I have this funny 
feeling, like I quiver a little bit inside, in memory, in recognition. 
Like so many women, I read her very often when I was younger. I 
read all the journals. Again, like many, I think I wanted to know why 
her life was the way it was, which of course no amount of reading 
will ever explain. It’s a little too easy to chalk it up to Doubt. Because 
the thing is she knew she was talented, and she was fierce, and driven, 
and so sure about so many things, especially with regards to her 
work. Maybe the point is that Doubt can come in from any angle. 
Because I don’t know that she had it creatively — maybe what she 
had was something different to circle around, something like longing 
— the kind of austere longing that marries drive with the search for 
that endless horizon along which are stacked words and volumes 
that you hope will recognise you when you arrive, that will wilt and 
swoon in relief. Like how she writes about being ‘the arrow / the dew 

that flies… into the red / Eye, the cauldron of morning.’ 
 Although I think it true that she felt it was a difficult thing, the  
act of creation – Doubt for her was in another of its forms, a more 
personal one. Versions of which may or may not visit me or you at 
any point, whether it is courted or not. Maybe the thing is, no matter 
where Doubt sinks its claws and takes hold, burrows down and in  
for the long winter, the challenge is to see it as a worthy opponent 
with whom to coexist, if not battle outright. It can be immense and 
powerful, seductive even — but as born from you, cannot overtake  
or exceed the 1:1 ratio that necessarily attends our self–generated 
bodies, heroes and villains alike. 

Question: I wonder what it is that you do with your Doubt? I spend a lot of  
time reading and thinking and writing about essays. In the second 
part of that David Foster Wallace quote, he says that the essay is an 
argument — with both the reader and with oneself. He says, ‘the 
essay enacts doubt; it embodies it as a genre. The very purpose of  
the genre is to provide a vehicle for essaying.’ At first I think – fuck 
– does that mean my project, to study the personal essay, my chosen 
discipline, the next 3 to 4 years will be some sort of protracted, 
interminable embodiment of doubt with me as host carrier? After 
the initial horror of the notion wears off, I start to like the idea. I like 
it quite a bit. Because essaying — essaying means the same thing as 
trying, as attempting. I like the idea that the essay is a tonic for doubt 
by generating a space in which an endless discussion between the 
different parts of myself that are in conflict – with me and with you, 
tangible and insubstantial – can play out. That these arguments will 
reveal my tendencies and preoccupations in a way that allows me to 
work both with and against them. Not to change, necessarily, just to 
know, to know deeper, to know more. The essay as a state of doubt, 
and doubt as a mode of enquiry. 

There was something else that I wanted to say here, but I forgot most 
of it along the way. 

4. Potentially  
to have everything. 
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It was something about reading Susan Sontag’s diaries, and how  
she speaks about the creative process, about writing in particular  
as ‘harnessing consciousness to flesh’: I suppose meaning that it is 
always a little bit violent or reductive, though eventually taking on  
a recognizable form. One with its deficits and caveats, but what we 
have available to us and so it will do: Flesh. She writes also of being 
uncomfortable, of creation as an uncomfortable thing. She has to  
put herself in as uncomfortable a state as possible to write — chain 
smoke cigarettes, drink too much and too hot coffee, crouch over  
her desk in a strange posture. As though this is necessary to shock, 
jolt, trick herself into letting it out, what is inside, because sometimes 
it is so resistant, it is so far down. 
 And something else, about Joan Didion. How in her collection 
Slouching Towards Bethlehem, there is a piece called ‘On Self–
Respect’. Which, when I read it, sounds a lot like a synonym for con- 
fidence or faith or hope, or the absence of doubt and regret. After she 
says Self-Respect has nothing to do with the opinions of others, she 
says a lot of other very intelligent things. One is this: ‘One lives by 
putting fears and doubts to one side, by weighing immediate comforts 
against the possibility of larger, even intangible comforts.’
 Or another one: ‘To have that sense of one’s intrinsic worth which 
constitutes self-respect is potentially to have everything: the ability 
to discriminate, to love, and to remain indifferent.’ 

I like that very much. 

She says another bit too, that reminds me of Plath — it’s that ‘however 
long we postpone it, we eventually lie down alone in that notoriously 
uncomfortable bed, the one we make ourselves.’ 
 It doesn’t remind me of her because I think she ‘made her bed’ –  
in the way that people callously, discardingly say when they think 
someone had something coming, scripted their own fate, alone. I 
don’t think that’s true at all - in particular or in general. I guess it just 
makes me think that Life is pretty crummy sometimes, depending 
on who and how you are, and it will let Doubt in through the back 
door, when you have your back turned. And it starts to live in your 

house without you even knowing — and you keep wondering what it 
is you hear creaking on the stair, pacing the hallway, padding softly, 
persistently to and fro. 
 And so the question is not what or if it will come – it is not the 
question of does Doubt, does frustration, does a sense of aloneness 
exist. But rather where is it lodged, and how will you take care of  
it and let it live, and for how long and why? The question is not is 
Doubt valid or real, but how is it instrumental, how do you accept  
it as something that belongs to you — and so its borders, contours, 
territories, and implications are determined and navigated by you 
and you alone.
 My mother is a writer. We’ll leave it at that for now. Just one  
thing to tell you: she once hated a book she was working on. I mean 
she hated the whole thing, and it was almost finished — like 100s  
of pages. And she decided it was so bad that she had to get rid of it. 
Completely. And Forever. So she deleted it off her hard drive and 
took the only paper copy to the garbage, which had been put out in 
the driveway that morning for collection. Only when she got there,  
it had already been taken away. She became a little crazy, she started 
to feel panicked, just having this thing still near her, like some kind 
of evil tumour. She didn’t want to have to acknowledge that she had 
made it herself. She just wanted it away. She wanted it gone. 
 So she got in the car and drove around the city to find somewhere 
the trash would be collected that day, but had not yet been picked up. 
Having no luck, she drove to a lake that sits just to the west of the 
city, where we used to skate in the winter. Around it curves a path 
with benches and water fountains and – success! – garbage pails that 
are emptied daily. So she unceremoniously dumped it in one, and 
hastily left the scene of the crime. I picture this giant sheaf of austere 
white pages at the bottom of a sad, rusted pail. I picture her driving 
away, and behind her the pages flutter in the air, with longing and 
abandonment, a few lucky ones escaping here and there with gusts  
of wind for a last gasp at life, scuttling along the path, under the feet 
of joggers and walkers by. 
 When she tells me I say – ‘What?! Are you nuts?’ (This is years after 
the fact, I think). And she says, ‘I just couldn’t face it, I was filled with 
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so much dissatisfaction, so much doubt. It was weighing me down.’ 
 I say, ‘But what if there was something good in there and you just 
didn’t know it yet? Couldn’t you put it away for a bit and come back 
to it later?’ 
 She says, ‘I know. I know. I just didn’t feel that way at the time. 
And I know some of it was really great, I just couldn’t see. And now  
I can’t get any of it back, ever. 

Like a cruel lover, winter with its deep snow came and went quickly. 
Leaving behind a wind that is suitably ardent and jealous, so strong 
it pushes you, it tears things out of your hands, and you run down 
the street with it, after these scattered belongings, but you eventually 
give up and let them tumble home into the distance. You might hate 
its insistent presence that signals nothing but some sort of abstract 
reluctance to admit that it used to be there in a different form, more 
solid, even if it remained for a few days only before melting away.  
But instead you love it, because hate is too easy, and as it whips 
around you it is a little bit warmer, it smells of change and difference 
and something just beyond, which may belong to you and you alone. 

5. But the wind was 
full of spring. 

And do you remember, finally, when everyone has gone home  
and the streets are empty of devotion and hope, swept by river 
wind? Is the memory thin and bitter and does it shame you with  
its fundamental untruth – all nuance and wishful silhouette?  
Or does the power of transcendence linger, the sense of an  
event that violates natural forces, something holy that throbs on 
the hot horizon, the vision you crave because you need a sign to  
stand against your doubt? 
Don DeLillo, ‘The Angel Esmeralda’

Question:

‘What do you do with your Doubt?’

I wonder how you articulate Doubt? I think about Salinger’s  
Franny and Zooey, and about Franny in particular, her obsession 
with reciting the prayer from a story called The Way of the Pilgrim. 
It’s just a small book and she has been carrying it around with her  
in a sort of totemic way. It tells the story of a Russian wanderer  
who learns the power of ‘praying without ceasing’, repeating over 
and over to himself ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on 
me, a sinner’. I think you can forget the part of it being religious, 
because that’s not important to Franny – or to me really – but it’s  
the repetition and the diligence. That after a while it becomes like  
a Zen meditation, like breathing, like the beating of your heart and 
other hearts in concert, like tapping into the pulse of something 
bigger, something outside of yourself. 
 It makes me think that when it comes to Doubt, there is 
something about repetition – the litany – something that relates 
to creative practice and process. The idea of holding onto, pursuing 
something as though it will reveal itself if uttered enough times, if 
adhered to deeply enough. And who is to say it won’t? In a way, the 
litany, like the essay, like any kind of essaying, enacts both Doubt 
and Faith in a single utterance. Simultaneous embodiments of the 
urge behind each, flip sides of a coin. Does this mean they are  
hinged back to back? Or even face to face? Does this mean that 
merely through process, through repetition, through my prolonged 
longing via the essaying essay something is brought into existence, 
that something occurs? So utterance = doubt = faith = any kind of 

Ambitious work doesn’t resolve contradictions in a spurious 
harmony but instead embodies the contradictions, pure and 
uncompromised, in its innermost structure.  
Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment

The test of a first rate intelligence is the ability to hold two  
opposed ideas in the mind at the same time and still retain the 
ability to function. 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, on the use of ‘negative capability’

I suppose the question, again, is 
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I have nothing to say / and I am saying it /  
and that is poetry / as I needed it. 
John Cage, ‘Lecture on Nothing’

This essay could go on forever, as you may well feel it has, as  
Doubt inevitably will. It is not really an essay at all. I’d say more  
of an offering or a musing or a meditation, a confession, even.  
A way of getting around my own doubt about having anything  
real or instructive to say about Doubt. Is part of the problem  
the pressure for offerings to be instructive, constructive, incisive, 
conductive, precise, solid, self–contained? Is this really what we 
think Knowledge looks like? When instead they should perhaps  
be just as they are, offerings: open-ended, fragmented, in process, 
becoming, an instant in which to say: here, look, listen, and tell me 
what you think; you can use as few or as many words as you’d like.  
In the end is this kind of freedom more useful for everyone, a rid- 
dled embodiment of Doubt that posits, deconstructs, disqualifies, 
embraces, and reconstitutes itself by virtue of its own existence? 
 I began with an excerpt from a short story by Jean Rhys. Does  
it matter that this is partly because it was so much easier to begin  
by reading, and then writing out someone else’s words? That they  
slid out smooth, even, relished in their practised gait? After that,  
it felt so much more reasonable for mine to follow, to flow out,  
to get down what I wanted to say. 
 It’s something about the 1:1 ratio. About Doubt and Faith and me 
and you lodged somewhere firmly in between, an endless series of 
metonymical shifts, of musings and linkages. Or maybe it is some- 
thing about Doubt and Entropy — meaning it is organic, it represents 
different shifts of energy through different states, beginning and 
ending both everywhere and nowhere. Doubt as growth. Doubt as 

creative practice? Because what is utterance but an attempt to give 
form to something abstract, something just beyond representation? 
A striving, an attempt to generate something that does not yet exist, 
and thereby to attain or at least to understand it?

circulation. So then it is not a liminal state that inhibits, but evidence 
of some sort of eternal becoming; validation in its continuity with 
the necessary arguments between the selves of our selves. To me, 
Doubt just seems an awful lot like Longing — and without that, 
without desire, without investigation, we forget ourselves easily,  
we perhaps become a little less. 
I think about John Cage and his visit to the anechoic chamber at 
Harvard, where it was so silent he could suddenly hear everything. 
And I mean everything. His breathing, his heartbeat, the blood 
rushing through his veins. Like holding a giant ear with a giant shell 
up to the giant organism of the entire universe. Imagine hearing its 
minute, complicated, tender, insistent functions to the nth degree. 
 I don’t want to embrace too simplistic or convenient a reading 
here, to espouse lame-sounding platitudes at the end of the day to  
tie things together, like Doubt is some easy thing, or like it means 
less than multiple things to multiple people in multiple ways. But  
it seems to me one of the points here – whether it has to do with the 
body, or acoustic properties, or music, or anything else - is that even 
before Cage heard them, these sounds – essentially the sounds of his 
being – were already in existence, irrefutably. And what’s more, they 
were inside of him, always being generated, rising and falling, even 
without him knowing. So aside from a different question about the 
kinds of silence we accept - from ourselves and from others - I guess 
the other questions are about what you do with this ‘new’ thing that 
was there all along, and what else is it that you just haven’t found yet, 
that is lodged deep within, waiting for the right moment, for the 
appropriate conditions to make it audible or visible? 

Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better. 
Samuel Beckett, Westward Ho

Emily LaBarge is an MPhil / PhD candidate in  
Critical Writing in Art and Design at the RCA.
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Doubt and Design History
Helen Kearney

There is a gentle irony in the figure of the historian grappling with 
how to discuss the concept of doubt. Consideration of its meaning  
is overlaid with the knowledge that the longer one spends in the 
archive uncovering evidence, the greater the doubt that creeps into 
previously believed historical certainties, and well thought–out 
analyses crumble before our eyes…
 There was a Roman senator, active from around 200BC,  
called Cato. He was known as ‘the Censor,’ for enforcing among 
Roman citizens his own, apparently inflexible, belief in the merits  
of a frugal lifestyle.1 Little extant archival evidence is available to 
historians of this period; and when little evidence exists, making 
judgements becomes a process of debating certain events or anec- 
dotes, which may in reality have been rather minor in people’s lives. 
A difficult balancing act ensues. There is – for example – one parti- 
cular inconsistency in Cato’s apparently firm and anti–fun character: 
it appears that he spoke Greek. But Greek culture was a symbol, in  
his mind at least, of a lavish and morally circumspect people whose 
lifestyle was unsuitable for the strict, militaristic Roman Republic. 
The incident of his apparent Greek speech is much debated, rendering 
it historically significant. Does it reveal Cato to be something other 
than the usual persona projected? Are we misunderstanding some- 
thing about Roman values? Was he making a particular point, the 
context of which remains outside our available evidence, and there- 
fore its proper meaning is lost to us? As an undergraduate, sitting 
blurry–eyed during one early morning tutorial, the ambiguities pres- 
ented by Cato’s inconsistent actions were an interesting intellectual 

1. See, for example, Livy, Rome and the Mediterranean (Penguin, 1976) 

task to be dealt with, but they did not trouble me. One thought  
was dominant in my mind: we all know middle–aged men can be 
grumpy, contrary old sods, so surely the idea that this one could  
be both an enlightened, educated man who enjoyed Greek culture 
and spoke Greek, and simultaneously, inconsistently, railed against  
a harmful Greek influence on strict Roman society wasn’t too much  
of a surprise? Or, to put it slightly more generously, is it not the point 
that it is precisely these odd changes in temper that characterise  
human behaviour? 
 Giving this view in a tutorial is one thing – but would an his- 
torian commit it to paper, in a published journal article, to explain 
away a particular historical incident as merely a result of human 
vagary? The job of the historian is to assign causal factors based on 
written evidence, on data, on archival manuscripts. Our explana-
tions of causation should be embedded in an understanding of 
actions as influenced by an economic base, by political imperative, 
or by social or cultural custom. Complex and often contradictory 
human emotions are something we are ill equipped to deal with.  
We can provide evidence for what someone did, or wrote, or said – 
but what they thought? Or felt? Assumptions about psychology  
will only ever be assumptions, adding a level of subjectivity to 
history that may undermine the convincing nature that historical 
conclusions seek to embody. 
 Doubt, then, may be too slippery a topic to analyse within the 
conventions of modern historical practice. However, historians  
who deal with art, design, and other forms of creativity, confront 
themselves with people for whom the personal, the subjective, the 
experiential, is a constant part of discourse. In response, the histor- 
ian has an opportunity to be creative in his or her own work: to try  
to understand historical phenomena through more experimental 
means. As a design historian, the following essay harnesses some 
creative licence to analyse certain, canonical, examples of design  
in history. The historical events and individuals are presented 
through a creative reading, framed by a consideration of the emo- 
tion of doubt. 
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Historians occasionally deem certain periods to have been times  
of ‘uncertainty’: periods of economic crisis, or ideological extremes, 
perhaps culminating in political tyranny or widespread conflict. 
Other times may be periods of ‘stabilisation,’ characterised by steady 
economic growth, or uncontroversial politics. It is a well–worn trope 
that when society is in flux, design steps up, almost feeding off of 
controversy. With crisis as fuel for creativity, the designer becomes 
questioner, analyst, and proposer of new social models. Periods of 
hyperinflation in the early 1920s coincide with German avant–garde 
modernism, or in Britain in the late 1970s, crises spur punk.
 Meanwhile, on a personal level, designers themselves act without 
doubt in order to assert their own ideas within a doubting society. 
The most successful designers often seem to be those who operate 
without doubt in their own work and ideas. Is there not a famous 
image of le Corbusier explaining his Plan Voisin for Paris – which 
replaced the historic centre with his skyscrapers – arm outstretched 
in imitation of Michelangelo’s hand of God that reaches across  
the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, the creator and his subject? This  
is less ‘doubt as cause,’ than an interplay of doubt within society 
combined with its obverse – confidence or assertiveness – in the 
minds of designers.
 The Corbusian bridge that developed as an architectural trope  
in modernist utopian city plans, and appeared in plans for new  
cities into the twentieth century, is an aesthetic symbol for this 
doubt–confidence dynamic; an architectural metaphor. It appeared 
in reality to enough extent that it was used as a symbol of modernity, 
as well as of the dystopian future, frequently looming large across 
fictionalised city–scapes. As a symbol it functions perfectly: the 
construction rising between two points steadily, firmly, without 
doubt, above the unsure ground below. 
 In 1950s and 60s Britain, the concept found reality as the ground 
level pedestrian arena was felt to be filled with increasing anxiety. 

Doubt as cause

2. Smithson, Alison and Smithson, Peter, The Charged Void: Architecture  
(Monacelli Press, 2002)

Uncertainty of how car usage would affect our lives and our cities 
was combined with a designer’s confidence in their solution of 
streets in the sky. The redundancy of the ground as a space for 
pedestrians, and an assertion by the likes of the Smithsons of the 
‘street in the sky’ as a light, safe, social space alternative to the car–
clogged and polluted ground level was an example of our cities 
designing for doubt.2 
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Streets in the Sky, London. Photo © 2013 Helen Kearney

Design has also furnished us with the means of inducing certain 
feelings, including doubt and its opposites. 
 The story of the Eames’ presentation at the 1959 American exhi- 
bition in Moscow provides a nuanced reading of doubt–inducing 
(and induced) design. The exhibition was part of a series of gestures 
that marked a softening in tension between the US and the USSR 
following Stalin’s death. It was the site of the infamous “kitchen 
debate,” in which Khrushchev and the then Vice President Nixon 
debated the merits of their alternate political ideologies within  
the surreal setting of a model kitchen. Charles and Ray Eames,  
the prolific product designers – famous for their chair designs that 
used technology developed during the Second World War – were 
commissioned by the US Information Agency to produce a film  
for the exhibition. 
 The exhibition was to show the Russian people about America, 
and alongside the model homes and displays of goods, the US State 
department expected the Eames to produce a film that was a blatant 
propaganda piece, displaying images that would reflect American 
technological and military might: airplanes, factories, missiles, sol- 
diers, ships. The film, ‘Glimpses of the USA,’ did something entirely 
different. It showed, over the course of 12 minutes, 2,200 images of 
everyday life in the US. Starting with images of the night sky, then 
dawn, then the countryside – some images majestic, some mundane 
– it moved through a typical day of normal American people: going 
to work, eating lunch, engaging in leisure activities. It even showed 
typical infrastructure, such as series of highway interchanges. But 
the film was anything but mundane. Conceived over seven screens, 
each showing different but thematically linked images (seven dif- 
ferent motorway exchanges, for example) on huge screens 60 feet 
across, towering above the audience inside a giant dome designed  
by Buckminster Fuller, with musical score and the Eames’ typically 
delicious use of colour – the film had the effect of raising these scenes 
of everyday life into majesty. The relentless volume of images was 
designed to demonstrate that ‘normal’ US life included a standard 
abundance of modern commodities. The Eames’ stated that their 
aim was to establish credibility: where one freeway intersection 

Doubt as effect
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could lead to a response ‘well, we have one in Kiev,’ 70 shots of 
freeways in 20 seconds would indicate their ubiquity within 
American life.3 
 There is ambiguity in the historical analysis of this film. In one 
interpretation it can be seen as incredibly effective propaganda: 
showing the Russian audience the abundance of goods enjoyed by 
Americans was a more effective way to demonstrate the superiority 
of the economic system of capitalism, than would be a film that 
displayed military capability. Thus, the designer was propagandist, 
as employed by endless political regimes throughout history. The 
film then could be seen as design used to create doubt amongst the 
Russian people with regards to their own economic structure and 

political system. But ambiguity creeps in 
with detailing the design process behind  
the film. Most tellingly is the anecdote that 
Charles Eames had originally concluded the 
film with an image of an airplane taking off, 
which was replaced by Ray with an image  
of a vase of flowers: forget–me–nots, flowers 
highly charged with symbolism to the 
Russian viewers. The incident hints, perhaps, 
that the Eames’ were more concerned with 
offering a familial olive–branch to ordinary 

Russians than they were in demonstrating superiority; were they 
indicating friendship rather than aiming to instil doubt? 4 

 A concept like doubt requires a definition and method of analysis 
for which the historian has insufficient tools. Another account of the 
Eames film is given by Francis Spufford in the novel Red Plenty. One 
of the characters, Galina, a young student visiting the exhibition, has 
been raised on the USSR’s Marxist–Leninist principles, in which she 

3. Kirkham, Pat, Charles and Ray Eames: Designers of the Twentieth Century  
(MIT Press, 1998) 
4. Kirkham suggests, “It preached that the world was (or should be) not about  
great nation states but about human beings who all shared the same planet,  
and that similarities should be considered as important as differences”. Ibid.

“Charles and Ray Eames, Glimpses of the USA, 1959”

strongly believes. She works hard within a system she adheres to,  
and her hard work and ambition will eventually lead to a job, mar- 
riage, and a nice simple house. She is everything the Soviet system 
wishes for a useful, sensible, citizen. She does not want anything 
more or anything different because anything more or different is 
simply not part of her experience, knowledge, or capability of 
thought… until she sees the Eames film. She attends the 1959 
exhibition with enormous cynicism, ready to rebuke the myths  
of American capitalism to which she knows she will be exposed.  
But the film has an incredible effect on her. As she watches it, her 
resolve wavers, and then comes crashing down; she suffers a  
nervous breakdown.

She felt… taunted. She reached in her mind for the familiar  
comfort of her future […] She hunted and hunted, but there  
it wasn’t. She couldn’t find it, couldn’t frame it in her head  
as a solid thing. It had gone, as if the scouring wind of images  
had blown upon it, and it had abraded away. But she needed  
it. As she went on searching, a sensation she didn’t recognise  
began to take hold of her. A kind of bubble was rising in her  
chest, rising and growing and wanted to break out. If it did,  
she would shake or shout, she could tell.5

After the film ends, she is so worked up that – in spite of being 
horrified by her own actions as they unfold – she takes out her  
panic on the American tour guide, who is a young black man:

‘Why do you keep saying we?’ She interrupted. ‘why do you keep 
talking as if you’re included? […] white Americans don’t treat you  
as an equal, do they?’ […] Part of her was pleased that he had lost 
his lightfooted poise, that he was now picking his words slowly and 
painfully, that she was managing to kick back at the world that had 
teased her with the little plastic beakers. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, another 

5. Spufford, Francis, Red Plenty (Faber & Faber, 2011) pg. 46
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part wanted to say, aware that the public humiliation she was 
involving them both in meant something different to him, some-
thing she only sensed dimly. But it was too late for courtesies.6

Seeing the film destroyed her world, and wracked with doubt she  
can do nothing but lash out. Red Plenty therefore accomplishes 
something that historians of this exhibition perhaps struggle to 
achieve – it lends history an indication of the complex effects of 
events and objects upon human psychology. The account in Red 
Plenty isn’t a better history of the exhibition than that given in 
historical accounts, but it offers something else – an incredible  
sense of the intricacies of human feeling. I would postulate that  
the Eames film is better understood if a history of the film’s design  
is read alongside Spufford’s fictional account. 

The novel has a power, an effect, that eludes the historian. It can 
produce for the reader a more ‘truthful’ understanding of a mo- 
ment in history, just as Whistler’s Nocturnes may say more about a 
feeling of London than a photograph of the city, or a map. Although 
our own human experience teaches us the importance of emotion, 
and of ill–evidenced irrationality, most historians do not have the 
professional tools and expertise to make assertions about human 
psychology – not in the manner afforded the novelist, poet, or  
artist. After all, how can we convincingly make conclusions based  
on emotions and impulses that we know from our own experiences 
to be real, and powerful, but for which no empirical evidence, statis- 
tical data or archival accounts exist?
 But without the inclusion of this element of human life, is the 
historian’s narrative always doomed to be incomplete? Is there a way 
for an historian to address these issues without giving up his or her 
own professional practice, tools and standards – without becoming 
something else? The role of the historian, using evidence of written 

Doubt in practice

6. Ibid., pg. 55-56 “Nocturne: Blue and Gold - Old Battersea Bridge, James Abbott McNeill Whistler, c.1872-5,  
Photo: © Tate, London [2013]”
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material, images, objects to make objectively convincing claims  
is necessarily different to that of an artist or writer who constructs 
scenarios to demonstrate the reality of human experience and  
emotion by image, metaphor, analogy. The historian demonstrates 
one way of understanding life – the artist or writer a different one. 
But the two, when used together, can illuminate different elements  
of each other’s subject matter and work. This is not to advocate for  
a merger of the roles of historian and writer, but rather for history  
and creative practices to work together, discussing similar events 
and phenomena from alternative perspectives, in order to present 
opportunities for each to enlighten the other. 
 I may not be able to assert the concept of doubt convincingly  
with my own historical narratives, but I can lay out historical facts, 
analyse them, and suggest human phenomena. Say, that of ‘doubt’ 
within a narrative of le Corbusier, of 1960s British designers, and  
of the Eames, presenting this alongside a more creative writer, who 
can explore the concept of doubt in a different way, one that is not 
bound to the disciplinary conventions of history. The aim is for 
history to collaborate with creative activity. The acts of the historian 
are all subjective; certain evidence is selected and other evidence is 
omitted, certain forms of analysis are deemed more suitable than 
others, conclusions are always based on the author’s intent, as well  
as evidence. If history is never objective, never absolute truth, then 
the leap to a practise of juxtaposing historical events with a poem, 
creative writing or piece of art that is seemingly unrelated, is not too 
remarkable. The placing together of two forms of creativity function 
to add a third form of creativity in the active re-thinking of what is 
presented in the mind of the reader or viewer of both pieces of work. 
Artists, designers, writers, offer juxtapositions constantly in their 
work. Mixtures of seemingly unrelated but nonetheless suggestive 
images, texts, sounds, create different sparks in the minds of viewers 
or readers that would not otherwise have been created. New and 
unexpected meanings are drawn out. The process is not didactic. 
One particular interpretation is not intended, but rather an ability to 
strive for a different kind of meaning. Could history as a practice do 
a similar thing? 

And so, by way of experiment, this narrative of doubt in history is 
followed by a different, creative exploration of the concept. 

Helen Kearney is a PhD candidate in Critical and Historical Studies 
at the RCA.



:



103

The Future
Barry Curtis

I have been interested in the future for as long as I can remember. 
For children of the post–1945 generation, the future was a refuge 
from an unhospitable past. The social and sensual scene was at  
best ‘pre–war’, but with sinister undertones of the 19th century: 
influential adults were Edwardians, the world of objects was harsh 
and heavy and uncommunicative, the mood was authoritarian.  
The future was an intricate mixture of charismatic restaged pasts 
and technologically enhanced adventure. Futures are, of course, 
conjuncturally sensitive. In an early short story, William Gibson 
invokes the ‘Gernsback Continuum’ in which a familiar 1930’s 
‘future’ co-exists with the present of his troubled protagonist. 
Maybe, then, this is one of the fascinations of the ‘future’ – its 
inherent attachment to the present.
 My lifetime, which dates back to the year in which the transistor, 
holography, microwave oven and acrylic paint first appeared, cell 
phones and space telescopes conceptualised and the sound barrier 
broken, has seen some prophecies fulfilled and others frustrated. 
From years before the end of the Cold War, there are fossil remains 
of early cell–phones, notions of a ‘world brain’, bio–engineering, 
nuclear power and robotics – forms of which have survived in pre- 
sent day, albeit in ways that reflect the phrase ‘but not as we know it’ 
(misattributed to Captain Kirk, 1987). There is little trace, in that 
past, of the anticipation of feminism and gay and lesbian liberation, 
the triumph of neo liberalism and the return of fundamentalism. 
There was limited anticipation of the culture of connectivity, un- 
employment on a grand scale and formidably long working hours.  
In Britain, the erosion of the Welfare State wasn’t much anticipated. 
What would probably surprise the mid–century citizen most is the 
persistence of poverty, cars, old houses, cancer and the decline of 
trade unions. All of those themes were present in speculative fiction, 

but in general the year 2000 was previewed as a time of relative 
plenty, robotic servants and abundant leisure, as well as inter-
planetary travel and weather control.
 Thinking about the future conjures complex perspectival prob- 
lems. I have recently written an essay on the ‘future of 1956’ in which 
I tried to think about how a prospective future can be ‘wound back’ 
to a moment in time, in this case the ‘This is Tomorrow’ exhibition  
at the Whitechapel Gallery. Considering the historical importance 
of anticipation, divination, informed conjecture and what a recent 
exponent of forecasting – Nate Silver – has described as finding the 
‘signal in the noise,’ it’s no wonder that ‘the future’ is not just a cu- 
riosity. For everyone contemplating the narratives of love, money, 
creativity, health and virtually every aspect of sustaining a life –  
the unfolding of the various plots that we live in and by and their 
hypothetical closures – is of fundamental interest. Dealing with  
the future is analogous to solving a crime: we find ourselves looking 
into motives, means and opportunities, technological or ideological 
‘smoking guns’ and the corpus delecti of hubris and unexpected 
consequences. 
 So, the future isn’t just something that is yet to happen. History  
is shot through with different conceptualisations of the future, each 
of which has its own effectivity. Foucault’s notion of the ‘horizon of 
possibilities’ suggests that the present is a kind of conceptual prison 
house, which provokes clairvoyant fantasies of seeing beyond, and 
mounting continual assaults on that implacable horizon. Science 
fiction may be better termed ‘speculative fiction’ and the millennia 

old themes of utopia and eschatology have 
provided countless templates for thinking 
about different ways of living among the 
reconfigured components of the present and 
what hybrids or mutations might arise. But 
it’s even more complicated than that. Walter 
Benjamin reminds us of the ways in which 
the past ‘leaps up’ in the present. This can be 
thought of in a number of registers. The past 
is surprisingly resilient and transformative, 

‘Chemosphere’ House by John Lautner, Los Angeles 
1960 – epitome of Mid Century Modern.
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prone to constant re–evaluation as it presents itself in relation to 
various shocks of the new. The speculative ‘working out’ of this 
dialectic has been the subject of imaginative fictions of time travel – 
maybe serving an emotional need to revisit primal scenes and to 
speculate on various ‘what if…’ scenarios – missed opportunities 
and narrowly avoided disasters.

A surprisingly large number of futures  
are prospective re–enactments. This can  
be thought in a number of ways, from the 
re–presentation of historical scenarios – 
classical antiquity is a fascinatingly persist- 
ent meme – to the continuation of frontiers 
and colonial encounters. The future has been 
modelled on various familiar utopias from 
Eden and Shangri La, Paradise and Arcadia, 
Atlantis and the City of God to Purgatory, 
Babylon, Armageddon and the totalitarian 
dystopias of the 20th Century. Back in the 
1950’s what was immediately on offer to a 
futuristically oriented sensibility were the 
binary worlds of cowboy and spaceman; the 
brilliantly conveyed empathetic antagonism 
between different models of the ‘frontier’ 

conveyed in the “Toy Story” trilogy. This is a dialectic that underlies 
the historically complex world of steampunk, which has found a way 
of compounding the promises of technology with the mysteries of an 
inviting, unrealised past.
 The assumption of progress, even if progress is implicated in some 
kind of reversion, underlies most human endeavours. Some kind of 
progressive teleology is usually being addressed in cultural activities, 
often signalled in the terminology of exploration or recombination. 
Avant-gardes tend to proceed by ‘knight’s moves’, or by re–centring 
previously marginal tendencies. In her work on the ‘future of nostal- 
gia,’ Svetlana Boym makes the vital point that futures, and the 
mourning that attends their failures, have different valencies in dif- 
ferent cultures, adding a ramified complexity to the queasy category 

Steampunk laptop by DataMancer c.2007  
[http://artpredator.wordpress.com/2010/04/16/
meet-my-new-steampunk-laptop/]

of the progressive. John Gray in his important book 
‘Black Mass’ suggests that eschatological thinking  
about the end of times has pervaded the history of the 
supposedly secular 20th Century and reveals how the 
millennial focus on some kind of historical closure 
continues to play an unexpected part in the 21st Cen- 
tury. Norman Cohn, whose Paladin paperback ‘The 
Pursuit of the Millennium’ appeared in 1970 (originally 
published 1957) and went straight onto the bookshelves 
of many hippies and student activists, linked the essen- 
tially Mediaeval content with the emancipation of the 
individual from society – associated, at that time, with 
the taking of psychedelic drugs and communal living. 
Perhaps now we might find elements of this self–
divinization in aspirations to sustainability and  
living ‘off–grid’.
   This sense of a collectively recognised future that lies 
outside the realm of the material and mundane is very 
much alive on the Internet, which has been complexly 

linked by Margaret Wertheim – in ‘The Pearly Gates of Cyberspace’ 
– with a trans–historical engagement with the possibility of tran- 
scendence. The presence of ‘end days’ on the Internet is a daunting 
reminder of how many participants don’t share a conventional sense 
of secular history. Freud addressed the entanglement of religious 
belief with notions of the future in his 1927 essay ‘The Future of an 
Illusion,’ in which he suggested that religious belief functions to 
maintain contact with the ‘father’ and to prolong existence through 
the promise of a future life.
 Obviously insight into, or control of the future has important 
consequences. ‘Investment’ in its commercial and emotional 
registers is an act of faith that needs to be secured as effectively and 
predictably as possible. Imaginative renditions of ‘time-travel’ testify 
to an intense awareness of the possibilities, and risks, of manipulating 
cause and effect. ‘The future’ is a protagonist in a vast literature of 
self–improvement and advancement. Any Charity Shop will supply  
a range of books that offer help with ‘managing’ change. Frequently 

Cover of 1970 Paladin edition  
of Norman Cohn’s ‘The Pursuit  
of the Millennium’.
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they make use of predictive strategies that began to emerge during 
the Cold War – the ranging and rehearsing of ‘scenarios’ – taking 
into account the play of universal, traditional and ethical values  
that might help determine likely outcomes. In a sense, this is the 
customary strategy of any ‘good’ science fiction. It deploys a sim- 
ilar awareness to that conjured by Raymond Williams in his 1950’s 
perception that most accounts of a ‘zeitgeist’ are troubled by the 
simultaneous presence in any cultural formation of ‘residual’, 
‘dominant’ and ‘emergent’ elements. The task of identifying the 
‘emergent’ is, of course, the trick. A most recent and sophisticated 
way of sifting ‘Big Data’ is presented in Nate Silver’s publication 
(April, 2013) ‘The Signal and the Noise.’ Silver makes the rather 
surprising point that the proliferation of cloud derived informa- 
tion makes the task of prediction harder, involving as it does the 
recognition of patterns in a bewildering cacophony of ‘noise’. 
 There are ‘good’ and ‘bad’ futures, configuring positive or malign 
articulations of the values of the past. Thomas Kuhn’s perception 
that ‘scientific revolutions’ occur when the rejectimenta of a previous 
system accumulates to the point that it requires re–evaluation 
suggests how this dynamic process of building the new involves a 
process of renewal and re–negotiation. The anxieties that relate to 
‘futures’ are often ones of imbalance – excess, superficiality, inau- 
thenticity and a very specific anxiety that ‘the past’ will be unable  
to communicate various values to posterity. This raises the issue  
of communicating with the future, in a manner often configured  
in terms of tradition, heritage or reputation. The desire to transmit 
something valuable to the future is often frustrated by unforeseen 
ideological transformation. However, this desire has played a 
massively important role in history, and could even be said to be  
a base upon which the superstructure of creativity has rested - the 
‘timeless’ achievement, the meaningful monument, the ‘style’ that  
is of its time and ‘classic’ in its resistance to temporal change.
 In a brief discussion with Glenn Adamson, who is curating the 
2017 exhibition of ‘The Future’ at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
we talked about burial as a key technology of temporal transmission. 
A message, a hoard, a tomb, a time capsule all reach out to a future 

which lies beyond some minatory event – separation, death or anni- 
hilation. Fear of the future frequently takes the form of hoarding and 
securing, and often leads to a subterranean impulse. The ‘Cold War 
Modern’ exhibition provided a number of vivid instances of how that 
very anxious time led to massive investments in shelters and bunkers. 
The Westinghouse Time Capsule was buried at the New York World’s 
Fair of 1939 with a confident address to the year 6939 that seems 
enviably optimistic now. Certainly our collective sense of the future 
seems to have lost that Modernist coherence. Perhaps it is because of 
a consciousness of the complexities of prediction, the palaeontological 
idea of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ that registered an awareness of the 
role of catastrophes in evolution, and a new ‘Post Modern’ mood that 
realigned the present and past in a new complex and contradictory 
dialectic. In the 1960’s, the emergent ‘science’ of ‘Futurology’ 
incorporated an awareness of what was termed ‘the Oedipus effect’ – 
a component of a new ‘Limits to Growth’ sensibility that registered 
the impact of prediction on Government policies and led to the 
implementation of China’s ‘one child’ strategy and the widespread 
aspiration to ‘sustainability’.

Burying the Westinghouse Time Capsule at the 
 New York World’s Fair 1939 - to be opened in 5939.
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Designers are very much implicated in fictions of the fu- 
ture and are only too aware of the temporal implications 
of their practice. Design operates as a kind of speculative 
fiction – normally taking into account a necessary gesta- 
tional time lapse and often conjuring with futurity as a 
way of enhancing desirability. It involves finding a visual 
language that can reconcile past with future, even if that 
means drawing attention to a ‘period style’ that has suc- 
cessfully engaged with the conjuring of a future mood. 
The future is a presence shrouded in the categories of  
the ‘modern’ or ‘contemporary’ or even ‘classic’. Para- 
doxically, the future was more alive in some pasts and  
is often invoked as a revival of ‘mid century modern’ or  
‘70’s style’. 
  In spite of the semiological games that bring the fu- 
ture into a relation with the present – it is also a temporal 
given. Ageing individuals encounter radical discrepan-

cies between the futures they anticipated and the present in which 
those futures are variously unrealised, distorted or exceeded. But the 
future is experienced - the past is replaced - one finds oneself living in 
a haunted superimpositional realm - reminiscent of William Gibson’s 
‘Gernsback Continuum’ [http://www.lib.ru/GIBSON/r_contin.txt] - 
in which the past continues to be present and interacts in, not always 
pleasing, ways with its usurpers. 
 The good future - the work of Utopia - the idea of improvement so 
powerfully preserved in Ken Loach’s recent film ‘The Spirit of 1945’ 
- inevitably engages with immemorial formats. In his inspiring book: 
‘Capitalist Realism’, Mark Fisher suggests the problem of living in a 
present which lacks alternative visions - or in which the ‘heterotopias’ 
- Foucault’s useful phrase to remind us that the idea of Utopia might 
be too unified and exclusive - are all derived from the same, ‘inevita- 
ble’ ideological formation. The scenario of ‘utopia’ is usually futur- 
istic, although it is composed of elements of the distant and mythic 
past. Since the Industrial Revolution it has been difficult to concep-
tualise a future that isn’t either forged from a rejection of technology 
or a fuller implementation of it. I think most of the futures we are 

‘The Limits to Growth,’ published by  
the Club of Rome in 1972.

looking forward to now are compounds of renunciation and 
intensification – a good life comprised of the ‘natural’ and  
the cybernetic.
 In political terms, we have become aware that the futures of the 
past aren’t likely to come about. The surprising difference – for  
those of us raised on Dan Dare, Archigram and Star Trek – is that 
the future seems to be in the hands of private enterprise. A future 
brilliantly realised in Pohl and Kornbluth’s ‘Space Merchants’ in 
1952. The Future is a huge subject, as I suspect the planners of the 
forthcoming V&A exhibition are in the process of discovering. It 
permeates the foresights, wagering, hopes and anxieties of every- 
day life; it is the main concern of most meetings and the stage on 
which contingencies and apprehensions are acted out. I have been 
fascinated by the phenomenon of the ‘bucket list’ – the ‘one hundred 
things to do’ before you die. Or reach 30, or get married. It’s a kind  
of commoditisation of the future: a sense that it needs to be filled by 
discrete and cumulative acts of consumption that can be contracted, 
recorded, mediated and re-enacted. In this way, perhaps, the future 
can be brought under control, or codified. One can be convinced 

that one is at least grappling with it, and maybe even 
‘filling it’ with enviable achievements.
  To return to statistics - I enjoy the actuarial accommo-
dation to big futures - the ones that suggest that we are 
in more danger from meteors than aircraft accidents. 
Thinking in terms of major interruptions or catastro-
phes links the present with the grandiose prophecies  
and anxieties of ancient times - the prophecies of plenty 
and punishment that emerge in the scenarios of science 
fiction. Futures seem pregnant with pasts and alternates, 
a tendency that has been variously exploited within 
phenomena like ‘steampunk,’ as well as loftier scientific 
theories such as that of parallel universes. The futures  
of the past betray the wish for a re-unification with some 
lost unity, the very definition of ‘desire’ according to 
Freud. A reconnection is often figured in terms of a 
confrontation with profound anxieties. A future half in 

Frederic Pohl and Cyril M. Kornbluth: 
‘The Space Merchants’ 1952.
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‘Back to the Future’ timeline 2012 by Arjan De Raaf.

love with easeful extinction. Thinking back to the formative sci–fi  
of my youth – the John Wyndham novels which end with couples 
holding hands before a scene of happy desolation, the fantasies of 
pioneering homes on the high frontier and the glorious desuetude 
and ruination of J.G. Ballard’s ‘terminal beaches’ – I realise that  
the future has always been configured simultaneously as a shiny 
prospect and a fantasy of survival among ruins and confusion.

Professor Barry Curtis is a Tutor in Critical and Historical  
Studies at the RCA and teaches on the PhD programme at  
London Consortium / University of London.
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