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PREFACE
“The views expressed in this work are those of the artist…”
The completion of this dissertation project—an exploration of ways in which selected
photo-based works perform as political speech, a project that has persisted over a dozen
years like a vine poking and twisting its way through the crevices of my “real” life—is
also its beginning. In 2013, as I was working with renewed energy on revisions, I visited
an acclaimed temporary exhibition at my “local” art museum in Ottawa, which is the
National Gallery of Canada (NGC). This prestigious federal institution joined with other
venues across the city to present Sakahàn—International Indigenous Art.1 Most of the
works on display in some way addressed the effects of the devastating history of
European colonization and its lasting legacy for indigenous peoples, marked by
concurrent waves of oppression and assimilation over four centuries. So, in this sense, the
exhibition as a whole could be considered “political”, as was the very act of allotting
gallery resources and spaces to curating this major group exhibition of more than 150
works by 80 artists in order to showcase contemporary indigenous art: as the NGC itself
described the project “poetic, unexpected and challenging, the artworks document and
interrogate distinct cultural and social issues.”2
In travelling through the gallery complex to explore the multiple sites of the
installation, I noticed a—for me, remarkable—wall caption adjacent to a work by Nadia
Myre. Myre is an Algonquin member of the Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg First Nation and
her work typically takes the form of three-dimensional installation pieces exploring
traditional techniques such as beaded objects to explore questions of identity and loss.
For those who cannot speak: the land, the water, the animals and future generations
(2013) is a site-specific installation made especially for inclusion in the Sakahàn
exhibition. In reality, there exists two different works bearing this title: a monumental

1

The NGC literature promoting the exhibition explained that Sakahàn means “to light [a fire]” in the
language of Canada’s Algonquin peoples.
2

Text supplied by the National Gallery of Canada’s printed promotional literature and website
http://www.gallery.ca/en/see/exhibitions/current/details/sakahan-international-indigenous-art-4463.
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[fig. p-1] Nadia Myre, For those who cannot speak: the land, the water, the animals
and the future generations, belt made from thousands of beads, 2013

[fig. p-2] Nadia Myre, For those who cannot speak: the land, the water, the animals and
the future generations, belt represented as 23m long photograph installed along the
stairs at the National Gallery of Canada as part of the Sakahàn exhibition, 2013
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beadwork belt made by Myre (not shown in the exhibition), and its representation as a
wide mural-sized photographic image, installed in a niche along the monumentally scaled
sloping walkway leading from the first gallery level to the second. [figs. p-1 and p-2]
For those who cannot speak refers to an excerpt from a statement read by
Algonquin kokoms (grandmothers) in Ottawa standing before Canada’s seat of
government on Parliament Hill, a short distance away from the site of the gallery. Their
performance exhorted “the Crown and all governments on Turtle Island” to behave in
accordance with treaty law, Canada’s own policies and the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Most Canadian visitors reading this information in the
explanatory wall text will understand that “the Crown” refers to Canada’s federal
government, so-called in reference to Canada’s past and present as a constitutional
monarchy, in which “the Crown” stands symbolically for the reigning monarch as head of
state and symbolically as the state itself. Fewer visitors, Canadian or otherwise, are likely
to recognize the term “Turtle Island” as a historical Aboriginal term for the North
American continent resuscitated during the rise of indigenous rights activism in the
1970s.3
The work, while seemingly straightforward physically as a monumental close-up
of beadwork printed on film and adhered to the stone wall, is semantically complex,
staging a network of intersections: between the mammoth photographic installation and
its three-dimensional sculptural referent; between historically gendered domains of
political discourse and handcrafted beadwork; between indigenous culture and European
law; and between the living (the grandmothers calling for justice) and the dead (the
politicians of Canada’s past, largely no-longer-living framers of land treaties and
Aboriginal “management” policies).
The placement of an additional text placard next to the explanatory wall label
reads:
The views expressed in this work are those of the artist and do not reflect the
views of the National Gallery of Canada. [fig. p-3]
3

I myself only vaguely recalled the deep and recent histories of this term: poet Gary Snyder (closely
associated with the Beat generation poets) proposed this term as a synthesis of indigenous and colonizer
cultures positioning North America not merely as a land “discovered” and colonized by Europeans and
people of European descent, but inhabited and stewarded by pre-existing and persisting cultures. Snyder’s
book of poems and essays entitled Turtle Island was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1975.
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[fig. p-3] Disclaimer statement (left) and interpretive label, For those who cannot speak: the land, the
water, the animals and the future generations, at the National Gallery of Canada Sakahàn exhibition, 2013

The creation of this additional label adds a fourth voice to the presentation of the
installation, beyond that of 1) the original speakers, the grandmothers, 2) the artist
amplifying their utterance; 3) the curator as the selector of the work and creator of the
contextual interpretive label. The legal disclaimer parenthetically frames this presentation
as a corporate, rather than curatorial, voice, the museum as a federal institution and, by
extension, a program of the federal government still managing the ownership of contested
land.
The institutional voice both distances, and implicates, aesthetic expression and
political discursivity. Its placement next to an individual work among the 150 arguably
“political” works on view in this exhibition is provocative on multiple counts. First, the
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tautology is inescapable and hardly needs iterating: if the views in the work were NOT
those of the artist, whose would they be? The very construction of this placard, the fact of
it even being thought of—disassociating the national flagship cultural institution from
political discourse generally and ongoing treaty disputes specifically— is another
instance among a dismayingly growing body that constitutes a “haunting” by a regressive
and nervous sitting government upon public servant cultural administrators. The
disclaimer actually performs a bracketing or disavowal by a federal entity (national
institution, national government) overlaying the declaration by those who cannot speak, a
multi-nation constituency historically spoken to, for or about. It points (painfully) to the
fact that the museum as an institution is certainly not among those who cannot speak. It
speaks its own presumed truth, which clearly has not heard what the work and the
constituencies spoken for attempt to say.
As a singular occurrence in the exhibition, this disclamatory gallery label strikes
me as bizarre: its presence points to its absence from the display of the remaining 149
works situated elsewhere and also the entirety of the permanent collection currently on
view. That body of work then, according to this logic, does express views with which the
National Gallery (and its legal advisers representing its governing body, the Government
of Canada) can comfortably associate itself. Its construction as a disclaimer points to
further absurdist illusions: 1) of the divisibility of the artist’s expression in order to cleave
its static form from its discursive content; 2) of the separability of the object from its
performative stage; and 3) of the cautionary insistence of maintaining separate spheres—
“art” and “politics”—in the eyes and minds of the eventual beholders. In referring back to
the stated objectives of the exhibition cited above “to document and interrogate distinct
cultural and social issues”, it is perhaps the gallery’s own curatorial interference that then
produces and points to an unexpected instance of re-inscribing this distinction. The
placard in this way becomes evidentiary, a “proof” of the continuance of a parallel and
incommensurate set of experiences dividing Canada’s Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
communities. This, I can only imagine, is the reason the sign has been tolerated by the
artist. In this way, the juxtaposition of the gallery’s nonsensical disclaimer disassociating
itself from the work, while at the same time presenting it, ultimately serves to strengthen
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the artist’s proposition.4 The beadwork of Myre’s sculpture, and its mammoth-scale
photographic iteration, in fact refer to the historical ceremonial belts presented at the time
of treaty-making, and is an unmistakable indictment of the failure of Canada’s
government to honour its historical promises.
The illusions that are “announced” by the gallery sign are also the departure
points for this study, exploring works of contemporary photography-based art beyond
aesthetic readings of static objects to probe their potency (and potentiality) as a dynamic
staged performance and as visual utterance in the public sphere. The prefatory title of
Myre’s work—For those who cannot speak—announces its intention clearly: the work
will speak to a political issue in the place of those whose voice is marginalized. The
discourse within art history pertaining to works invested with an avowed political
purpose has had a tendency to polarize between enthusiastic endorsement (as individual
expression reaches toward collective discourse) and dismissive contempt (as this
objective fails to meet the imperatives of modernism’s aesthetic autonomy). In either
regard, the works themselves are regarded as static physical objects, “things”, which
merit evaluation only within the operations of their own physical framing and separate
from the activation of discourse on the part of their audience. In her exploration of the
political performativity of contemporary art, cultural analyst Mieke Bal points to this
limitation in our encounters with works of art: “The history of art would have accustomed
us more consistently to this had it paid more attention to what art does rather than to what
it “says”.5
4

The complex interaction between Aboriginal artists and museum practices has recently been the subject of
critical analysis: See Gerald R. McMaster, “The New Tribe. Critical Perspectives and Practices in
Aboriginal Contemporary Art” (doctoral dissertation, University of Amsterdam, 1999); Ruth B. Phillips,
Museum Pieces. The Indigenization of Canadian Museums (Montreal and Kingston, London, Ithaca:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011); and Brenda Lafleur, “Imaging Settlement and Displacement. At
Home in Ka-na-ta,” (Doctoral dissertation, University of Amsterdam, 2013).
5

Mieke Bal, Endless Andness. The Politics of Abstraction According to Ann Veronica Janssens (London,
New Delhi, New York, Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2013), 14. An epilogue concerning Myre’s For those who
cannot speak: as the work was created specifically for Sakahàn, it was not as yet possible to reproduce or
to discuss the work in the accompanying exhibition catalogue, sent to members of the press in advance of
the exhibition installation. Thus, there is no opportunity to ascertain if the disclaimer would or would not
have also been applied in the (enduring) publication. Since the exhibition closed, the National Gallery of
Canada has acquired Myre’s monumental beadwork belt upon which the photographic work is based.
Myre’s monumental photograph remains in place. The artist agreed to remove the excerpt of the protest
speech addressed to the Government of Canada by the kokoms; the National Gallery removed the
disclaimer, “The views expressed…”. One could interpret this as either a “meet in the middle”
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I have worked as a specialist in historical and contemporary photography and my
interest in the analysis of specific contemporary works in this study, each in their own
way an example of photographic montage, is to trace out how these images perform as a
unique kind of visual utterance in the public sphere. Entwining the operations of mimesis
(as indexical representations made by a recording camera) and techné (as rhetorical
propositions), political photomontage arguably addresses our life worlds, performs in
cultural spaces, and enables transformative experience. Working with concepts that
interrogate the terms “political” and “art”, as well as inviting the participation of concepts
from several contributing disciplines, I examine how political art can work as a kind of
utterance. In the discussions that follow, I analyze the strategies through which visual
utterances are activated, staged and viewed, and argue that understanding these strategies
opens up a more productive framework for regarding photomontage specifically, and all
works of art more generally.

accommodation, or as recognition of the mutability of the political through the choices made in the display
of art. I consider that the excision of these two texts shortchanges viewers: they do not now have access to
the layers of discourse that parenthetically preceded and supervened the original display of the work.
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INTRODUCTION
1. Doing Things with Pictures
…God spoke and said ‘Let there be light.’ In this way he created both Heaven
and Earth; for, with the utterance of the Divine Word, ‘there was light’
(Genesis 1:3,4). Thus Creation itself arose through an act of speech.1

In this quote from Umberto Eco’s essay “Languages in Paradise”, Eco links a creation
myth of the world itself with the agency of speech. This citation is significant to my study
in three respects. First, it points to the power of an utterance—in this example, a reflexive
command—to act (or rather, create) in the world, rather than to describe it. Secondly, this
particular command from the Book of Genesis proposes a dynamic relationship between
uttering, illuminating and seeing the visual, between creating light by command and
enabling the power of vision to behold the world. Thirdly, the biblical passage entwines a
narrator, who recounts this foundational history, the recounting of a story, and
participating readers/listeners, in other words, the action of something being uttered that
addresses and engages the audience.
I am a curator: although I have also been a caretaker of collections at times
throughout my career, my principal role has been as an activator through selecting
specific bodies of work, choreographing how these works are situated in spaces,
providing ways for lay audiences to enter into the arena of the work’s discursivity, and to
foster visitors’ agency in creating their own encounters. I specialize in photo-based
works, installations and interventions. I like to build real things that activate spatial and
political encounters. In my projects, I experiment with ways to activate the connection
between the discursivity of works of art and engaged audiences. I am outside the
academy, although I draw from it to inform my work and hope that my creative moves
may at times resonate back into the academy.
The title of my dissertation makes reference to J.L. Austin’s collection of lectures
about the performative power of language published as How to do Things with Words
(1962). In Austin’s proposal, ordinary uses of language, such as promising, threatening,
1

Umberto Eco, “Languages in Paradise,” in Serendipities. Language and Lunacy (New York: Orion,
1999), 29-30.
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commanding and questioning, are examples of performative language, actions achieved
by saying something. Austin’s conception of language as use-oriented and context
dependent is a dynamic way of considering communication, and his concept of speech—
as a transactional operation of language between people according to conventions in
everyday contexts—recognizes the agency of both the speaker and the addressee. In this
dissertation, I consider how Austin’s way of thinking can be helpful in examining the
processes of making art, staging it, and beholding it.
My approach in this project is derived from cultural analysis: the consideration of
projects and practices in view of theoretical articulations. This study is also informed by,
but not limited to, more recent theorists (and artists) considering questions of how art
“works”, including strategies of artists working in the political realm, the museum as a
stage for performance, the curator as presenter and the experience of audience.
Terms used in art writing to describe the intersection between aesthetic and
political practices are by no means synonymous, including committed, critical, radical,
disruptive, socially engaged, against the grain, activist, interventionist, oppositional,
relational aesthetics, practical aesthetics. In this study, I use the term “political art” as an
umbrella term that implies three characteristics: 1) the work addresses real-world systems
and the implications on human connectivity and emancipation; 2) the work can be framed
as a transgressive performance, but each work does so in its own way, or in a variety of
ways, dependent on the variables of production, staging and audience; and 3) the work
presents itself as the locus for critical thinking.
Working with an interdisciplinary framework in this project has been essential.
The Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis (ASCA) had only been recently founded by
Mieke Bal when I became one of the first international non-resident students. It has been
a fertile home for my research conducted on a part-time basis alongside my practice as a
curator. In its core mission, ASCA fosters the “borrowing of a question, a methodological
perspective, an object or a particular field of study, from another discipline, and the
integrating of this into your own work or subject area.”2 In the prospectus for the
inaugural Theory Seminar for 2000-2001 led by Bal, she introduced her concept of
2

Guidelines for Writing a PhD Thesis within ASCA, by Mieke Bal (and updated by Esther Pereen), 2017,
13.
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“cultural analysis” as a way of expanding and evolving methodologies by which to study
cultural objects, and has contributed to both theory and art scholarship through her
analyses of works of art through the lens of narratology.3 For Bal, concepts are not
established so much as univocal terms but are dynamic in themselves. They may “travel”
between disciplines and intersect in interesting ways:
After returning from your travels, the object constructed turns out to no long be the
‘thing’ that so fascinated you when you chose it. It has become a living creature,
embedded in all the questions and considerations that the mud of your travel spattered
onto it, and that surround it like a ‘field’.4

Bal’s own work as curator and artist, in additional to her formidable contributions as a
scholar, has continued to guide my intellectual path in this study. 5 Succeeding her in my
supervision, Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes and Sophie Berrebi have continued to enrich my
thinking about border-crossing endeavours in considering photo-based works through an
interdisciplinary lens, as well as the travel between academic writing and curatorial
practice.6 Lerm Hayes’ advocacy for dismantling disciplinary boundaries to encourage
more fluidity between artmaking, scholarship by artists, creative art writing and curatorial
practices promises a deepening fulfilment of a useful art, arte útil:
We can understand ourselves as making active interventions in constructing meaning,
practices and our fields. We are working in partnership and often solidarity with artists –
in the same eco system, while they are attending to ours, intervening in it and through it
in the social field […] Beuys would have said: we are all artists. Our work lives inside
and outside of the inter-mingled realities of art spaces, research institutions and public
space, in production, distribution and reception.7
3

Bal, Handbook Theory Seminar 2000-2001, unpaginated.

4

Bal, Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
2002), 4.
5

In particular, her analysis of works of art in the museum: Double Exposures. The Subject of Cultural
Analysis (New York and London: Routledge, 1996).
6

Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes and Sophie Berrebi have been particularly effective interlocutors due to their
own strong backgrounds in curating exhibitions. Lerm Hayes curated the extremely original and
comprehensive major exhibition Joyce in Art: Visual Art Inspired by James Joyce (Royal Hibernian
Academy, Ely Place, Dublin, 2004), as well as her more recent project, Institutional Work, Institutional
Critique: Brian O’Doherty / Patrick Ireland (Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 2019). Berrebi curated
Documentary Evidence (Galerie Chez Valentin, Paris, 2004) and the acclaimed Jean Dubuffet and the City:
People, Place and Urban Space (Hauser & Wirth, Zürich, 2018).
7

Lerm Hayes, “Writing Art and Creating Back: What Can We Do with Art (History)?” Inaugural Lecture
537, University of Amsterdam (June 5, 2015), 18. Accessed January 8, 2016,
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This interdisciplinary study carried out within the framework of ASCA’s research
community has been a point of departure for me to explore dynamic discourse in other
fields of study to build on art historical and museological scholarship pertaining to the
now canonical 20th century artists in this transhistorical study. I have chosen specific
artists associated with political critique, and well-established in art historiography, to
develop fresh readings that consider concepts from communication theory and the
philosophy of language to analyze the operations of political speech in the museum.
I propose how Austin’s concept of the transformative nature of speech can be expanded
as a “toolbox” for thinking about political art generally, and the uses of montage as a
rhetorical strategy in particular, and as curators, how we meet actual art works in real
space. The progression of my investigation has been intuitive and heuristic: I am
proposing and testing new tools by which to advance another perspective for close
reading, and my “case studies” collectively argue for broadening our field of vision to
“see” new aspects of canonical works. In this study, I will position the role of beholders
as critical partners in the formation of meaning. and of framing the museum as a site for
political engagement with critical (and transdisciplinary) scholarship in this field.
My project is not to create a “how-to” book with “proven” ways of staging critical
practices. Nor is it a methodology to draw a causal connection between event and impact,
or to prove how art does things in the world. What I do in my research is to unsettle
“settled” works and bring them to life again with a new lens. I explore how beholders are
engaged as subjects by speech acts in quite distinct ways: to enjoin in refusal; to consider
another vantage point; to bring into consciousness through productive looking; to
participate as a collective community; to make space for; and to force recognition
through citation.
In this introduction, I will lay out a blueprint, so to speak, for the discussion to
follow, divided into three sections:
1. I will begin with a general introduction to J.L. Austin’s How to Do Things
with Words, from which I have derived the title for my thesis, and outline the
http://www.oratiereeks.nl/upload/pdf/PDF-6174DEF_Oratie_Lerm_WEB.pdf.
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influence of his concept of performativity on several disciplines, including
aesthetic theory;
2. I will then outline specific positions which writers have taken to address the
performativity of pictures. (I use “pictures” in a general sense here, as my
examples include image-making as a whole, as well the production of works of art
per se.) as well as key aspects of museum work as both display space and social
space; and
3. I will propose a new way of considering Austinian (and post-Austinian)
concepts of the performativity of political art and introduce the selected case
studies to be discussed in the six chapters that follow.

2. Austin’s Theory of Language as Action
The point of departure for my thesis is a concept of performativity. As will be discussed
in detail in the pages that follow, this theory of action is of interest to and applied by
contemporary researchers across several fields of study. I have chosen to return to the
origination of the concept by British philosopher J.L. Austin’s in his germinal work, How
to Do Things with Words, based on a series of lectures on the philosophy of language,
delivered by Austin at Harvard University in 1955. In Austin’s proposal, ordinary uses of
language, such as promising, threatening, commanding and questioning, are examples of
performative language, where the uttering itself is, or is part of, the doing of action
(performative), distinct from the use of language which states something or describes the
world (constative). Austin endeavours to clarify this distinction: he is concerned with the
“performance of an act in saying something as opposed to performance of an act of
saying something.”8
Austin died in 1960, and his lectures and notes were posthumously published in
several collections. It is apparent that Austin’s contribution constituted at the time a very
small (British) voice amongst two then-dominant upheavals in the conceptualization of
the political outcomes of linguistics: one, at the level of language formation through

8

J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, edited by J.O. Urmson (Eastford, CT: Martino Fine Books,
2018 [1962]), 99.
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systems of symbols (theorists of language such as Ferdinand de Saussure, Ernst Cassirer,
Charles Peirce, Roland Barthes); and the other, as the conceptualization of language as a
force in the deployment of societal systems (Marxist philosophers such as Louis
Althusser, Theodor W. Adorno).9
Austin approached the study of language and the use of codes in its everyday use
between individuals: he emphasized speech as the transactional operation of language
between people, a concept that recognized the agency of both the speaker and the
addressee. In spoken language, then, communication between people is as much about
experience as it is the transmission of content through signs, and in this way, I see a
connection between Austin’s total speech situation to his near-exact contemporary,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, whose concept of phenomenology encompassed both the
content and the performance of speech: what is said is communicated, and to what effect
on the hearer—what Austin called the perlocutionary—, are communicated through
accent, intonation, gesture and facial expression of the speaker, their intersubjectivity
performed through expressive gestures, through bodies.10
As my project is to take a new look at canonical works through Austinian (and
post-Austinian) lenses, I will take the time here to establish key aspects of his thinking.
In Austin’s proposal, he takes as examples drawn from conventional social transactions
such as “I christen thee Mary Jane”, “With this ring I thee wed”, or “I promise to repay
this debt”. While his initial examples are drawn from the formal conventions of ritual
(ship christening, marriage ceremony), he turns to more everyday uses of language in
attempt to identify and group together types of performative actions: “verdictives”
pertains to the giving of verdicts; “exercitives” to the exercise of power; “commissives”
to what we promise or undertake; “behabitives” pertaining to expressions of feeling; and
“expositives” asserting opinions in the force of our words in spoken or written
discourse.11 Taking a closer look at Austin’s discussion of these, it is possible to see that
9

The implications of semiotic theory for art historians was introduced by Mieke Bal and Norman
Bryson in “Semiotics and Art History,” Art Bulletin 73/2 (June 1991):174-208.
10

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, translated by Colin Smith (New York and
London: Routledge, 1994 [1962]), 150.
11

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 147-163.

Introduction

6

exercitives encompass speech acts such as countermanding and interposing points of
view12; commissives commit the speaker to a course of action, such as promising,
vowing, and guaranteeing13; behabitives include the notion of reaction to other people’s
behaviour and fortunes, and of attitudes and expressions of attitudes to someone else’s
past conduct or imminent conduct, such as apologizing, condoling, congratulating,
commending, deprecating, etc.14; and expositives pertain to imparting points of views or
the conducting of arguments, such as informing, apprising, conjecturing and conceding.15
In the course of Austin’s 1955 lectures, later published as How to Do Things with
Words, he revisited his starting proposition to distinguish between constative language
(statements which may be evaluated as true or false) and performative language (actions
performed in language). He eventually argued the view that all utterances may be
considered performative, even descriptive statements that may also function as implicit
speech acts: “the cat is on the mat”, for instance, may be construed as “I hereby affirm
that the cat is on the mat”, and thereby constituting an act of affirming. He also conceded
that his proposal of prescribed classes of verb types could also be expressed through
indirect speech (“this room is cold” as an implicit imperative to shut the window). As
Austin astutely observed, “whenever I ‘say’ anything (except perhaps a mere exclamation
link ‘damn’ or ‘ouch’) I shall be performing both locutionary and illocutionary actions.”16
Austin is careful to develop his concept with regard not only to the construction of
language but also to the total speech act environment (mood, voice, cadence, physical
gestures, intensity, circumstances). For Austin, then, speech acts are not judged as “true”
or “false”, following the method of logical positivism, but as “felicitous” or
“infelicitous”, meaning their success as performatives is dependent on the degree to
which they are intended sincerely by the speaker and executed in circumstances that align

12

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 154-156.

13

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 156-158.

14

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 159-160.

15

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 160-163.
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with established convention. Bal, in her own introduction to Austin’s work, elegantly sets
this stage:
Performativity, at least in Austin’s conception of it, is allegedly the unique occurrence of
an act in the here-and-now. In speech act theory, it is the moment when known words
detach themselves from both their sleep in dictionaries and people’s linguistic
competence, to be launched as weapons or seductions, exercising their weight, striking
force, and charm in the present only, between singular subjects.17

In his concept of performativity, Austin concentrated on the delivery and impact of firstperson present-tense utterances in the context of everyday life, of events directly
involving the speaker and respondent in real time, a model that was taken up and
challenged by Derrida, and which I will discuss in detail momentarily. For Austin, the
conditions of a successful (felicitous) speech act are dependent on the total speech
context, the set of variables that serve to deliver the intentionality of the speaker anchored
in the specificity, and fragility, of the total speech environment.
Austin’s pragmatic conception of language as use-oriented and context-dependent
is a dynamic way of considering communication, beyond the Continental structuralist
model of establishing linguistic sign/referent systems, or the Anglo-American school of
logical positivism seeking objective clarity in language through the analysis of true/false
statements. Austin did not view his own work as either definitive or exhaustive of the
ways to consider ordinary language, rather it was developed as an innovative way by
which to approach the richness and flexibility of the uses of language, or the
phenomenology of language. Although Austin did not explore these avenues explicitly,
the performativity of visual communication generally, and the experience of art
specifically, as live speech act events governed by conventions, holds much promise to
understand speech acts as visual speech acts, museums spaces as discursive
environments, and beholders as sensate constructors of meaning. In this way, Austin’s
original model, which has been subsequently extended, debated, refuted, and applied by
two subsequent generations of academics, is of interest to me as a curator.

17

Bal, “Performance and Performativity” in Travelling Concepts in the Humanities, 176.
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Pathways from Austin’s Work
Like ripples expanding outward from the toss of a small pebble into a still pond, Austin’s
foundational thinking has migrated to influence several disciplines and to flow with the
currents of thinking in other arenas of his time. The iterability of Austin’s series of
lectures, then, has found manifold channels to permeate and produce discussion that is
both exciting and problematic, such as the impact on considering the impact of literary
speech acts outlined above. The migration of Austin’s innovative consideration of
speech acts as performative is an excellent example of a “travelling concept” as Bal has
coined it18, crossing boundaries with differentiated valences in a number of areas of
study, including ethics, philosophy of law, philosophy of language and feminist
philosophy.
Communication Theory
Austin’s contribution is relevant to communication studies as the dynamic interaction
between sender, message and receiver, and the degree to which each of these is a
conductor of meaning. Argumentation theory, for example, is an interdisciplinary study
that offers methods to resolve differences. As a dialectical discourse, it engages the
uttering of statements (descriptive or prescriptive) serving to justify or refute an opinion,
and directed towards arenas of common interests, at the level of interpersonal common
interests or policy development in the political arena.19 Austin’s theory of language use as
communication between speaker and hearer, meets the rise of theories of reception and
reader/response in the opening new pathways to understanding the effect of works on
audience rise of reception theory, moving the addressivity of the work from the limits of
its own pictorial space to activation by the audience as a transactional space.20 Moving
18

Bal, “Performance and Performativity,” 174-212.

19

The leading scholar is Frans van Eemeren, Professor in the Department of Speech Communication,
Argumentation Theory and Rhetoric at the University of Amsterdam: see van Eemeren, Rob
Grootendoorst, and Tjark Kruiger, Handbook of Argumentation Theory. A Critical Survey of
Classical Backgrounds and Modern Studies (Dordrecht, Holland and Providence, RI: Foris Publications,
1987) and van Eemeren, Rob Grootendoorst, Sally Jackson and Scott Jacobs, Reconstructing
Argumentative Discourse (Tuscaloosa, AL and London: The University of Alabama Press, 1993).
20

The role of audience was earlier explored in 1898 by Leo Tolstoy, in his collection of essays published as
“What is Art? and Essays on Art, translated by Aylmer Maude (Oxford and London: Oxford University

Introduction

9

from object-centered theory to viewer-centered theory, the notion of the work as a
dynamic entity activated by the viewer posits meaning as an interaction between work,
stage and beholder as an effect that is experienced.21
Social Science Theory
Austin presents his concept of language is a theory of action within a sphere of social
conventions, and as such, can be linked to contemporaneous developments in the social
sciences. The artists discussed in this study overtly seek to engage in problems of the life
world, and their political speech acts are founded on the notion that the world is alterable.
The expanding sphere of Austin’s influence intersects with emerging concepts of the
individual in society. Jonathan Culler cites two works of the period that relate strongly to
Austin’s foundational work.22 Gregory Bateson considers the operations of verbal and
nonverbal communication (between humans, between animals) as rule-governed and
context-dependent exchanges of messages. 23 His observation of the relationship of
Press, 1938). Tolstoy places emphasis on art as an accessible communication activated by the general
public, not restricted only to an educated or elitist class trained to appreciate aesthetics. Of significance to
this study, Tolstoy likens visual utterances to rhetorical propositions: “Speech, transmitting the thoughts
and experiences of men, serves as a means of union among them, and art acts in a similar manner…. By
words a man transmits his thoughts to another, by means of art he transmits his feelings.” (121) The
communication is considered to be successful if the spectators or auditors are infected by the feelings with
the author has felt, presuming a one-to-one transmittal as a telegram might be sent, which is different from
the act of the audience’s own collective and individual meaning-making. Ultimately, Tolstoy lauds the
infectiousness of art as a positive project to produce harmonious union among people and does not posit a
role for this transmission to create oppositional or subversive actions. (Interestingly, Tolstoy’s operation of
infectious art depends on the sincerity of artist, comparable to Austin’s requirement for the sincerity of the
utterance as a performative transaction.)
21

Several readings have been useful: Wolfgang Iser on the phenomenal approach to reception, The
act of reading: a theory of aesthetic response (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 1978);
Roland Barthes on personal subjective responses to photographs in Camera Lucida. Reflections on
Photography, translated by Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981); Jonathan Culler on the
subjective construction of knowledge in Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of
Literature (London: Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1975); and Jill Bennett on affect and participatory
spectatorship in Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2005).
22

Jonathan Culler, “Philosophy and Literature: The Fortunes of the Performative,” Poetics Today.
International Journal for Theory and Analysis of Literature and Communication 21/3 (Fall 2000):503-519.
23

Gregory Bateson, “A Theory of Play and Fantasy,” in Steps Toward an Ecology of Mind: Collected
Essays in Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, and Epistemology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1972 [1954]), 67-73.
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language to the objects it denotes as comparable to the distinction between a map and a
territory is one of the concepts later taken up by Deleuze and Guattari in their exploration
of the use of language against itself as a normatizing mechanism, and operation of
deterritorialization.24 In his focus on the relationship between speakers, his work is
parallel to Austin’s linguistic theory approach to speech acts. Erving Goffman, in his
pioneering sociological study The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) examines
“the ways in which the individual in ordinary work situations presents himself and his
activity to others.”25 Like Austin, Goffman creates a distinction between the “real life”
interplay of individuals from characteristics of theatrical (make-believe) performance. He
also invokes dimensions that are comparable to Austin’s conception of language as action
through the model of the total performance situation, such as the self-awareness of the
speaker as a performer, extra-linguistic dimensions of the speech performance, the
perlocutionary intentions of the speaking subject, and the effects on the interlocutor as
both addressee and audience. Another influential figure of interest in Austin’s conception
of interaction is social psychologist Kenneth Gergen, who began his prolific and
influential career beginning in the 1970s, explores the performative self as a relational,
rather than fixed or essential, able to construct specific personas for specific
circumstances. For Gergen, like Austin, there is no objective “true” or “false” following
the paradigm of positivism, rather contingent interactions with pragmatic outcomes.26
Law and Social Justice
The force of language as encoded with societal norms makes Austin of interest to
juridical studies, where the “doing” of hate speech has the force of violence against the
constituted subject, and Judith Butler has explored this dimension extensively, particular
in reference to race and gender.27 Connected to the use of language as an instrument of
24

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, translated and
forward by Brian Massumi (Minneapolis, MN and London, UK: University of Minnesota Press, 2014
[1987]).
25

Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Doubleday, 1959), Preface.

26

Kenneth Gergen, The Saturated Self. Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life (New York: Basic
Books, 1991).
27

Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997).
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violence is the relevance of language use in social justice contexts: the authority of the
state can deployed through language to constitute the subject citizen through
interpellation, but also the role of language in the ethical relation of self to Other. The
work of Emmanuel Levinas is germane here, through his articulation of the distinction
between “is” (descriptive) as including numerous subjectivities, in contrast to “ought”
(prescriptive) as the oppressive directive to adopt specific norms.28
Language Theory
With respect to the philosophy of language, Austin’s exploration of the
performativity of language is not a grand theory but a heuristic, looking closely at the
ways in which we do connect to each other. Austin explores the performative uses of
language as ways in we which we “do” something, by saying (illocutionary). His many
respondents have clarified and extended Austin’s exploratory set of grammatical classes
described above. Jerrold Sadler describes the impact of Austin as responsible for “a small
but flourishing industry devoted to the taxonomization of the conventional acts that
people do in saying things.”29
I will now turn the discussion toward contributions of post-Austinian theorists and
identify how his supporters and respondents also contribute to my project. American
scholar John Searle emerged as one of Austin’s most prolific defenders, supporting his
finding of the performative capacity of all language: in his 1969 book Speech Acts. An
Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Searle agreed with Austin’s point of departure,
asking how words relate to the world.30 Searle regards Austin’s contribution as a point of

28

Emmanuel Levinas and R. Kearney, “Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas,” in Face to Face with Levinas,
edited by R. Cohen (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 1986), 13–40.
29

Jerrold M. Sadock, “Toward a grammatically realistic typology of speech acts,” in Foundations of
Speech Act Theory. Philosophical and Linguistic Perspectives, edited by Savas L. Tsohatzidis (New York
and London: Routledge, 1994), 393.
30

See notably John Searle, Speech Acts. An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997 [1969]), 1. Searle’s particular perspective also drew on the work of Paul Grice, P.F.
Strawson, John Rawls, and William Alston.
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intersection between a theory of language and a theory of action, and extends beyond
Austin to also consider the speech act utterance expressed through non-textual means:
What is the difference between regarding an object as an instance of linguistic
communication and not regarding it? One crucial difference is this. When I take a noise
or a mark on a piece of paper to be instance of linguistic communication, as a message,
one of the things that I must assume is that the noise or mark was produced by a being or
beings more or less like myself and produced with certain kinds of intentions.31

While Searle found validity in Austin’s overall approach to examine different kinds of
speech acts, and the primacy of the intentionality of the speakers, he also found too much
overlap between Austin’s categories and attempted to develop more precision building on
Austin’s original categorization of grammatical classes. These, in turn, have themselves
been the subject of considerable academic debate, extension and negation. 32
Derrida-Searle Exchange
Arguably, Searle’s most notable contribution was his defense of Austin’s
emphasis on the intentionality of the speech act utterer in response to a paper given in
1970 by Jacques Derrida and published as the essay rebuttal to “Signature Event
Context”. 33 Derrida began his remarks by commenting on the polysemic nature of the
term “communication” and continued on to consider specific aspects of the nature of
writing and telecommunication. Derrida lauded Austin’s original contribution of a theory
of action that departs from a logistical positivist position but argued against Austin’s
concept of performativity as the delivery of first-person present-tense utterances in the

31

Searle, Speech Acts, 16-17.

32

These expositions are good overviews of this landscape: Andrea Kern, “Concept of the Performative:
Between Pragmatism and Deconstruction,” in ASCA Brief 1999 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam School for
Cultural Analysis, 1999), 83-95. [Kern’s remarks are synthesized from a June 1999 week-long seminar held
at ASCA on the topic of Austin and performativity, which I also participated]; Jonathan Culler,
“Philosophy and Literature: The Fortunes of the Performative,” Poetics Today. International Journal for
Theory and Analysis of Literature and Communication 21/3 (Fall 2000):503-519; Alice Crary, “The Happy
Truth: J.L. Austin’s How to Do Things with Words,” Inquiry. An Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy
45/1 (2002):59-80.
33

John Searle, “Reiterating Difference: A Reply to Derrida,” in Glyph I, edited by H. Sussman and S.
Webster, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1977), 198-208; Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” in
Limited, Inc., edited by Gerald Graff and translated by Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1988 [1972]), 1-23.
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context of everyday life, positioned as events directly involving the speaker and
respondent in real time. Derrida, as one of Austin’s principal interlocutors, disputed
Austin’s exclusion of literature as non-serious, “parasitic” from of speech, and therefore
exempt from “felicitous” status accorded to speech acts in real world circumstances. He
argued that performative speech must also be iterable (transmittable, readable), it must be
repeatable and it must presuppose receivers in a distant future: the originating meaning of
the author is not static and fixed, but is continuous and inexhaustible as each encounter
with a work (artwork or literary text) constitutes a new event. Accordingly, Derrida
argued, the determinants of the total speech situation could not be fixed for each
occurrence, or protected from the several ways in which Austin articulated “unhappy”
performances.
Derrida’s rebuttal of this particular point is one that has import for my own
inquiry of works of art as speech acts, in that literature and visual art are world-creating,
and illocutionary utterances that occur within the logic of their own realms. Derrida’s
analysis of the operations of literature, moving from orality to writing, accommodates a
future reader-to-be, and in so doing, breaks away the force of the utterance from the
intentionality of the speaker/author, to the meaning-making agency of the
audience/reader.
My communication must be repeatable—iterable—in the absolute absence of the receiver
or of any empirically determinable collectivity of receivers. Such iterability […] structures
the mark of writing itself, no matter what particular type of writing is involved (whether
pictographical, hieroglyphic, ideographic, phonetic, alphabetic, to cite the old categories.)
A writing that is not structurally readable – iterable – beyond the death of the addressee
would not be writing.”34

For Derrida, the written sign is offered to an absent reader, or more precisely one with a
distance presence, which he characterizes as a divergence or delay (différance).35 Each
act of encounter on the part of the reader, then, would be inaugural, distinct from any
other occurring performance of the text.

34

Derrida, “Signature,” 7.

35

Ibid.
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Derrida’s emphasis on the changing context of the performance has also
engendered further inquiry into the distinction and intersection between performativity
and performance as concepts.36 Each encounter, or énoncé, between a work and its
eventual beholder is likewise inaugural, and the intentionality of the utterance (vouloirdire, or desire-to-say-what-one-means) intersects with the meaning-making of the
interpretant.
Every sign, linguistic or nonlinguistic, spoken or written, in a small or large unit, can be
cited, put between quotation marks; in so doing it can break with every given context,
engendering an infinity in a manner which is absolutely illimitable.37

It is this rupture between utterance-origin, and reader meaning-making, that it is possible
to form a discursive relationship with the text:
For example, writing, as a classical concept, entails predicates that have been
subordinated, excluded, or held in abeyance by forces and according to the necessities to
be analyzed. It is those predicates […] whose force of generality, generalization, and
generativity is liberated, grafted onto a “new” concept of writing that corresponds as well
to what has always resisted the prior organization of forces […] It is to give to everything
at stake in the operations of deconstruction the chance and the force, the power of
communication.38

Searle, in his brief rebuttal, to Derrida, was principally concerned with maintaining an
insistence on the intentionality of the author as the locus of meaning, whether in verbal or
written form.39 For Searle, the radical detachment of the intention of the speech act
sender removed the possibility of the communication of the sender’s meaning to the
receiver.40

36

See for instance, Bal, “Performance and Performativity,” in Travelling Concepts; Eve Sedgwick and
Andrew Parker (editors), Performativity and Performance (New York: Routledge, 1995).
37

Derrida, “Signature,” 12.
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Derrida, “Signature,” 21.
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Searle, “Reiterating Difference,” 198. Searle does concede that he does not find Derrida’s arguments
very clear: “it is possible that I may have misinterpreted him as profoundly as he has misunderstood
Austin.”
40

Readers interested in the implications of Derrida’s examination of Austin in the context of linguistic
theory are directed to Stanley Cavell, “What did Derrida Want from Austin?” in Philosophical Passages:
Wittgenstein, Emerson, Austin, Derrida (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 42-65; and Stanley E. Fish, “With
Compliments of the Author: Reflections on Austin and Derrida,” in Critical Inquiry 8 (Summer 1982):
693-721. In addition to discussing specific points of difference, Cavell interprets the Derrida-Seale
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Does the fact that writing can continue to function in the absence of the writer, the
intended receiver, or the context of production show that writing is not a vehicle of
intentionality? It seems to me quite plain that the argument that the author and intended
receiver may be dead and the context unknown or forgotten does not in the least show
that intentionality is absent from written communication.41

For the purposes of my own examination of visual speech acts, Derrida’s response to
Austin contributes an important dimension to my consideration of the performativity of
works of art, as I will develop throughout the case studies in this project. To begin with, I
would argue that the preferred communication modality of each philosopher played a
significant if unacknowledged role in their perspectives on language as a theory of action.
Austin’s preferred modality for the expression of his ideas was in the live delivery of
lectures in a university setting. His oft-cited published works that form the basis of
historical and current engagement with his ideas are in fact transmissions of speech
concretized in textual form. His body of argumentation has been crystallized through the
compilation of his lecture notes, aggregated, sub-divided, edited and published by others
after his death. How to Do Things with Words, for example, was initially compiled by
philosopher and Oxford colleague James O. Urmson (and in later editions, in
collaboration with philosopher Marina Sbisa). The preface traces this methodology:
The lectures here printed were delivered by Austin as the William James lectures at
Harvard University in 1955. In a short note, Austin says of the views which underlie
these lectures that they were “formed in 1939. I made use of them in an article on “Other
Minds” published in the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volume
XX (1946) pages 173 ff., and I surfaced rather more of this iceberg shortly
afterwards….42

Urmson additionally interpreted and supplemented Austin’s lecture notes through
comparison with notes taken both in America and in England by those who attended the
lectures, as well as an extant audio recording of lectures Austin gave on October 2, 1959
exchange as evidence of a gulf between French-German (Continental) and Anglo-American philosophical
traditions.
41

Searle, “Reiterating the Differences,” 201.
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James O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa, Preface to the First Edition, How to Do Things with Words, J.L.
Austin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982 [1962]),vi. The full citation for Austin’s essay referenced
in this quote is “Other Minds,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary Volumes 20 (1946),
148-187. Reprinted in James O. Urmson and Geoffrey J. Warnock (eds.), Philosophical Papers (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1961), 76-116.
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in Gothenberg, Sweden.43 The volume entitled Sense and Sensibilia was reconstructed
from Austin’s manuscript notes by another Oxford colleague, G.J. Warnock. In the
Foreword, Warnock outlines his editing method as consulting Austin’s apparently
additive and continuous set of lectures, which contained a number of separate sheets of
various dates for each of the principal topics.44 As these editors note, some elements in
the published versions are conjectural, therefore text does not reproduce word for word
what Austin actually said in his lectures.
Austin’s preferred modality was sharing ideas in a collective discursive space, in
real time, face-to-face. He was able to lecture with fluidity and precision and his speaking
style strikes me as engaging and lively, with many eccentric turns of phrase, some of
which have been preserved in the published versions.45 He also held regular Saturday
morning sessions at Oxford in order to share and debate ideas in a roundtable setting.46 It
should also be noted that the culture at Oxford discouraged publication.47
I see therefore his emphasis on verbal speech in everyday contexts— in contrast
to Derrida’s focus on the iterative nature of written texts— as reflective of his own
preference for oral transmission. His personal preference for oral engagement is also

43

J.L. Austin, Lecture [Part 1], Gothenberg, Sweden (October 1959). [1 hr 1 min]
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXo0YNZ3WsE&t=82s; Lecture [Part 2], Gothenberg, Sweden
(October 1959). [49 min] https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCnRjVDRdQOTtmQA99kCzOwA
44

Austin’s lecture notes are preserved by the Bodleian Library at Oxford University (MSS. Eng. misc. c.
394-395).
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my cats on the table” [How to Do Things with Words (1982), 20].
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present in his work theoretically in its stress on sense factors as part of the total
performance, such as tone of voice, visual sensing, and physical gestures. Derrida’s
position, by contrast, calls for the removal of this sensate collateral of intentionality in
favour of the performance of the sign (the text) as the catalyst for new meaning-making
by imagined future addressees. The preservation of his ideas through audio recordings
and compilations of his lecture notes then constitute an oral history. Although Austin’s
work has received deep consideration and opposition, I have not seen this specific point
emphasized, and it is a critical distinction to make in going forward to discuss the
presentation of works of art in discursive political and museal spaces, with live audience
interaction as well as their subsequent performances in later installations, which I will
also consider. There is a requirement for the presence of a body in the context of a
collective interaction in Austin’s model that I wish to examine more closely in the
exploration of the selected case studies ahead.
The substantive differences in their respective argumentation lies in the following
key areas. Derrida’s perspective lays the groundwork for each future encounter with the
work of art to open inaugural, possibly unintended, meanings. Secondly, Austin’s focus
on the operations of language as dependent on context and governing rules becomes
subject to Derrida’s broader interrogation of systems: as the leading proponent of
deconstruction as a methodology, Derrida placed particular emphasis on the ethical and
political dimensions of speech acts, along with Giorgio Agamben, Emmanuel Levinas,
and Jean-François Lyotard, and in this way, the work of Austin and of Derrida bear on
my consideration of the political nature of works of art. In the context of my own
research, Derrida’s argument that the mark (the written text) is a sign that becomes
divested of its originating source and can be grafted into other contexts is an important
theoretical link to the medium of photomontage that I will examine. Beyond the collision
of signifying fragments to produce pictorial and political disturbances, montage also
enables a fusion that introduces a new, provocative narrative.
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Critical Art Theory
The social and political performativity of both art production and curatorial
practice has been a central concern to the artists implicated in my study. Their awareness
of and participation in critical art theory, especially post-structuralist theory and concepts
of the spectacle in visual culture, forms a foundational basis for their work, and in turn,
the presentation of their work in museal and non-museal spaces. In terms of the
application of speech act theory to the consideration of visual art, Roland Barthes, Hubert
Damisch and Mieke Bal have been leading proponents of the close reading of both
historical and contemporary artworks as theoretical objects, the discursivity of works of
art.48 As Barthes cogently notes: “there are those who think that the image is an
extremely rudimentary system in comparison with language and those who think
signification cannot exhaust the image’s ineffable richness.”49 The consideration of
Austin and his approach to doing things through language opens a toolbox to examine
how pictures can be said to do things in each performative encounter, and complements
the important work of art history anchoring artistic production in the specificity of time
and place.
In this way, works are not only fixed material objects, but also performative
utterances by speaking agents (artists) presented as live event encounters that implicate
also the everyday: visits to the museum, encountering public art.50 In this context,
Austin’s concept of the perlocutionary is also germane in evolution of art-specific
theoretical considerations in the form of reception theory and affect theory. While artists
work within established conventions (art market, genres, sites of display), they are also
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vectors for the creation of new moves, and in the case of my study of political art, new
moves that seek to disrupt normative codes.
I have so far introduced how Austin’s theory of performativity has migrated to
other areas of study that consider experiences of being human: how we form language
and our concept of self in the world, as well as relationships between each other, between
individuals and agents of authority, between communities, and our experiences of art and
literature. All of these theoretical streams outlined above that have radiated out from
Austin’s contribution are relevant in my examination of modes of performativity in the
staging of political art, and indeed, forms the foundation of my thesis to view works from
the canon through an Austinian lens. In the chapters that follow, these aspects of human
experience will be examined in the course of the close readings of works connecting
artists as speaking agents addressing real world concerns with audiences engaging in
these propositions.

4. Key Literature on Performativities of Art
In the discussion above, I have presented the essentials of Austin’s innovative philosophy
of action, as well as a précis of its problematical dimensions. My project is not a critical
interrogation of Austin, however: it actively interprets and puts to work fundamentals of
his ideas to consider how images may be regarded as speech acts. I propose pathways
extending outward directly from both Austin’s and Derrida’s concept of speech acts,
shifting from theoretical concepts of performativity to an empirical study of specific
works.
Since launching my research into the agency of the selected photomontage works
discussed in this study, there has been an increase in discourse about the agency of
images generally, and how the experience of art may be political specifically.51 To begin
with, the very vocabulary of how to call this work has proliferated, that is to say, the
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For an excellent overview of this terrain, see James Elkins, “Introduction,” in Beyond the Aesthetic and
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nomenclature of art writing employs a myriad of terms by no means exhaustive or
synonymous. At the start of this introduction, I began to list some of these (committed,
critical, contested, radical, disruptive, socially engaged, against the grain, activist,
interventionist, oppositional, arte útil, relational aesthetics, practical aesthetics). In this
study, I use the term “political art” for works of art that address real-world systems and
their implications for human connectivity and emancipation, are framed as transgressive
or interventions, and form a locus for critical thinking, or as Kaja Silverman suggests,
“productive looking”, a dialogical encounter with the “theoretical object”, as proposed by
Hubert Damisch, that obliges you to theorize and provides you with the means of doing
so.52 In proposing and debating ideas about the agency of images, and the constitution of
the role of the spectator/participant, I have found particularly helpful the lively
contributions of the many writers who have created a theoretical terrain that is intriguing
and complex. My study is distinct from, and related to, a widening interest in the
performativity of visual, rather than linguistic, utterances, and more specifically, as
modalities of political utterance.53 Gabriel Rockhill, writing in Radical History and the
Politics of Art, asks, “how do diverse dimensions of the practice socially labeled as
‘aesthetic’ and ‘political’ cross, intertwine, interlace, and at time become coextensive?” 54
What is the politicity of art? This key question is a nucleus around which my research
enfolds itself and propels my inquiries from the perspective of curatorial practice. I will
52

Silverman’s concept of productive looking is a process which is fluid with respect to scope of
associations and time frame: “To look is to embed an image within a constant shifting matrix of
unconscious memories, which can render a culturally insignificant object libidinally resonant, or a
culturally significant object worthless.” Kaja Silverman, The Threshold of the Visible World (New York
and London: Routledge, 1996), 3-4. For Damisch, the object is still a material entity but the contemplation
of it is a dynamic event, referencing Claude Levi-Strauss’ Way of Masks: “What counts in a mask is not
what it represents but what it transforms.” Yve-Alain Bois, et al, “A Conversation with Hubert Damisch,”
October 85 (Summer 1998):15.
53
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now delineate a map of approaches through which to consider the political discursivity of
artistic and curatorial practices.
Art in the Public Sphere
In The Human Condition, a consideration of the political and technological perils of the
twentieth century, Hannah Arendt returns to the origins of the operations of speech in the
political sphere in classical Greek and medieval thought.55 To be political, to live in the
polis, means that political action is transacted in words, and not in acts of violence.56
Political speech occurs in the realm of active citizenship (vita activa), where the project
of being together—“the human condition of plurality”— creates something new that may
produce positive social benefits and hazardous unintended consequences. For Jean-Paul
Sartre, the world is alterable by the resistance efforts of individuals and, ultimately, in the
dialectic discourse of rhetorical positions in the public sphere.57 This resistance is
inextricably linked to the free choice of the subject and, for Sartre, it is the moral duty of
the artist, as a specialized interpretant, to exploit the communicative potential of the arts
to denounce injustice.
This position of resistance and the role of artist in social reform as a whole is, in
fact, the position of many of the artists I will discuss in the chapters that follow.58 For
Theodor Adorno, art serves as a critique for the “what is” (the world as we know it) and
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this critique supposes the possibility of the expression of “what could be” (the bringing
forth of another world.) 59 Adorno cautions against propagandistic expressions in the
service of ameliorative measures but encourages change at the level of fundamental
attitudes, and this brings to mind one of Walter Benjamin’s central challenges to the
addressivity of material work: “Rather than ask, ‘What is the attitude of a work to the
relations of productions of its time?’ I should like to ask, ‘What is its position in
them?’”60
The journal October was founded in 1976 by Rosalind Krauss and Annette
Michelson under the aegis of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press. From its
inception as a vehicle to foster critical thinking in the interconnections of art, theory,
criticism, and politics61, it has been the foremost channel for the role of art as a critical
vehicle in the context of increasing commodification of art by the commercial market.
October—as the locus for the examination of tensions “between radical artistic practice
and dominant ideology” 62 — has been a particularly significant repository for the
examination of political framing by or about artists discussed in this study (Hans Haacke,
John Heartfield, Hannah Höch, Martha Rosler, Allan Sekula, and Kryzsztof Wodiczko),
as well as theorists and historians (Claire Bishop, Yve-Alain Bois, Benjamin H.D.
Buchoh, Susan Buck-Morss, Martha Buskirk, Jonathan Crary, Douglas Crimp, Hubert
Damisch, Rosalyn Deutsche, Leah Dickerman, Brigid Doherty, Hal Foster, and Rosalind
Krauss).
59
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The writing of political scientist Chantal Mouffe, extending out from Louis
Althusser and Antonio Gramsci, bears particular relevance to study. Mouffe holds that it
is dissensus, rather consensus, that activates a viable public sphere in which antagonistic
parties recognize each other’s legitimacy while simultaneously acknowledging that there
is no rational solution to their conflict. This agonistic model generates continuous
challenge to hegemony, and Mouffe positions cultural production as part of the
hegemonic infrastructure. As Austin’s model of a theory of action is predicated on a
mutual understanding of conventions, more than this it demands a hegemony of linguistic
interaction so that speaker and hearer are aligned in the conventions of speech, which is
of course culturally determined and diverse; when these are not contained, the speech act
risks going awry, or misfiring. I will return to her ideas in specific chapters ahead, and
also in the context of the role of art both facilitating hegemony, and becoming an irritant
to it.63
The Power of the Object
Horst Bredekamp’s analysis of Bildakt (image act) departs from Austin’s concept of the
speech act by considering images themselves as actors possessed of sovereign agency
separable from their handling or their perception by people.64 Bredekamp identifies
specific strategies of addressivity that constitute illocutionary speech: enlivenment,
substitution, destruction, and transmission.
The “I” becomes stronger when it relativizes itself against the activity of the image.
Images can be placed neither before nor behind reality, because they work to constitute
reality. They are not reality’s consequences, but rather a form of its determination.65
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In Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory, Alfred Gell discusses the kinds of agency
the work itself may exert, distinguishing this from the locus of agency in the aesthetic
actions of the artist, or else in the semiotic decoding of beholders.66 Like Austin’s theory
of performativity, Gell positions the agency of art as context-dependent, and more
specifically, culturally specific and independent of Western art frameworks. Gell
discusses how art performs as an “index of agency” through a range of examples. In his
discussion of captivation, a primordial kind of artistic agency, he cites examples such as
the worship of cult objects as deities themselves, through which access to other person
can be attained (Nepalese Hinduism); the production of African figurines as inextricably
tied to a magical, supernatural occurrence in their origination; and Vermeer’s Lacemaker
as a lenticular conflation of worlds: one in which the beholder, like the artist, engages in
the sensate experience of the real world, while at the same time, is unable to share in the
technical and imaginative production of the work itself. For Gell, the range of “types” of
agency is unlimited: “It may be supposed that whatever action a person may perform visà-vis another person, may be performed also by a work of art, in the realms of the
imagination if not in reality.”67 Guy Debord and Pierre Bourdieu have examined the
entrapment of art making and art viewing within a cultural commodity system68, while
W.J.T. Mitchell and Marie-José Mondzain have questioned the putative power of the
work of art to “do” things69. On the agency of photographic images in particular,
particularly central to my discussion of photomontage, I have benefitted from the
provocative thinking of Ariella Azoulay on constituting the subject via the image, as well
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as Hilde van Gelder and Helen Westgeest, and Sophie Berrebi, on the work of
photographs as indexical, symbolic and performative utterances.70
Political Themes
The practice of creating “political” works of art has long been established in the modern
history of art, most especially as presenting a utopian future in the service of reform and
the manufacture of visual testimony to trauma. From the horrors of the Napoleonic wars
seared into graphic form by Goya to contemporary Chilean arpilleras, the textiles
portraying scenes of state-sponsored murder and torture handcrafted by mourning
Chilean women as a collective national memory, from Picasso’s explosive indictment of
the slaughter of civilians in Guernica, to works created in response to the September 11,
2001 attacks. The turn to the aesthetic, to the production of images, is manifested in
physical form, I saw this, in psychic form, I survived this.
The artist as actual or metaphorical witness who generates visual testimony plays
the role of archivist, preserving a grisly and otherwise possibly eradicated record of
events, which are themselves in many ways, beyond language. This work is inevitably ex
post facto, that is created after the event to which it refers, and is therefore historical,
even if it is from the very immediate past: it preserves cultural and emotional, if not legal,
evidence and in this way demonstrates its capacity to describe, to reveal, and to express,
in a sense, a collective grief.
T.J. Demos, writing in The Migrant Image, undertakes a series of case studies,
focusing on artists responding to the crisis of globalization and displacement of migrants
and refugees, sharing Azoulay’s focus on problems of the representability of people,
particularly those who are politically disenfranchised and victimized by violence. Demos
does not take his point of departure from Austin but proposes specific visual strategies for
the political in art, such as the opacity of the image, the withdrawal of visibility, the
construction of fictional truths, and the indeterminacy between art and activism.71
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Activist Modalities
In the first decade of the twenty-first century, a number of theorists (and artists) have
come forward to posit alternative models that recognize both the potentiality and
limitations of the political in art. In her study How to Do Things with Art72, Dorothea von
Hantelmann makes Austin her starting point, as I also do, and draws in Judith Butler’s
concept of performativity to constitute social realities. She is aligned with Rancière’s
perspective: there is no performative artwork, because there is no non-performative
artwork: every artwork has a reality-producing dimension. Von Hantelmann examines
work by artists James Coleman (as did Bal before her in Travelling Concepts)73, Daniel
Buren, Tino Sehgal and Jeff Koons as performative gambits within the framework of the
conventions of production, and of museum practice.
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Nicolas Bourriaud, and Gregory Sholette
propose art as a state of encounter, a politics of action that is polyvocal, collaborative and
inclusive74; Gerald Raunig advocates transversality, a mechanism designed to create
entirely new terrains of co-operation and interaction between different activist, artistic,
social and political practices; and Gabriel Rockhill advocates for an approach that reveals
the social politicity of art as event.75
The anthology Cultural Activism. Practices, Dilemmas, Possibilities, edited by
Begüm Özden Firat and Aylin Kuryel, considers diverse activist practices, such as culture
Crisis (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013).
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jamming, souveillance, media hoaxing, adbusting, subvertising, flash mobs, street art,
hacktivism, billboard liberation.76 Collectively, the focus of the case studies is on creative
forms of activism as the antidote to conventional struggles of protest, and nearly all of the
discussions involve creators/collectives who have rejected the gallery/museum nexus as a
neoliberal dead-end. Anja Kanngeiser’s essay in this same volume productively links
performative encounters devised by Berlin Dadaists (1918–1923) with those by the
Situationist International (1957–1972) and some of the German Umsonst (for free)
campaigns (2003–)77: her approach and mine share an interest in identifying
transhistorical links across practices as a way of analyzing strategies.
Grant Kester, writing in The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art
in a Global Context, considers collaborative interactions among artists and communities
that are based on dialogic or relational aesthetics. Kester considers Nicolas Bourriaud’s
concept of relational aesthetics (defined by meetings, encounters, events and various
types of people78) and Bourriaud’s relegation of collaborative activist art (for instance,
artists working with environmentalists, AIDS activists, trade unions, anti-globalization
protestors, etc.) to the framework of 1930s socialist realism. For Kester, collaborative art
practice frames artist/community exchanges beyond art world systems, that is, it is extramuseal:
… (spatially, institutionally, procedurally) set apart from quotidian social interaction to
encourage a degree of self-reflection, and calling attention to the exchange itself as creative
praxis. The distancing from the protocols and assumptions of normative social exchange
created by aesthetic framing reduces our dependence on default behaviours, expectations,
and modes of being, encouraging a more performative and experimental attitude toward the
work of identity. 79
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Kester’s animated debate with Claire Bishop brings out several considerations in projects
predicated on relational aesthetics. Bishop rejects the direct correlation between an
artistic form and political meaning, as well as the transformation of the object to social
relationship. Claire Bishop questions the emergence of practices involving collectivity,
collaboration, and direct engagement with specific social constituencies, citing a number
of problems, including erosion of artistic authorship, sublimation into non-art examples
of social interaction (meetings, events, festivals), and the weakening of critical
discursivity and the displacement of aesthetic criteria for ethical criteria.80 By contrast,
Kester argues for an affirmative model of dialogic art: art as a state of encounter and a
politics of action. He is critical of Bishop’s position as policing the boundaries of artistic
practice and dividing camps into an “aesthetes versus activists” paradox.81 Kester also
critiques Bishop’s distinction, which he finds (over)rigid and dismissive, between
“aesthetic” projects (“provocative”, “uncomfortable”, “multilayered”) and activist works
(“predictable”, “benevolent”, “ineffectual”).82
The Distribution of the Sensible
Into this polarization, Jacques Rancière argues aesthetics and politics overlap in their
concern for the distribution and sharing out of ideas, abilities, and experiences. For
Rancière, the politicity of art is not in the subject matter of its address, its overt political
utterance, but the viewer’s experience of new modes of perception induces a newfound
political subjectivity.83 The distribution of the sensible (le partage du sensible) then is a
specific mode of experience that opens the subject’s consciousness of perception and
80
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reorients their consciousness of the world. Rancière’s focus on the sensate subjective
experience has gained wide influence in the discussion of works of art through the decade
of the 2010s.
In her own consideration of the agency of art, Bal contends that it is the event of
sensory perception, rather than the object of contemplation, that awakens the awareness
of the subject as a political being: “Presenting a space that is inhabited rather than empty,
open for entering but not for occupying, for co-inhabiting but not for appropriating – a
space within which the viewing subject is welcomed while simultaneously being
transformed by it – is perhaps the most central aspect of the political force of […] art.”84
As Micaela Deiana observes, Rancière’s perspective positions emancipation as an
individual experience, first of all, within the personal perception and enjoyment of
artmaking, able to create an interrogative moment that pierces habitual experience.85
This is the interesting point where Austin’s theory of language use as communication
between speaker and hearer, meets the rise of theories of reception and reader/response in
the opening new pathways to understanding the effect of works on audience rise of
reception theory, moving the addressivity of the work from the limits of its own pictorial
space to activation by the audience as a transactional space. Moving from object-centered
theory to viewer-centered theory, the notion of the work as a dynamic entity activated by
the viewer posits meaning as an interaction between work, stage and beholder as an effect
that is experienced.86
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Jill Bennett presents the aesthetic experience in slightly different terms, arguing
that affect is produced through the relation between an image and its viewers, the sensate
experience, which she describes as “seeing feeling” and is not merely something an artist
expresses through a work.87 Carrol Clarkson, writing on the political valence of the
aesthetic act and its connection to political and social reform, links Austin’s notion of
performativity to bring about a shift in perception or understanding on the part of those
who encounter the artwork, or the speech, or the literary event.88
At the subjective level of individual experience, Irit Rogoff proposes looking
away as an alternative to looking at works of art.89 Looking away empowers the viewer’s
emancipation as a performing subject resisting the work’s conscious, contrived
connections, even those of contestatory ideological détournement. It may well be in the
act of looking away from objects of our supposed study, Rogoff contends, in the shifting
modalities of the attention we pay them, that we have a potential for a re-articulation of
the relations between makers, objects and audiences.90 For Rogoff, this experience
approaches Giorgio Agamben’s concept of an undefined “whatever”, that is, in individual
and innovative avenues of unrestricted significance.91
The examples I have outlined above bear testimony to the tremendous interest in
what artworks do. I have chosen to work with these perspectives in mind to move from
questions of whether art is performative, and how efficacy is determined, to questions of
how it could be said to work, and to read closely several examples by advancing a
framework that links directly to Austin. A key objective in my study is to revisit specific

87

Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2005), and Practical Aesthetics. Events, Affects and Art After 9/11 (London and New York: I.B.
Tauris, 2012).
88

Carrol Clarkson, Drawing the Line: Toward an Aesthetics of Transitional Justice (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2014), 47.
89

Irit Rogoff, “Looking Away: Participations in Visual Culture,” in After Criticism. New Responses to Art
and Performance, edited by Gavin Butt (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 117-134, and “Turning,” in
Curating and the Educational Turn, edited by Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London and Amsterdam:
Open Editions/de Appel, 2010), 32-46.
90

Irit Rogoff, “Looking Away,” 119.

91

Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1993).

Introduction

31

works in a new light in view of these recent contributions to aesthetic theory, and to take
a fresh look at their production, staging and reception.
Austin posits a still promising and useful “toolbox” that can, I will argue, be used
for thinking about works of visual art. What may we say is the political in art? What is
the “doing” that art does in order to be considered as political art? What kind of weapons
can we say are produced by artists? What happens when their work—constructed as an
intervention within the wider social arena—is itself staged and absorbed by its very
institutions? And what roles do political artists envision for the spectator as the eventual
receiver/constructor of the visual utterance? It is intriguing for me to consider these
contemporary perspectives of the agency of art as open-ended and personally constructed
in the context of Austin’s 1950s concept of language as transformational and based on the
unlimited particulars of the performative environment. I regard the value of Austin’s
quite original path as especially germane to the recent re-considerations of the ways in
which artists, works and spectators interact; here, performativity is a communication
model that fosters the being-together in public space.

4. Display Space and Social Space
As a curator, I am principally interested in the operations of works of art in terms of
production, display and reception, and in my consideration of specific works of art as
political speech, I will return to Austinian (and post-Austinian) perspectives in
considerations of the intentionality of the artist, the iterability of a work to an absent
addressee, the fluidity (and ephemerality) of the total speech environment, and the
affectivity of reception. What parts of linguistic operations may we say apply to
visuality? What is the relationship between how words perform in social arenas and how
images perform? Can we really say that images act in themselves, that is, they perform,
or do they refer mimetically or symbolically describe, as given in theories of perspective
and significant form?
In Austin’s view, speech acts are part of the everyday operation of language, and
as such depend on linguistic conventions and situational context. In this consideration of
political art as image acts there are also established customs and environment, most
notable the fine art context. Museums are particularly pertinent to this exploration: they
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are at once practical sites for collective beholding, potent stages for narrative, and
authoritative sites privileging a particular selection of works. As stages for display, art
museums themselves perform as sites of national identity, cultural identity, aesthetic
judgement and market commodity, beyond their ostensible primary role to safeguard
works of art. Museological judgements and divisions further the modernist project by
creating stages for the illusionistic performance “naturalized” narratives or arrangements
by chronology, schools, geographies, culture, etc. I discuss how the process of critical
discourse is set into motion between production, site, and reception. What role does the
museum (and its public audience seeking contemplation, cultivation and pleasure) play as
a stage for confrontational political utterances? What are the ways that artists use this
stage and develop specific performance strategies to make their images “speak”, such as
recombinant images, framing devices, and staging environments?
The museum is designated as a place for looking, in a sense apart from the zone
within the object frames, a pictorial space. But the place for looking also has other
constructions of space that are not necessarily distinct from one another. The museum is
an ideological space borne of historical circumstance and present-day institutional
practice, as well as a constructed space of social practices. The presentation of art,
therefore, does not occur in an empty or neutral space, but into a heavily coded discursive
environment, sacralized, David Gopnik suggests, as a sanctuary for plunder or a national
mausoleum, and more recently, as a utopian “machine” for public education or consumer
mall featuring art and non-art attractions.92 It is a political space.
The sitedness of the utterance, that is, its extra-pictorial space or in Austin’s
model, the total speech situation, is crucial in both constructing the outgoing rhetorical
statement and also in shaping the beholder’s construction of meaning with the encoded
meanings of the stage itself.93 Mieke Bal, writing in Double Exposures: The Subject of
Cultural Analysis, closely examines the various ways in which the museum is constituted
as a total speech environment, where works are selected, ordered, presented and
explained. These activities of exposition create discursive acts exhorting beholders
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(Look!) to participate in narrative constructions of power, civilization, the body, progress,
as notable examples, that are offered through epistemological authority (the curator).
Bal’s analysis of the discursive dynamics of specific exhibitions provides a way to think
about the ideological premises underpinning museal space generally, and the techniques
of display specifically, such as contrast, juxtaposition, scale, sequence, interpretive
information, etc. It is critical to closely examine these “gestures of staging” 94 and
interrogate the gap between the work that is presented before our eyes, and the narrative
that the work supports.
The sacramental nature of the museum, observes Brian O’Doherty, has been
transformed from a spiritual experience to one that isolates the work from “everything
that would detract from its own evaluation of itself, namely installation within the “white
cube” gallery:
Some of the sanctity of the church, the formality of the courtroom, the mystique of the
experimental laboratory joins chic design to produce a unique chamber of aesthetics. So
powerful are the perceptual fields of force within this chamber that, once outside it, art can
lapse into secular status. 95

O’Doherty’s critique of the aridity of the museum environment has been answered in the
literature of the past two decades in the form of greater scrutiny of the forces at play
within art occupied with institutional critique, and the dynamic, or dialogical, encounter
of the work of art by the spectator, in terms of Austin’s total speech environment, the
deixis of the encounter as a transitive act of interpretation.
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This study is concerned with the discursive relationship between production of the
work, and its subsequent staging and reception. Douglas Crimp has noted the shift since
the advent of 1960s minimalist sculpture, from the meaning of the work in and of itself,
to its interpretation as a situated object, and the reception of the work transferring the act
of meaning-making from the artist/subject to the spectator/subject. The implications of
the role of spectators in political speech acts will be discussed extensively in the chapters
that follow. I would argue that the museum, in its display of visual discourses ranging
from identity politics to ecological activism, transforms the “image act” to the cult object,
and in so doing re-inscribes these potentially performative images as separate from (real)
life, a place to go when we need to be “cleansed”, as the container of ideas that we
cherish, but do not embody. Such contemporary works are vulnerable to recuperation and
re-presentation within the museum. Here the dangerous tendency on the part of museum
operations is to engulf and display the “weapon”, which is still not the same thing as
encountering it, and, in so doing, graft the social relevance of the visual utterance onto a
renewed societal relevance for the museum. A second danger surfaces in the critical
discourse about the intriguing works that we will meet: because of its extra-museal
nature, most of the work falls outside the notice of art discourse; because of its visuality,
it tends to fall outside the notice of political discourse.
I have discussed space in relation to the performative potential of images and the
real space of the museum where the encounter of the work takes place. The final major
concept that I will introduce here as critical to my exploration is the notion of social
space, and entwined through this, the idea of the physical space of the everyday in public
life. At a very basic level, political art, or the political in art, functions to connect the
artist, the audience and the world as a collective address, rather than creating a selfreflexive, autonomous and private work that attempts escape from the parameters of
social space.
As will be demonstrated through my case studies, the idea of the everyday is not
only the addressivity of the works’ utterance, but is also presented through the
“ordinariness” of the sites where the works are staged or displayed: the union hall, the
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public square, the art gallery.96 Michel de Certeau reflects on the relationship between
“place” and “space” and creates a parallel to langue and parole: place, like langue, is an
ordering system in accordance which elements are in fixed relationships of coexistence—planned, regulated, order, stability. Space, like parole, is realized through
dynamic, transitive practices, the act of interacting, the unpredictable, characterized as
strolling through the city.97 The beholder, like de Certeau’s walker, and like Vertov’s
kino-eye, is in perpetual motion, whose pictorial experience consists then of what is
noticed, the fragmentary. I would reframe this concept of space in its context of human
circulation through the museum. In her writing on the political performative in
contemporary art, Bal considers the constitution of the gallery/space as particular aspect
of performance via the concept deixis, a linguistic term to refer to the relationship
between viewer and space. Bal contends that it is the event of sensory perception, rather
than the object of contemplation, that awakens the awareness of the subject as a political
being: “Presenting a space that is inhabited rather than empty, open for entering but not
for occupying, for co-inhabiting but not for appropriating – a space within which the
viewing subject is welcomed while simultaneously being transformed by it – is perhaps
the most central aspect of the political force of […] art.”98 In the context of my
discussions here, I would widen the concept and propose that deixis is an intersection
between both the bodily experience of sensate, autonomous motion (dynamic,
unpredictable strolling) and action (stopping, beholding, constructing meaning).
The artists discussed in this study have chosen to turn toward the injustices and
inequities of daily life, of life lived, along with the temporal immediacy of problems in
their time (the rise of National Socialism in Germany, the carnage created and suffered
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by American troops fighting communism in Vietnam, the operations of apartheid in the
global economy, etc.).99 The works neither look backward into the past as allegory for the
present (and here we can readily think of the French painter Jacques Louis David
employing antiquity as contemporary metaphor) nor forward to an utopian/dystopian
eventuality, but to this day, the everyday, of the original viewers. I consider the displayed
work of art as a performative event activating an intersection of three critical “moments”:
the point of production, the point of staging and the point of beholding.
Supporting this “in-real-life” thematic approach is the pictorial space of
photomontage, assembled from everyday sources such as advertising, illustrated
magazines, portrait photography and printed ephemera, as well as the iconographic
references to daily life contained within the fragments. The everyday nature of the world
around us is featured, such as kitchens and living rooms, slums and grand buildings,
factories and picket lines, singers and circuses, banknotes and modern machines, and
most especially, the faces of familiar public figures and private persons. These massproduced and mass-consumed pictorial instances of the familiar are selected, extracted
from their usual contexts and recombined. In recalling the potential to see photomontage
as a form of minor photography, I see this deliberate construction as creating pictures
“that do things”: in the fissures and the joins of composite images, they aim to disturb the
normatizing codes through which our worlds are created, and in which our worlds are
immersed.100
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5. Unsettling Radical Action
This thesis takes as its central project the development of a new proposal, a fresh
perspective in curatorial practice: my study has been developed over a period of nearly
two decades, both informing and being informed by my own experiences as a curator. On
the potentialities of curatorial and museological practice as radical action, I have been
inspired by Martin Krenn’s intertwining of art and political praxis using various media
such as photography, video, and web-based tools to develop projects realized in
exhibitions, public space and on the internet101; Emilie Sitzia on the production of
knowledge in the museum and approaches to emancipating the visitor; and Ruth Phillips
in her cogent narrative and analysis from a Canadian perspective of the problems and
possibilities of curatorial practice to foster discursive spaces positioning Indigeneity in
the museum past and present.102
The selection and presentation of specific works of art in the chapters that follow
is not unlike my everyday work developing arts exhibitions: works are selected for an
affinity to a common theme or thread; and the pathways connecting these works with
museum visitors are suggested but not exhausted by the organizing curator who stages
them. For each visitor to the gallery or museum, there is an inaugural, novel encounter
with the creator of the work, the material work itself, and the stage upon which it is
displayed. This encounter, or event, places beholders in a dynamic role as the subject of
their own experience.
In each chapter, I consider how Austin’s careful classification of performative
acts by type could serve as a point of departure to propose specific kinds of strategies by
artists in producing visual speech acts. Although Austin’s own typological labels do not
transfer well to the artists I have selected, they do inspire me to propose a new taxonomy
of performativity. The study, then, proposes a morphology of image acts, applying Austin
as a point of departure to explore each “case study”. It is hoped that this thesis, as a
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whole, will advance discourse among my curatorial and art administrator colleagues by
serving as a point of departure to consider the impact of works of art via exhibition
projects.
Introduction to the Chapters
Chapter 1
In Chapter One, I launch my study by discussing John Heartfield’s use of
photography as a weapon to introduce (and untangle) concepts regarding politically
confrontational art. I introduce the formal, narratival and political strategies deployed in
recombinant images, and discuss the violent operations of dismemberment, force and
suture in the production of photomontages and propose the term the combative as a
strategy of negation. Close readings of Heartfield’s work are amplified by a discussion of
how their reception connects to Austin’s concept of “unhappy” performances or misfires,
and how the citation of a work by Heartfield in an 2016 installation by Martin Krenn
links to Derrida’s concept of iterability.
Chapter 2
In Chapter Two, I shift from Heartfield’s use of scissors as a weapon of violence
to his Dada contemporary Hannah Höch and her practice of cutting with “the kitchen
knife”, a reference to her most celebrated work. Cut with the Dada Kitchen Knife through
the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch in Germany (1919) presents a Boschean
kaleidoscope of contemporary life, and her work, like that of Frida Kahlo and others, has
become of particular interest in recent decades by art historians to study under researched
artists previously omitted from the canon. In this sense, the visual speech act is an
insertion point into the public sphere where there is no viable feminist speech. Höch’s
practice extended into the late 1960s and continued to explore powerful montaged female
figures. In her photomontage series, Bringing the War Home (House Beautiful) (1967—
1972), Brooklyn-based Martha Rosler integrates commercial photography of sumptuous
domestic interiors with fragments from traumatic journalistic photography portraying
soldiers and civilians caught up in the violence of the Vietnam War. Rosler’s critical
perspective, like Höch’s, combines images of the public and private world: Bringing the
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War Home forces the collision of ludic simultaneity of the tranquility and unimpeded
consumerism of upper-class American homes (staged for display) with the savage reality
of strife, wounding and death (that which should not be seen).103 Rosler’s work takes to
task the official discourse of America’s involvement as an imperial force in Southeast
Asia and the human cost of both soldiers (many forced into service through the draft and
most from lower- or middle-class families) and Vietnamese civilians onto a single visual
field.
As a kind of visual speech act, extending beyond Austin’s morphology of
utterances, I position this performative strategy as the integrative, pictorially and
semantically forcing inclusion. “Integrative” here has not only the standard sense of
combining or completing components to produce a larger whole, but also includes its
character of creating a holistic 360o picture from disparate fragments. This term has the
advantage of yet another connotation which is more overtly political: “integrate” has also
come to mean a synonym of “desegregate”, as in the removal of restrictions against
subordinated or subaltern groups and bringing into equal membership.104
Chapter 3
In Chapter Three, I propose a strategy I name the contemplative as a class of
pictorial speech. The contemplative can be characterized as both a strategy by the artist to
invite the spectator to reflect upon, that is, as a cognitive action, as well as one by the
museum to create an encoded space for looking, that is, as a sensate action. An extended
analysis of Hans Haacke’s installation, Voici Alcan (1983), at the National Gallery of
Canada considers the intersection of these operations. The work forms a suspended
triptych that creates a narrative in image and text to suggest the hidden agency of the
corporate operations of Alcan (a company name formed by the contraction of the word
“aluminum” and “Canada”) in concurrent activities: in mining aluminum, in sponsoring
the performing arts and in enabling racial oppression in South Africa. Art writers have
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seldom discussed Voici Alcan among Haacke’s frontal attacks on the systemic circulation
of art as cultural capital. With this in mind, I investigate at length the internal operations
of Voici Alcan and the external operations beyond the frames of the work as a
performance on a stage, linking this reading to a model of political action proposed by
Hannah Arendt.
For Arendt, civic life is the arena of the imagination and of meaning: it is through
our engaged connection to citizenship, to urban experience in particular, that we fully
realize liberation. In this conception of contemplation, reception activates the citizen to
full realization of consciousness and agency. Working from Arendt’s view, I locate the
performance of pictures, specifically on the “stage” of the museum, as the nexus where
aesthetic and social contemplation intersect and where the individual engages with the
collective community. For photography theorist Ariella Azoulay, the public sphere is the
space of relations between citizens (invested by the state with protections and privileges)
and noncitizens (those governed without commensurate status).105 This is the space where
private reflection and ethical consideration become connected to the responsibilities of
citizenship. Azoulay extends Arendt’s concept of citizen engagement by considering the
moral responsibility implied in this meeting ground of the (privileged) spectator and the
dispossessed through the work. I also consider the complex and powerful operations of
the museum as a stage for both spectacle, and increasingly, one that fosters engagement.
Chapter 4
I introduce the strategy I call the interpellative as the next class of the
performative applicable to image acts where the “speaker” does more than “make an
announcement”; s/he uses rhetorical strategies to persuade audiences to belong to the
proposition. In Chapter Four, I locate the image strategy of interpellation, or hailing to a
civil community in the public sphere, in Krzysztof Wodiczko’s 1985 Bundeshaus
Projection in Bern, Switzerland. As in Heartfield’s practice, the tools used by Wodiczko
for this strategy involve the discordant and thus expository conflation of one image/sign
onto others. In Wodiczko’s case, the intersection of photographs projected onto
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architectural destinations, such as office buildings, war memorials and heroic statuary,
activates the image act. Wodiczko’s projections invite meanings that are located in the
actual temporal duration of the projection itself, by the specificity of place marked by its
own accretion of historicity, and by the associations brought to the work by audience
participation in the process of interpellation. Alongside the many provocative effects of
the projections are the problematic issues that they raise for activist art practice: do
Wodiczko’s narratives become a diverting spectacle or do they function as ephemeral
moral civil disobedience?
Chapter 5
In Chapter Five, I propose the declarative as an even more insistent pictorial
speech act in the Oshawa series photonarratives (1982–1984) of Canadian collaborative
artists Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge. The declarative as an image utterance mode
does not invite itself into discourse politely, with decorum, seeking to draw its audience
into dialogic communication, but enters from the margins, insistent on insertion and
inclusion. Such declarative acts are constitutive, invoking the “I am” subjecthood of its
author/constituents into the public sphere. The specific practices of Condé and Beveridge
invite assessment of shifting performances stages (the labour hall, the museum, the
archive, the street) in shaping reception by audiences as well as the construction of the
persona of the artist.
Chapter 6
In Chapter Six, I introduce the imperative as deployed by Gilbert and George in
Thatcher’s Britain. I consider the linguistic operations of the imperative as an imposing
means of intervention in and response to social discourses through visual expression.
Huge multi-panel photographic installations provide tangible examples for analysis.
Gilbert and George produced these works in opposition to the social, economic, and
political policies of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government during the deepening
economic recession of the 1970s and 1980s. I look closely at two series of works, Dirty
Words (1977), and a related group of images with monarchic and nationalist themes
created between 1978 and 1980. The large-scale grids in both groups combine disparate
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image groupings, immense scale, pungent texts, and heraldic iconography, operating as
aggressive confrontations in the public sphere. Their images open intertextual linkages to
the critical voices in the films of Stephen Frears and Hanif Kureishi (My Beautiful
Laundrette, Sammy and Rosie Get Laid); to the disturbing phenomenon of mass violence
in football and National Front rioting; and to the emergence of punk rock music as a form
of attack on the rhetoric of tradition. In comparison with the previously discussed modes
of speech, which may be considered as relatively decorous and “co-operative” in
argumentation models (integrative, contemplative, interpellative), the imperative mode is
inherently impolite and coercive, belonging to a class of exercitives or commanding
expressions (accusatives, hortatives, admonitives) that express desire through force.
In the writing of these case studies, it has been my intention to consider how
Austin’s way of thinking can be helpful in the consideration of making, distributing, and
beholding specific practices by artists working in “the political”. My focus extends out
from the domain of traditional art history to suggest in what ways we can consider how
art works may be speaking subjects. Departing from Austin’s original classes of speech
acts, I consider the roles of critical artists/collaborators in 20th century examples to shock,
defamiliarize, make space for, call into community, declare one’s existence and compel
engagement, in the context of sites of performance, and audiences, usually museumgoers.

Interconnections
I think it is also important to make transhistorical connections between practices and I
take opportunities to do so throughout my discussions. As Anja Kanngeiser notes, it is
through the mutations and re-evaluations of the performative encounter that it becomes
possible to uncover the viability of tactics for political insurrection.106 The works of art
that will be closely read are specifically sited, not only in the sequence of chapters as I
have arranged them, but also in their places of display and eventual preservation in
collections. This constructed fixity does not reveal the dynamic and fascinating real
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world interconnections between the artists themselves, or their place in a discursive
community that also includes leading cultural figures of their respective milieus.
John Heartfield and George Grosz were closely associated with the playwright
Bertolt Brecht; they created stage set designs for Brecht’s productions. Heartfield became
closely allied with the Soviet OCTOBER group—Gustav Klucis, El Lissitszky,
Alexander Rodchenko—in part as co-exhibitors in the 1931 Fotomontage Exhibition and
through his friendship with Constructivist writer and playwright Sergei Tretiakov, who
hosted Heartfield on an extended visit to the Soviet Union in 1931–1932.107 The Soviet
artists were using collage and photomontage techniques to support disseminating the
positive messages of the revolutionary communist government, with an emphasis on
factography (the delivery of factual information through visual communication) in order
to be as accessible to the general populace as possible.108 The emphasis on cuts, edits and
splices also directly related to the montage techniques explored in the experimental
cinematic works of Vertov and Eisenstein.
Hannah Höch was also a member of the Berlin Dada group (albeit ever wary of its
often-disparaging disregard for female artists), and participated in exhibitions and events
with her partner, Raoul Hausmann. Portraits of Heartfield, Grosz and Hausmann all
appear as “cameos” in Cut with the Kitchen Knife. These Berlin artists had varying
degrees of acquaintance and collaboration with the leading intellectual and cultural
figures of the Weimar period, most especially critical theorist Walter Benjamin, who
praised Heartfield’s AIZ covers— produced initially in Berlin, and from Hitler’s rise to
power in 1933 until 1938, from exile in Prague—in his writing, philosopher Hannah
Arendt, and theatre director Erwin Piscator.109 All three play a role in the discussions
ahead.
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The work of Heartfield and Piscator most especially radiated influence in the leftleaning artists emerging in North America in the 1960s. Like earlier rejection of the
emotional excesses of Expressionism by the Dada artists in the wake of the First World
War, artists working with a more conceptual vision of art production likewise turned
away from the hot emotional field of then-ascendant Abstract Expressionism. In 1967,
radical art advocate Lucy Lippard encouraged two Toronto-based artists, Carole Condé
and Karl Beveridge, to join to the politicized artistic foment of New York.110 During their
residence in New York from 1969 to 1975, they met Martha Rosler, and all became
members of the (NY) Society for Theoretical Art and Analysis (founded by Ian Burn and
Mel Ramsden)111, which later became Art & Language, generally contesting the
philosophical conservatism of minimalist and conceptual art practice.112 By the late 1970s
they were experimenting with the use of photomontage in theatrical stage set scenes
portraying union narratives. At the same time, Hans Haacke was serving as an active
member of the Art Workers Coalition (AWC), which formed in 1969 with the goal of
revolutionizing and reforming museums.113
Meanwhile, in Halifax, the Nova Scotia School for Art and Design (NSCAD), one
of the premier art schools in Canada, was emerging as a hotbed for experimental artists
from Europe, the United States and Canada.114 These artists were largely focused on
Illuminations, Essays and Reflections, edited by Hannah Arendt and translated by Harry Zohn, (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968), 217-252.
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World, (Birmingham, England: Ikon Gallery, 1998), 23-55.
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John A. Tyson, “The Context as Host: Hans Haacke’s Art of Textual Exhibition,” Word & Image 31/3
(2015):214.
114

A short list of visiting artists who gave workshops and/or participated in NSCAD exhibitions constitutes
a veritable roster of the most acclaimed artists of their generation: Laurie Anderson, Vito Acconci, John
Baldessari, Iain Baxter, Joseph Beuys, Dana Birnbaum, Jan Dibbets, Daniel Buren, Eric Fischl, Robert
Frank, Dan Graham, Jenny Holzer, Claes Oldenburg, Dennis Oppenheim, Yvonne Rainer, Gerhard Richter,
Robert Smithson, Michael Snow, and Joyce Wieland. See Garry Neill Kennedy’s beautiful and
comprehensive documentation of the activities under his tenure in The Last Art College. Nova Scotia
College of Art and Design, 1968-1978. (Halifax, NS, Cambridge, MA and London: Art Gallery of Nova
Scotia and the MIT Press, 2012).
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challenging the autonomy of art by making the social context of art practice the subject
matter of their work. Under the leadership of director/artist Garry Neill Kennedy,
NSCAD hosted workshops and exhibitions by Karl Beveridge (1972), Martha Rosler
(1977), Hans Haacke (1975) and Krzystzof Wodiczko (1976).115 The NSCAD Press,
under the direction of art historian Benjamin Buchloh from 1978 to 1987, published
monographs dedicated to politically engaged artists, notably for the purposes of this
study: Hans Haacke’s Framing and Being Framed: 7 works 1970–1975 (1975),
Photography Against the Grain: Essay and Photo Works 1973–1983 by Allan Sekula
(1984) and a retrospective of Rosler’s work entitled 3 Works (1978, reissued in 2006).
The artists in this study have augmented their performative art practices by contributing
essays to the discussion about the importance of institutional and discursive framing. In
turn, they are linked to the network of art writers associated with the journal October at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge, including founders Annette
Michelson and Rosalind E. Krauss, and Benjamin Buchloh, Rosalyn Deutsche, Hal
Foster, Douglas Crimp, Yve-Alain Bois, etc.
Working from their studio in the East End of London, Gilbert and George were
also connected in these circles within circles: indirectly through the artists’ frequent
attendance at exhibitions of their work held in New York’s Sonnabend Gallery
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, and more directly through their connection with
acclaimed curator Kasper König. With his brother Walther, König operated the Colognebased Verlag der Buchhandlung König. The König Brothers published several artist
books: Side by Side was the first book created by Gilbert & George in 1971 by the König
Brothers just four years into their lifelong artistic partnership, as well as several books by
their former classmate at St. Martin’s School of Art, Dutch Conceptual artist Jan Dibbets.
König was proposed by Dan Graham as first director of the NSCAD Press in the
1970s116, where he oversaw the production of exhibition catalogues by several of the
artists, cited above, connected to the school.
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Kennedy, xx.
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Kennedy, xx.
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Conclusion
In this introduction to the study, I have introduced J.L. Austin’s How to Do Things with
Words, from which I have derived the title for my thesis and outlined the impact of his
concept of performativity on several disciplines, including aesthetic theory. I have
outlined ways in which the image act can be said to have agency, and the agency of
photomontage as a specific technique relevant to my study of the politicity of art. I have
mapped out a selection of works to study closely I have also delineated how the North
American and European “currents” of artistic practice flowed and interconnected through
and across time during the twentieth century and also across geographical boundaries.
The photomontages (photo-based prints, collages, assemblages and projections)
examined in this study are linked by a confrontational genre of pictorial production in
which the political arguably is (or is not) present as the subject matter of the work but,
significantly, is its activating strategy of address. This speaking role provides a
mechanism for the work of art to enter directly into the arena of argumentation as an
active and affective manifestation of language.
In attempting to map the grammatical analysis of language developed by Austin
onto visual speech acts, I will propose a morphology of discursive image acts to delineate
the kinds of rhetorical conventions produced in the works of art under discussion and to
examine the kinds of intervention they constitute. I will consider how Austin’s way of
thinking can indeed be helpful in the consideration of making, distributing, and beholding
specific practices by artists working in “the political”. I argue that we can locate
promising avenues for the applicability of Austin’s ideas to the consideration of political
or activist art as image “utterances” at work within social relations as propositions that
describe but also perform in the world.
The blossoming of new ways to think about the intersection of theory, art and
society also coincides with important concepts fracturing/decentering the norm and
empowering polyvocality/marginalized positions: postcolonialism, postmodernism,
identity politics, globalization, im/migration, community advocacy, digital technologies
and media saturation, as ready examples. The provocative entanglement of performativity
and political art in itself shines powerful lumens into the tight corners of disciplineordered practices such as art and art historical instruction, museum acquisition and
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presentation, curatorial and academic scholarship. The works discussed in this research
project exceed the origination of their making and staging and become departure points
for dynamic theoretical inquiry in the present moment. In examining provocative and
productive ways of how we can do things with pictures, my research puts “some of my
cats on the table”, to cite one of Austin’s strange yet endearing turns of phrase.117
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Austin, How to Do Things, 20.
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[fig. 1-1] George Grosz (left) and John Heartfield (right) at the First International
Dada Fair, Berlin, 1920
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CHAPTER ONE
The Combative: “Use Photography as a Weapon!”
1. “Art is Dead!”
In the preface to this study, I discussed the printed disclaimer next to the wall label
accompanying the installation of Nadia Myre’s 2013 mammoth beadwork photograph For
those who cannot speak: the land, the water, the animals and future generations, placed by
nervous officials keeping a wary eye on the ongoing reverberations of colonial practices,
contested geographies, and racial incommensurabilities. I would like to consider now another
exhibition statement, a placard displayed in 1920 in Berlin at the First International Dada Fair.
Held by two artists featured in the exhibition, George Grosz and John Heartfield (né Helmut
Herzfelde1), this sign proclaims: Die Kunst ist tot. Es lebe die neue Maschinenkunst Tatlins
[Art is Dead. Tatlin’s New Machine Art Lives]. [fig. 1-1] This proclamation, created in the
aftermath of the violent carnage of the First World War, announces the death of autonomous
art (l’art pour l’art) as both aesthetic object and market commodity, and signals the
emergence of a new radical vision of camera-based image making. The two placards, the bold
one held by agitating Dada artists and the careful institutional disclaimer next to Myre’s
critique, may be considered as epochal markers spanning a distance of one hundred years,
during which convulsions in science, society, religion, technology and media have propelled
an upheaval and re-examination of their respective discourses.
Here, in their announcement heralding the death of art presented at the First
International Dada Fair held in Berlin, Grosz and Heartfield jettison the viability of a

1

In protest against the nationalistic slogan “Gott strafe England!” [May God punish England!], Heartfield
anglicized his given name Helmut Herzfelde in 1916. His contemporary Werner Graeff, writing in 1922,
marked the origins of the Dada revolution with the repudiation of identity: “We have buried all names,
starting with our own,” quoted in John Willett, Art and Politics in the Weimar Period. The New Sobriety
1917–1933 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 105. For biographical details about Heartfield, see David
Evans, John Heartfield. AIZ/VI 1930—1938. (New York: Kent Fine Art, 1993)—an authoritative
monograph/catalogue raisonné based on access to the John Heartfield Archiv in East Berlin—as well as the
John Heartfield entry in Exiles + Emigrés: The Flight of European Artists from Hitler, exhibition catalogue
edited by Stephanie Barron and Sabine Eckmann (Los Angeles and New York: Los Angeles County
Museum and Harry N. Abrams, 1997), 74-79.
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traditional art system.2 For the Dada artists, their declaration of the death of art and the
ascendance of a new visual language, with its reference to Vladimir Tatlin’s utopian
architectural vision for post-revolutionary Russia, is a staged revolt against bourgeois cultural
conventions. The artists hold their proclamation at the art gallery of Dr. Otto Burchard amidst
the exhibition of some 200 Dada objects.3 This documentary photograph, and the speech act it
both witnesses and performs, points to new roles for the artist, for the work of art and the
exhibition space in which it is situated, as well as new kinds of intersections between the
domains of art and politics, what Robert Rauschenberg would later refer to as “acting in the
gap between life and art.”4
The “Art is Dead” proclamation is significant in three respects. It announces the
“dead end” of a modernist conception of art as autonomous from the external world and
belonging to the private sphere, a communion linking the inner life of the artist with the
aesthetic contemplation (and material possession) of the privileged viewer. It is a
performance of a new role for the artist, as seen in the 1920 Dada Fair example,
described by Walter Benjamin, in tracing the role of the artist established by Soviet
Tretiakov, as the important distinction between reporting on the struggle, and intervening
in it.5 Thirdly, it heralds a new social utility for artists as cultural workers, for hybrid
forms of visuality combining machine-made elements with human-made elements, and
for market distribution promoting accessibility regardless of social class.
In this chapter, I will propose the concept of the combative as a specific
performative modality and investigate the pictorial and theoretical dimensions of
2

Grosz and Heartfield’s brother Wieland reminisced in their 1925 essay Die Künst ist in Gefahr [The Art of
Danger]: “Our mistake was to have concerned ourselves with art at all… We saw the then insane end
products of the prevailing social order, and burst out laughing. … We did not yet see that a system underlay
this insanity.” Reprinted in Die Zwanziger Jahre, Manifeste und Dokumente deutscher Künstler (Köln:
DuMont, 1979), 126-137.
The original 1920 introduction to the First International Dada Fair written by Heartfield’s brother,
the poet Wieland Herzfelde, was reprinted in October 105 (Summer 2003):93-104.

3

“Robert Rauschenberg, “Untitled Statement,” in Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art: A
Sourcebook of Artist’s Writings, edited by Kristin Stiles and Peter Selz (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2021), 321.

4

5

Walter Benjamin, “The Author as Producer,” in Art After Modernism. Rethinking Representation, edited
by Brian Wallis (New York and Boston: The New Museum of Contemporary Art/David R. Godine, 1984
[1934]), 299.
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photomontage as a political instrument. It is my argument that photomontage practice is a
particularly potent method (as both concept and practice) to consider as visual speech
acts: it is inherently dialectical as both imputed truth (camera-made) and fictitious (cutand-paste construction). My discussion will consider examples of Heartfield’s incisive
work as well as its reception, linking this back to Austin’s conception of unhappy
performatives (misfires). Finally, I will explore the iterability of Austin’s work
reproduced in Martin Krenn’s 2016 intervention at the St. Lorenz (Austria) memorial
space and link this back to Derrida’s conception of iterability through an inaugural act of
interpretation.

2. Cutting/Stitching: The Operations of Photomontage
The technique of composite photographic imagery dates to the mid-nineteenth century, as
a means by which commercial photographers could construct complex portrait
compositions, enhanced landscape elements, or conversation pieces, and as “folk-art” in
the form of popular parlour diversions. Cutting out and reassembling photographic
images belonged to the realm of popular pastimes, in the assembly of photograph albums,
screens, military mementoes.6 The technique of photomontage was thus deployed to
create illusionistic yet “real” representations, such as treacly moral tableaux deployed by
celebrated Victorian camera workers Oscar Rejlander and Henry Peach Robinson. In my
own curatorial experience working with nineteenth and twentieth century collections,
there is a remarkable diversity in the use of montage by amateurs and professionals alike,
usually with an earnestness to create a pleasing balance of the purported verism of
photography with the imaginative flexibility of the painter, the modernity of the machinemade with the craft lineage of the hand-made. An exception to this is the deliberate and
obvious comedic “sleight of hand” evidenced in the curious phenomenon of novelty “talltale” postcards such as the prank concoctions in which modern framers attempt to harvest
impossibly oversize wheat or cart mammoth eggs to market.7
6

Dawn Ades, Photomontage, revised and enlarged edition (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986), 7.

7

Even so-called “straight” images derived from a single frame were manipulated in the course of
production and dissemination, such as formal portraiture augmented by overpainted elements, famously
produced in Canada by the prolific Notman studio in Montreal to create popular scenes of snowshoe clubs
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I will introduce now ways in which photomontage practice of the early 20th
century contributes to a specifically politicized mode of the performative by drawing out
several dimensions: as a strategy to undermine pictorial illusionism; as a medium
expressive of both technological image production and the “hand” of the artist; as a mode
producing complex and open-ended narratives; as a radical visual analogue for new
political ideologies; as a visual language to deterritorialize hegemonic authority and
reveal the invisible operations of power; and, as a mode of intersubjective discourse
through the technique of suture from film theory. Photomontage as a specific artistic
medium is a hybrid mode of expression, the intersection of “machine” and “art” created
through the combining of camera-made images with the handcrafting of cutting, fitting
and stitching. Its essential operation, rupture of both visual space and semantic space to
create difference, parallels the dissimulation of meta-narratives through the century. As a
mass-disseminated phenomenon, this new language of photomontage was accessible to
both literate and non-literate audiences as never before.8
Pictorial Intervention
As an intervention of spatial illusionism, photomontage performs first as an aesthetic
strategy in which the mosaic of fragments, each with its own connotations, reveals the
tensions between the visual (and sometimes also textual) fragments and the spatial field.
This is discernible in characteristics of disjunctive scale, incoherent spatial relationships

and military regiments by integrating studio portraits with painted landscape environments. See Stanley
Triggs, William Notman: The Stamp of a Studio (Toronto: Art Gallery of Ontario/Coach
House Press, 1985). Photography and historian Gisèle Freund observes that as photography began to
exhibit its potential to reveal more and more about the world, it was manipulated by commercial publishers
through editing, juxtaposition, framing, and constructed texts to show less and less. By this statement,
Freund asserts the narrowing of political opinion to submission evident in a photographic practice that was
increasingly controlled by state or corporate interests. See Freund, “Photography as a Political Tool,” in
Photography and Society, translation of Photographie et Société (Boston, MA: David R. Godine,
1980),160-173.
8

I note here the importance of the Weimar Worker Photographer Movement initiated by Willi
Munzenberg, Heartfield’s publisher, empowering workers to visually represent everyday proletarian life
and the material conditions affecting industrial labour. See Leah Ollman, Camera as Weapon. Worker
Photography between the Wars (San Diego: Museum of Photographic Arts, 1991).
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and the violence of its constituting operations: dismemberment (cutting), force (fitting)
and stitching (suture).9
The perception of the visual world as an organic or machine-like assembly of
fragments has been pursued in many ways by photographers and artists of the 20th
century, such as the street views by Eugène Atget and Paul Strand creating in a single
photographic exposure a kind of collage from the two-dimensional spatial overlap of
three-dimensional advertising hoardings and signs; the bricolage of pictures and objects
explored by Kurt Schwitters and Robert Rauschenberg; Hannah Höch’s early work as a
pattern designer—pinning diaphanous printed paper fragments onto fabric— followed by
a lifelong photomontage practice; the cacophonous re-arrangement of popular culture and
advertising media in the collages of Richard Hamilton and Eduardo Paolozzi, the latter
stating that the concept of recombinant imagery should infer the words “damage”,
“erase”, deface”, “transform”, etc., as metaphors for the creative act itself. 10
Machine Age Media
Photomontage was predicated on fragments themselves originating from a “machine art”
visual culture (or Benjamin’s oft-cited “age of mechanical reproduction”) produced by an
advanced capitalist culture predicated on mass consumption of goods and entertainment:
advertising, newspapers, illustrated magazines, typography, graphic design, cinema, but
most especially the photograph, particularly those that were presented as book jackets,
theatre designs, and magazine covers. The use of montage as a system of representation
See also Walter Benjamin’s reference to cutting in his remarks about the work of the painter and that of
the photographer, presented as an analogy in contrasting the magician with the surgeon: the surgeon
(photographer) cuts into the patient’s body (the subject), cautiously moves his hands around the organs
(technical equipment), penetrates the patient via the operation (taking the picture). In the context of my
discussion of photomontage, I see Benjamin’s reference to cutting as suggesting the excision of something
malignant rather than a deforming dismemberment. Walter Benjamin,“The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, Essays and Reflections, edited by Hannah Arendt and
translated by Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968 [1936]), 227.

9

10

Paolozzi quoted by Brandon Taylor, Collage. The Making of Modern Art (London: Thames and Hudson,
2004), 139. See also John-Paul Stonard’s analysis of Paolozzi’s ‘Bunk’ collages. His analysis includes two
points relevant to my research: 1) his discussion of the dispersal of this series of collages across museums,
galleries and archives, pointing to the ambiguity of its status; and 2) the minimal regard for these works in
Paolozzi’s art historiography until his retrospective at the Tate Gallery in 1971 featuring prints made from
the original collages. John-Paul Stonard, “The ‘Bunk’ collages of Eduardo Paolozzi,” The Burlington
Magazine 150 (April 2008):238-249.
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works montages announce the gap between sign and referent to destroy the illusionism
and unity of pictorial naturalism, replacing it with a construct that is conspicuous in its
artificiality.11
Allegory
Beyond the collision of signifying fragments to produce pictorial and political
disturbances, montage also enables a fusion that introduces a new, provocative narrative.
The dialectical or discursive operations through a cubist-like assemblage of fragmented
elements are torn from their originating contexts in order to present an entirely new, and
de-naturalized narrative. As Benjamin Buchloh observes “from the very moment of its
inception, it seems that the inventors of the strategy of montage were aware of its
inherently allegorical nature.”12 Buchloh’s invocation of allegory points to its character of
a narrative with multiple levels of meaning, from the literal or surface meaning to the
symbolic level. This semantic alchemy—making the invisible visible, falsehood into
truth—is the primary driver behind the selection of photomontage by the artists discussed
in this study as a method for political speech, or what Craig Owens refers to as the
allegorical impulse, in which the work awakens from an unproblematic slumber to
critical discourse.13 Allegory as a device is particularly germane to my study as the
intersection of allos (other, different) and agoreuein (to speak publicly), or in this
context, to say one thing by picturing another. In his essay about Russian author and
playwright Nikolai Leskov, Walter Benjamin posits allegorical roles for the
author/narrator as the transmitter of cultural truths that exceed temporal and geographic

11

See Kristopher Imbrigotta, “History and Challenge of Photography in Bertolt Brecht’s Kriegsfibel”
Radical History Review 106 (Winter 2010):27-45, examining Brecht’s own photomontage project
Kriegsfibel, a collection of 69 photograms, juxtaposing “found” photographs with short four-line epigrams
directly challenging German narratives and images of the Second World War.

12

Benjamin Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art,”
Artforum (1982) 21/1:43-56.

13

Craig Owens, “The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism,” in Art After
Modernism. Rethinking Representation, edited by Brian Wallis (New York and Boston: The New
Museum of Contemporary Art/David R. Godine, 1984), 203-235.
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boundaries, as the performer whose travels transcend social boundaries, and as the artisan
who employs accessible forms of communication.14
This revealed “truth” set into motion by the narrator requires the recipient to also
play an active role as a proponent in its exposure. Vertov identifies the potentiality of
overt cutting and splicing as a method of revealing this manipulation: Kino-eye as the
possibility of making the invisible visible, the unclear clear, the hidden manifest, the
disguised overt, the acted non-acted; making falsehood into truth.15 This effect of
fracturing is made more effective by the reliance on synecdoche: the fragments which
constitute the composition serve both to conceal the secret origins of the sources and to
mark the potent presence of the greater whole from which the fragments were excised.
John Berger concurs: “the peculiar advantage of photomontage lies in the fact that
everything which has been cut out keeps its familiar photographic appearance. We are
still looking first at things and only afterwards at symbols.”16 Linking this back to the
earlier quotation from the same essay by Berger in which he refers to pictures operating
“within a field of subjective interactions which are interminable and immeasurable”,
Berger is really expressing his conception of photography as an intersubjective
construction which both records the intentionality of its production by a specific author
and the variability of an eventual audience in creating meaning through the many openended juxtapositions of montage. It is in this way that he argues that the image-as-weapon
cannot be construed as a viable strategy.17
Radical Vision
Beyond popular applications of photomontage, the practice is also linked to
revolutionary theory. Soviet novelist and literary critic Victor Shklovsky also advocated

14

Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Work of Nikolai Leskov,” in Illuminations,
edited by Hannah Arendt (New York: Schicken Books, 1968), 109.

15

Vertov, “The Birth of the Kino-Eye” (1924), reprinted in Michelson, Kino-Eye, 41.

16

Berger, “The Political Uses of Photomontage”, 185.

17

A useful interrogation of the indexical nature of photographs and the role of the spectator in producing
meaning is found in Photography Theory, the proceedings of a seminar and post-seminar responses by
noted critics edited by James Elkins (New York: Routledge, 2007).
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for the emergence of new forms that would break from the Tsarist past by producing a
defamiliarization of both form and content. For Shklovsky, the visual world incurs the
danger of habitualization, a dulling of perceptions (physiological and semantic) clouded
by daily life. The path to renewal, in fact indebted to Cubist practices, was a strategy of
ostranenie [making strange] in order to produce living images free from the trappings of
bourgeois notions of romantic art.18
...the old art has already died, the new has yet to be born; we have lost awareness of
the world, we are like a violinist who has ceased to feel the bow and the strings....
Only the creation of new forms of art can restore to man the sensation of the world.19

For early Soviet filmmakers Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov, cutting and connecting
film fragments, sometimes with disjunctive or disorienting effects using unexpected
camera movements, angles and acceleration, the new vision was factual, but not
necessarily naturalistic or narratival. Vertov, director of Man with a Movie Camera
(1919), explained his approach to cinema in several published articles, from which I
select just two excerpts:
Kino-Eye means the conquest of space, the visual linkage of people throughout the
entire world based on the continuous exchange of visible fact, of film-documents as
opposed to the exchange of cinematic or theatrical presentations. 20
I am kino-eye. From one person I take the hands, the strongest and most
dexterous; from another I take the legs, the swiftest and most shapely; from
a third, the most beautiful and expressive head – and through montage I
create a new, perfect man.21

18

Viktor Shklovsky, “Art, as Device,” [1919], translated and introduced by Alexandra Berlina, Poetics
Today 36/3 (September 2014):151-174. Berlina considers the origins of ostranenie as a neologism (and
orthographic mistake), as well as variations in translation as making strange/estrangement/enstrangement in
English, and relation to Brecht’s verfremdung.

19

Viktor Shklovsky, “The Resurrection of the Word,” [1914] reprinted in Russian Formalism: A Collection
of Articles and Texts in Translation, edited by Stephen Bann and John E. Bowlt, translated by Richard
Sherwood (New York: Barnes and Noble Books, 1973), 46. Shklolvsky is discussed in the context of
photographic theory and practice in Simon Watney, “Making Strange: The Shattered Mirror,” in Thinking
Photography, edited by Victor Burgin (London: Macmillan, 1982), 159.

20

See Annette Michelson’s “Introduction,” Kino-Eye. The Writings of Dziga Vertov, translated by Kevin
O’Brien (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1984), xxv.

21

Vertov, “Kinoks: A Revolution” (1923), reprinted in Michelson, Kino-Eye, 17.
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Vertov defines montage as “organizing film fragments (shots) into a film object”,
meaning “writing” something cinematic with the recorded shots rather than the fragments
for “scenes” (the theatrical bias) or for titles (the literary bias).22 The fragmented
language of moving film (one thing, then another), and its static photomontage
counterpart (one thing and another), expresses the ambition of the machine age to fit or
assemble (montieren) and the ensuing techniques comprise collage, adjacency, cut and
splice, excision and conflation.
In this way, the deconstruction of pictorial coherence is inextricably linked to
the dismantling of entrenched social and political power.23 The trajectory of
photomontage as a specifically rhetorical tool to address political discourse has a
complex history. At the outset of the twentieth century, it was used in commercial
practice as a novel form of advertising featuring photographic images and text paired
together. From the late 1910s onward, it was a preferred form of radical aesthetics in the
service of the emerging Soviet Union, demonstrated in the agitprop and productivist
practices in the work of El Lissitzky, Gustav Klucis and Alexander Rodchenko, and
championed by Sergei Eisenstein, Lev Kuleshov and Sergei Tretiakov as a stylistically
innovative and technologically based language that broke away from the tradition of
illusionistic naturalism expression associated with imperial Russia. As an operation of
negation, it was practiced in Germany as anti-art by Dadaists and championed by Brecht
and Benjamin, and later supported by Surrealist writer Louis Aragon in France.24
Just the grasping of a new range of material requires a new dramatic and theatrical form.
Can we speak about finance in heroic couplets? ... Petroleum struggles against the five act
form.... the dramatic technique of Hebbel and Ibsen is totally insufficient to dramatize
even a simple press release […] Indeed one no longer dares to offer [drama] in its old
25
form to grown-up newspaper readers.

22

Vertov, “From Kino-Eye to Radio-Eye” (1929), reprinted in Michelson, Kino-Eye, 88.

24

Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary
Art,” Artforum 21/1 (1982):43-56.

25

The source of this English translation is from Brecht’s Schriften zum Theatre cited by C.D. Innes, 1979.
Modern German Drama. A Study in Form (London and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1979),
130.
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In this quote, playwright and activist Bertolt Brecht—another contemporary and
colleague of Heartfield—calls for new radical expressions to open productive pathways
into this developing language for the deconstruction of political discourse: his approach
depends on the disabling of naturalism (Verfremdungseffekt, or estrangement) in play
performances through sudden disruptions that prevent audiences from being lulled into
sentimental illusionism of the social norms portrayed. In many ways, it is a strategy that
is symptomatic of the rupture of continuity that characterized the entire twentieth century,
as photography critic Timothy Druckrey neatly summarizes:
[… ] from physics to the development of gene splicing, the logic of totalizing narratives
has been eroding. As pertinent in the arts as they are in physics, biology, physics, and
politics, the themes representing fragmentation and rupture permeate our contemporary
theories of identity, race, language, and dreaming, which are splintered into bits with
meanings that are neither linear nor singular.26

Druckrey’s observation, written in 1994, looks back across the century, and links
photomontage practice formally and semantically to tectonic shifts throughout the
industrialized world, and its effects in breaking hegemonic narratives.
Suture
The concept of suture is deeply linked to cinematic theory referring to the
procedure by which cinematic texts confer subjectivity upon their viewers, a system of
implication or imbrication as the subject emerges within the discourse. The cinematic
exposition of subjects is often achieved by the intercutting of shots, so that Shot 1
belongs the first character and Shot 2 to the interlocutor. In the course of the scene, then,
we, the audience, behold Perspective 1 and Perspective 2 in alternation. As viewers, we
are connected to, or sutured into, the film by forming our own interpretations and
judgements of the narrative. Kaja Silverman, drawing on Emil Benveniste and Jacques
Lacan, suggests that the spectator’s awareness of the world beyond the limitations of the
film frame causes a wounding.27 As our visual field is pierced, we are no longer powerful

26

Timothy Druckrey, “From Dada to Digital. Montage in the Twentieth Century,” Aperture (Summer
1994) 136: 4-7.

27

Kaja Silverman, “Suture,” in The Subject of Semiotics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 196.
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in our possession of the TOTAL visual field as offered by the alternating camera shots.28
For Silverman, suture in the context of film theory is the binding that precedes and
creates this wound of disempowerment.29
In the context of my research, I position suture differently—not as the trace of
“healing” disrupted pictorial and political space—but a pointing to its rupture, thus
emphasizing the intervention: it is a stitch like the Hollywood Frankenstein monster
which points to its own construction and artificiality; the presence of the wound. In my
view, photomontage does not work in this way; the positions are all presented
simultaneously on the single image field. The significations of one fragment and another
do not alternate (a, then b), but rather create a new proposition that includes both the
visible and the absent propositions (a+b = c). I would argue that with photomontage
practice, the wound is created through the dislocation of the fragments from their origin
by the artist (the speaking subject); suture represents the stanching of the bleeding edges
of the cut to enjoin the beholder in constructing a new proposition.
In the discussion so far, I have introduced John Heartfield as a starting point for
the discussion of several ideas that will be woven through this study: new conceptions of
the role of the artist and the work of art as a visual speech act; the pictorial and theoretical
dimensions of photomontage as a specific visual language; and my proposal of a new set
of terms in which to connect Austin’s distinction of kinds of speech acts to a diverse set
of political art practices. I have introduced uses of photomontage as a medium desirable
for its formal, semantic, political and intersubjective modalities. I have outlined these
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Silverman, “Suture”, 204.
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The use of suture as a pictorial symbol, rather than a pictorial strategy, is in itself a powerful statement,
and several Canadian examples come to mind: since 2000, the work of Nadia Myre (the artist introduced in
my preface) has taken form as literal and symbolic scars. The Scarscape project has taken many forms,
most notably since 2005, as face-to-face interactions between the artist and participants (more than 800 as
of 2011) who render their own personal scars (emotional or physical) onto small raw canvases.
https://artmur.com/en/artists/nadia-myre/scarscapes/ Her Scarscape works are examined closely in Amanda
Jane Graham, “Abstract Divisions: Tracing Nadia Myre’s Scar Trajectory” in Nadia Myre. Encounters
(Montreal and Ottawa: Éditions Art Mûr, Musée d’art contemporain des Laurentides, Carleton University
Art Gallery, 2011), 61-71. Jana Sterbak’s Vanitas: Flesh Dress For An Albino Anorectic (1987) featuring a
live model wearing a “dress” created from flank steaks stitched together; and the large format colour
photograph Memory Gap: an Unexpected Beauty (1988) by Geneviève Cadieux, an example of her interest
in the body as a landscape, focusing on small details (such as a mouth, bruise, or scar) in extreme close-ups.
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operations of montage in some detail above as both a preamble to consider the
performativity of Heartfield’s photomontage and also all the works considered in my
research as they are linked by their common membership in a confrontational genre of
pictorial production in which the political is both thematically embedded in the work and
its activating strategy of address. Beyond their accepted (and acceptable) status as objects
that describe the world (and here we could think of the mimetic function of art in general,
as well as radical practices specifically) but stand apart from it, we can consider works of
contemporary political art that engage in the world, insistently entering into the arena of
contested discourses, calling forth audiences and setting into motion manifold responses.
I will now turn toward aspects of Heartfield’s own practice in framing photomontage as a
weapon, as a strategy I will call the combative.

3. The Combative
Heartfield’s works are arguably the most widely known examples of political
photomontage: his work of the 1920s and 1930s has been extensively examined as
political art and graphic design, championed as potent critiques, and derided as polemical
propaganda.30 In Heartfield’s dialectical photomontages, the process of making
recombinant images is inextricably linked to the use-value of a weapon and of wounding:
curator Eberhard Roters notes that “ the tools they use are pointed—the pencil, the pen,
the burin, the etching needle and the woodcut knife, like lances, daggers and stilettos.”31
By the end of the 1920s, Heartfield had joined the publishing team of the Berlin-based
magazine AIZ (Arbeiter-Illustrierte Zeitung, or Workers’ Illustrated Newspaper) and was
responsible for eviscerating photomontage critiques of contemporary political figures,
most notably Adolf Hitler and leading members of the National Socialist Party. In his
critique of the rise and entrenchment of Hitler’s Nazi Party in the 1930s, Heartfield
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Foremost among these scholars is Sabine Kriebel, whose study Revolutionary Beauty: The Radical
Photomontages of John Heartfield (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014) thoroughly examines
Heartfield’s work from the perspective of performativity, and film theory, bringing to light new
interpretations of both his alignment and detachment from Communist doctrine.
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Eberhard Roters, “Line as Weapon,” in Critical Graphics of the Weimar Period, (Stuttgart: Institute for
Foreign Cultural Relations, 1985), 16.
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endeavoured to directly enter into combat against the prevailing political discourse.
Heartfield produced 237 photomontages created for AIZ—renamed Volks
Illustrierte [People’s Illustrated] in 1936—created between 1930 and 1938.32 This body
of work may be generally characterized as photomontage that is simultaneously an
obvious construction and an attempt to portray a seamless visual field intended to create
an ersatz naturalistic composition: creating the compositions often involved extensive
picture research or the taking of new photographs, changing scale through the
photographic enlarger, airbrushing joined images, and finally, taking a new photograph of
the pasted-up work to create a smooth, flat image surface. These techniques were
orchestrated to “fill” a pre-determined composition and generate a credible “sleight of
hand” illusion by delivering absurd yet plausible constructions with the verisimilitude of
lens-based images. In this sense, the AIZ montages appear “seamless”, as if the scars of
their construction had faded to the point of invisibility undetectability.
I have selected for close reading two montages by Heartfield created for AIZ to
show how he sought to deploy the potentiality of the image as a weapon, and how the
performance of these photomontages constitutes combative action.
Benütze Foto Als Waffe [Use Photography as a Weapon!]
Heartfield’s photomontage self-portrait with Karl Zorgeibel [figs. 1-2 and 1-3] created for
publication in Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (AIZ) shows the brooding artist with furrowed
brow busy at work “decapitating” Berlin’s police chief with a pair of long scissors. Here,
Heartfield uses a smooth montage technique creating a single print from combined
negatives to give the impression of (seamless) naturalism. The picture points to a ludic
representation of the power of the artist triumphing over the power of the state as
Heartfield decapitates his somnolent victim, who exceeds both pictorial and ideological
space. More significantly, the double portrait serves as a kind of manifesto about the
rhetorical strategies of artists to manufacture images as weapons to puncture prevailing
political discourse.

32

See David Evans’ comprehensive archival study of Heartfield’s work: John Heartfield. AIZ/VI, 1930 –
1938, edited by Anna Lundgren (New York: Kent Fine Art, 1992).
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[fig. 1-2] Tearsheet from Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (AIZ), 8/37 (September 1929) featuring
Heartfield's self-portrait with Chief Zorgeibel and the headline Benütze Foto Als Waffe [Use
Photography as a Weapon!]

[fig. 1-3] John Heartfield. Self Portrait with Chief of Police Zorgeibel, 1929, mock up artwork for
publication in Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (AIZ)

Heartfield’s originating photomontage artwork was graphically reproduced by
rotogravure and positioned on page 17 of the September 1929 issue of AIZ. [fig.1-3] The
total speech situation must here include the violent political landscape which engendered
Heartfield’s exhortation to “use photography as a weapon”. Zorgiebel had earlier
prohibited all outdoor meetings and demonstrations in response to violent street clashes
between and among communists, socialists and National Socialists.33 He was considered
the instigator of the unprecedented police violence toward communist demonstrators on
May Day 1929, dubbed Blutmai or Bloody May by the radical Left. 34 In the aftermath of

33

See Balzac, Petit Bourgeois (Paris: Nabu Press, (2010 [1923]) and Benjamin, The Arcades Project
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999 [1927-1940]): both writers remark on the phenomenon of life
increasingly taking place in the public space of the street.

34

Brecht directly witnessed the killing of civilians during the May Day street skirmishes from the window
of Fritz Sternberg’s apartment: see Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht: The Story of a Friendship, by
Erdmut Wizisla and translated by Christine Shuttleworth (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 5.
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the clashes, police placed entire districts of working-class Berlin under martial law; thirty
civilians were killed, more than half of them innocent bystanders; nearly two hundred
were wounded; and more than 1200 arrested.35
In Heartfield’s hands, the image of Zorgeibel the victimizer is transformed into
Zorgeibel receiving justice and reproduced in a mass-circulation magazine with a
circulation of nearly 500,000 copies. In this way, Sabine Kriebel has argued, Heartfield’s
avenging image elicits wish fulfillment for AIZ’s traumatized readers, nearly all directly
or indirectly connected to the bloody event and its equally violent aftermath, by providing
the beholder with resolution, satisfaction, retribution, and pleasure as she held the paper
open with her own hands. She writes, “amplifying that viewer-image relationship is
Heartfield’s gaze, directed at the viewer, away from his activity of bloodless violence…
addressing an imaginary audience to witness an execution.”36 Rosalind Krauss goes
further to note that Heartfield’s images as printed in AIZ implicate the very body of the
beholder inserted into the space afforded by holding open the paper’s tabloid format
pages. The closed visual space of the “image/screen” of illusion literally enfolds the
viewer’s body between the pages, inviting a self-conscious corporeality, one either of
radical difference or of politicized unity.37
Bal argues that the rhetorical address of an intellectual idea (such as
argumentation seeking social reform or redress) cannot take hold without this profound
emotional penetration, and she positions the experience of affect rather than the specific
political propositions as the critical component in engaging spectators:
[…] intensity without particularizing expression, so that the viewer can experience the
affect on her own terms. Only then can affect be relational, the experience of art subjective,
and art still be political. Indeed, by using the medium of affect rather than thematizing
affect, [the work] enters the domain of political efficacy.38
35

Sabine Kriebel, “Manufacturing Discontent: John Heartfield’s Mass Medium,” New
German Critique 107/36 (Summer 2009), 559.
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Kriebel, “Manufacturing Discontent”, 559.
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Rosalind Krauss, “The Photographic Conditions of Surrealism.” October (Winter 1981) 19:3-34. The
printed text on the page by F. C. Weiskopf praises Heartfield for discarding art-for-pleasure practice by
creating an art that addresses the tremendous societal conflict, permits readers to see and understand the
call to support the Party and its struggle [against Fascism]. (translation and synopsis mine.)
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Bal, “Response: Ariel Dorfman’s Quest for Responsibility,” Art Bulletin (March 2009), 48-49.
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In this way, Bal maintains, the event work must address the viewer in an intensely
affective and visceral way that brings the viewer into the awareness of his/her political
space; it cannot posit a specific political position to be effective.39 Jill Bennett terms this
affective intervention practical aesthetics: the political is not in the theme but the
collision point, a means of inhabiting the event’s affect produced by the space itself.40
Affective transactions (between objects in a gallery, between subjects and subjects or
between subjects and events) create new spaces that are by definition transdisciplinary.
There is another, important sense in which this work succeeds in addressing the
intersubjectivity of the addressee as part of political resistance. The selection of montage
in itself iterates a language of the political imaginary. The montage image, composed
from the fragments of other images, favours collectivity (plurality) over hegemony
(unity). As such, it is ineradicably tied to challenging dominant discourse. Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari introduce the concept of the rhizome, a term borrowed from botany
referring to root-like stems or rootstock, such as the gnarled forms of a ginger root or iris
bulb.41 New roots may emit from any point, thus taking shape as a dynamic, multivalent,
decentered organism, in contrast to the theoretical model of a tree, with a rigid,
hierarchical organism with branches springing from a single root. They link the rhizome
also to a spider’s web or a network or assemblage of choices, a “machinic assemblage” of
free agency:
To enter or leave the machine, to be in the machine, to walk around it, to approach it
– these are all still components of the machine itself: these are states of desire, free
of all interpretation [….] The problem is not that of being free but of finding a way
out, or even a way in, another side, a hallway, an adjacency.42
39

See Bal, Of What One Cannot Speak: Doris Salcedo’s Political Art (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2010); Thinking in Film. The Politics of Video Installation According to Eija-Liisa Ahtila (London:
Bloomsbury, 2013); Endless Andness: The Politics of Abstraction According to Ann Veronica Janssens
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013).
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See Jill Bennett, Practical Aesthetics. Events, Affects and Art After 9/11(London and New York: I.B.
Tauris, 2012).
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“Rhizome” is first introduced by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature,
translated by Dana Polan (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1975), 29, and subsequently in A
Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, translation and foreword by Brian Massumi
(Minneapolis, MN and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 3-25.
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Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 7-8. The use of suture as a pictorial symbol, rather than a pictorial strategy,
is in itself a powerful statement, as I will discuss in the following chapter.
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In this sense, the recombinant photomontage is a multiplicity, both in its manifold “entry
points” structurally and endless, fluid juxtapositions that resist a single semantic reading.
As a visual expression associated with dis-order, it is also a politically deterritorialized
zone: the rhizome threatens the central axis (authority) of the vertical structure of the tree
and subverts its hierarchies. This concept has been framed by Deleuze and Guattari in
linguistic terms as the concept of a minor language, a form of political resistance, marked
by three characteristics, namely, the deterritorialization of language, the connection of the
individual to political immediacy, and the collective assemblage of enunciation.
Extending to literary works, the first characteristic of minor literature may be
defined as language is affected with a high coefficient of deterritorialization.43 The
consideration of the operations of minor language has migrated from literary to visual
modalities, notably in the writing of Mieke Bleyen and Hilde van Gelder, considering the
characteristics of fragmentation, decentering and plurality in photography, and extending
beyond this, by Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes writing on contemporary artists Tacita Dean
and Rodney Graham and their work interweaving found or reworked images, literary
objects and art writing.44 In the context of my own research study, I consider
photomontage to be an inherently minor language, as a hybrid form that disrupts
photographic images from their mode of originating circulation; deterritorializes the

43

Carrol Clarkson’s observation regarding the deterritorialization of political boundaries aided or impeded
by legal mechanisms is also germane here, as she presents her argument in the context of artistic action
(drawing the line): the law delimits boundaries, which are fluid in nature as they are continuously being
redrawn. [Drawing the Line: Toward an Aesthetics of Transitional Justice (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2014), 32.] These fragments carry with them the traces referring to preceding contexts, a process I
consider analogous to the ways in which photomontage operates, with the displaced fragments referencing
their original context while speaking to a new emergent narrative.
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Mieke Bleyen and Hilde van Gelder, “The (De)construction of National Photography in Minor
Photographies: The Case of Marcel Mariën,” History of Photography 35/2 (May 2011):111-122; ChristaMaria Lerm Hayes, “Considering the Minor in the Literary and Photographic Works of Rodney Graham
and Tacita Dean,” in Minor Photography. Connecting Deleuze and Guattari to Photography Theory, edited
by Mieke Bleyen (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2012), 85-102. I note also Sophie Berrebi’s discussion
of underground and undersides as marginalized sites of spatial, pictorial and political contestation in her
essay on the Metro works by Jean Dubuffet: while the concepts of “minor” and “undersides” share, I think,
interesting semantic linkages, they are not synonymous terms. “Metromania or the Undersides of Painting,”
in Paris-Amsterdam Underground. Essays on Cultural Resistance, Subversion and Diversion, edited by
Christoph Lindner and Andrew Hussey (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2013), 23-36.
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[fig 1-54 John Heartfield, Deutsche Eicheln [German Acorns], AIZ, Vol. 12, No.
37, September 21, 1933, Page 627. Photogravure 14 3/4 in. x 10 1/4 in. (37.47
cm x 26.04 cm). Akron Art Museum, Gift of Roger R. Smith 1991.26
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boundary between image and text; addresses political immediacy; integrates displaced
fragments from mass media cultural production as found objects; and traditionally
occupies a low, or even outsider status, within the hierarchy of the fine arts.
Deutsche Eicheln [Germans Acorns]
Hitler was appointed Chancellor on January 30, 1933. By September, when Deutsche
Eicheln was published from AIZ’s relocated offices in Prague45, German society was
unrecognizable: civil liberties, such as rights of assembly and freedom of the press had
been suspended and government empowered to detain people indefinitely without charge;
the offices of opposition parties were raided and assets seized; a national boycott of
Jewish businesses had been imposed; and all non-Aryan civil servants were required to
retire from the legal profession and civil service, including professors and instructors in
educational institutions, and the dismissal of twenty museum directors and curators; the
Bauhaus School was closed; and censorship of the arts through book burnings, and
defamatory exhibitions of “degenerate art”.46 Concomitant with the turbulence and
violence of these upheavals, increased militarization was also evident (in violation of the
Versailles Treaty) including the militarization of youths, for instance, through the
transformation of scout groups to Hitler youth organizations.
Heartfield uses disjunctive scale to make evident the constructed nature of the
image: Hitler’s head is oversize attached to a puny body; by contrast the oak leaves and
“acorns” are preposterously large. For readers of Heartfield’s time, the iconography of
the oak tree and acorns was well established. The oak tree was revered as a sacred living
45

Deutsche Eicheln was printed in Volume 12, #37 (September 21, 1933), preceding the article “Wie sie di
Jugend Vergiften” [“How They Poison the Young”]. AIZ published its last issue in Berlin on 5 March 1933
and relocated to Prague later that month. Evans, Heartfield, 12. Jindřich Toman has studied Heartfield’s
practice in Prague 1933-1938: “Émigré Traces: John Heartfield in Prague,” History of Photography 32/3
(2008):272-286.
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While there are numerous comprehensive histories of this period, I consulted here an essay that
contextualizes the political events and their impact on arts and culture: see Stephanie Barron’s essay “1937:
Modern Art and Politics in Prewar Germany,” in Degenerate Art: the Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi
Germany, edited by Stephanie Barron (with contributions by Peter Guenther, Andreas Hüneke, Annegret
Janda, Mario—Andreas von Lüttichau, Michael Meyer, William Moritz, George L. Mosse, Christoph
Zuschlag), 9-23. Los Angeles, CA and New York: Los Angeles County Museum of Art and Harry Abrams,
1991. The comprehensive catalogue also provides a side-by-side chronology correlating political and
cultural events.
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entity associated with good luck and bounty. The oak tree was particularly important to
German Romantic literature, music and painting as a metaphor for an enduring spirit, a
symbol of the “deep history” of the primeval (German) forest, icon of transcendental
spirituality, and subject of landscape naturalism.47 As long-standing emotionally-charged
symbols of nationalism, the oak tree and leaf were appropriated by National Socialists as
symbols of patriotism and military prowess, for example, as emblems on Nazi and SS
uniforms.48 Deutsche Eicheln addresses the emphasis on both militarization and
doctrination of future forces by showing Hitler watering an oak tree, whose “fruits” or
acorns are missiles with a variety of “caps” featuring Prussian helmets, soldier’s helmets,
swastikas, and a gas mask.49
Through his publication of this photomontage and dozens of others printed in
AIZ, Heartfield endeavoured to unmask and defuse the state-controlled operations of
myth deployed by Nazi spectacles, which were already operating in a visual rhetorical
field through choreographed pageantry, military garb and symbols.

50

(I will return to

Deutsche Eicheln below in the context of its archival and curatorial use in Martin Krenn’s
2016 Mahnmal Friedenkriez St. Lorenz (Austria) intervention, but before doing so, I
would like to consider how Heartfield’s combative stance came to viewed as “unhappy”
47

Linda Siegel, "Synaesthesia and the Paintings of Caspar David Friedrich," Art Journal 33, no. 3 (1974):
196-204. Accessed June 5, 2020. doi:10.2307/775782.
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See United States. War Department. Military Intelligence Division, Handbook on German Military
Forces, 1943. This publication is available as a free ebook at
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=hwwZLLDgvD8C&hl=en&pg=GBS.PP1
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David Evans notes that Heartfield’s photomontage preceded the article “Wie sie die Jugend vergriften”
[How they poison the young]: the acorns are intended to suggest both young Germans and war
preparations. Evans, 156.
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For an extended analysis of the aesthetics of Nazi propaganda and orchestrated spectacle, see Siegfried
Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler. A Psychological History of the German Film (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1947) and Susan Sontag, “Fascinating Fascism,” in Under the Sign of Saturn (New York:
Farrar, 1980), 73-105. As British novelist and writer Martin Amis reminds us, this period witnessed the
birth of mass-media propaganda: people were unaware, then, that propaganda was propaganda—and
propaganda worked. (See Amis, Koba the Dread. Laughter and the Twenty Million (Toronto: Vintage
Books, 2003), 213.) It is useful to link Heartfield’s practice to the critiques of his contemporaries: Walter
Benjamin in several essays, but also Ernst Cassirer, The Myth of the State. (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1946) and Ernst Bloch, in Héritage de ce Temps, translated from the German by Jean
Lacoste (Paris: Payot, 1978) in addressing the specific problem of staging myths and countermyths
promulgated by and within the Nazi state.
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(failed) in an Austinian sense, and how the 2016 re-presentation of his work can be
regarded as a recharging of the potency of his work)
Patricia Leighton observes, “the point of the photomontage is not, simply, to
denote a visual lie, but to elicit a psychic truth.”51 Heartfield’s work invites his audience
to recognize the deception: it performs as an act of unmasking narrative. What is the
“doing” that is done? It is not talismanic magic: Heartfield’s pictorial “execution” of
Zorgeibel does not literally prevent Chief Zorgeibel from issuing orders of brutality
against citizens. As interventions, Heartfield’s work discussed in this chapter endeavours
to operate in the total speech environment by smashing the boundary between workers
and intellectuals, between actors and spectators, and in this sense carries with it a
powerful cathartic effect, akin to Brechtian alienation. By adopting the strategy of the
combative, however, Heartfield works in a structured us/them paradigm set into motion
by his direct experience of opposing combatants (in the First World War), and after, by
competing sociopolitical systems (capitalism, communism, fascism). The combative is an
attack mechanism, and as such is an extreme expression that escalates to the point of
paralysis, realized in the real-world, years-long entrenchment of German against Allied
soldiers along mud-filled trenches in France and Belgium.
Heartfield, the traumatized First World War veteran, saw himself as a civilian
combatant embedded in within, and the service of the Communist revolution. Samuel
Beckett, whose own wartime intelligence service for the Resistance during the Second
World War was recognized with the award of the Croix de Guerre and the Médaille de la
Reconnaissance, was also profoundly affected by his wartime ordeal of imminent
capture, itinerant hiding, hunger, cold, alienation and disorientation.52 His post-war
work, like Dada’s nihilistic anti-art stance, was anti-literature, a kind of degree-zero
writing reflecting the pragmatic exigencies of near-death and survival rather than
Heartfield’s still hopeful choice of ideological commitment to communism. Is
51

Patricia D. Leighten, “Critical Attitudes toward Overtly Manipulated Photography in the 20th Century,”
Art Journal (Winter 1977): 136.
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See Terry Eagleton’s essay, “Political Beckett?” New Left Review (July/August 2006):67-74, for an
account of Beckett’s political stance, concluding that “like Freud and Adorno, Beckett knew that the sober,
bleak-eyed realists service the cause of human emancipation more faithfully than the bright-eyed utopians.”
(74)
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Heartfield’s doing something combative through visual speech acts superior to doing
nothing? Or, as Terry Eagleton asks, is Beckett’s posture of waiting the “doing
something”, or the suspension of it?

4. Unhappy Performatives?
In the previous sections, I outlined Heartfield’s conception (and performance) of the
political artist in the context of European social and political upheavals of the early
twentieth century. I have discussed how he considered his photomontages to have
potency as weapons, and proposed the term “the combative” as his performative strategy.
In How to Do Things with Words, Austin delineated ways in which performative acts fail
to success as intended, which he termed “unhappy” or “infelicitous” performatives.
Austin delineated two major categories for these: 1) misfires, in which conditions render
the act null and void (such as not adhering to conventional procedure, or involving
inappropriate circumstances and persons, or else flawed in some way or incomplete); and
2) abuses, in which the act has taken place, but to which it has been subject to “bad faith”
(such as an insincerity or breach). Austin devotes Lectures II, III and IV to exploring
categories and examples of misfires and abuses as ways in which the performative
utterance may go wrong, yet all of these are predicated on a flaw on the conditions of the
utterance, or the performance of the utterer, and not on the role of the addressee in
interpreting the speech act. I point to this important dimension of Austin’s thinking
because this omission regarding variables in the reception of the utterance has the point
of departure for advocacy for the role of meaning-making on the part of the addressee, as
I had cited in the introduction in the work of Jacques Derrida and Judith Butler. I will
now consider two ways in which the reception of Heartfield’s weapons may be
considered to have been “unhappy”.
Myth of the State
In some ways, Heartfield’s own contemporaries, with the exception of Benjamin’s
prescient essay on the mechanical reproduction of images, failed to understand the
powerful allegorical potential of technically advanced popular forms of art, including
photomontage. Surrealist Louis Aragon referred to Adolf the Superman in 1935:
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John Heartfield today knows how to salute beauty. He knows how to create those images
which are the very beauty of our age, for they represent the cry of the masses—the
people’s struggle against the brown hangman whose trachea is crammed with gold
coins.53

In his last work, The Myth of the State (1946), German philosopher Ernst Cassirer
endeavoured to address the immediate, urgent problem of Hitler’s National Socialism by
exploring the dangerous vulnerability of myth to suppress human agency as readily as to
advance liberation. For Cassirer, myth was the matrix of human culture, integral to the
process of communal binding and subsequent individual emancipation: while recognizing
different and irreducible versions of the world, it could also provide a “unity in the
manifold”.
The first technique in this transformation, according to Cassirer, was a change in
the function of language and speech, employing words to stir violent, emotional passions
and, subsequently, political response:
The new political myths do not grow up freely; they are not the wild fruits of an
exuberant imagination. They are artificial things fabricated by very skillful and cunning
artisans. It has been reserved for the twentieth century, our great technical age, to develop
a new technique of myth. Henceforth, myths can be manufactured in the same sense and
according to the same methods as any other modern weapons—as machine guns or
airplanes.54

Cassirer knew that the Nazi messages were delivered in communications forms that were
both machine-generated and mass-produced, such as the popular press, radio broadcasts,
films, posters, standardized clothing and ritualistic parades in which the participants
performed in machine-precision unison. At the conclusion of his essay, published after
the war, Cassirer admitted regretfully that the ludicrous nature of Nazi mythology
resulted in intellectuals not taking it seriously enough as it began to take hold in the
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1935):985-991 and reprinted in Écrits sur l’art modern (Paris: Flammarion, 1981), 46-54. The English
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collective mind of the German nation. In this important essay, Cassirer begins to
understand why he and others did not respond earlier in denouncing Nazi ideology: for
emancipated intellectuals, especially for historians and philosophers, the
decontextualized, slogan-like pronouncements did seem so ludicrous as to be beneath
notice or rebuttal, regrettably familiar today.
There is another crucial characteristic of Nazism, it seems to me, that caused it to
escape Cassirer’s initial attention: the technological means by which its myths were
delivered. Circulating as book covers and the front-page graphics of workers’
newspapers, Heartfield’s images were regarded as being of insufficient “heft”, merely
marginal mass media imagery not to be taken seriously as opposition to rising fascism
(and its own manifold project of aestheticizing politics in painting, photography, film,
audio broadcasts, and live events). It is my proposition that Cassirer mistakenly regarded
these modes of transmission not only as technological in origin, but as merely ephemeral
mass-media communications: the truly combative would be posited in serious, critical
writing, that is, in Cassirer’s own language (game) of intellectual discourse, or in serious
cultural activities accustomed to contemplation by the viewer, such as fine art.55 The
power of mass communications as used by the German Nazis was absolutely effective
and its consequences far-reaching: the ability of mass media to distract large populations,
to erode ethical self-responsibility, and to collapse the private sphere of individual
thought, has become even more sophisticated over time and is by no means confined to
totalitarian regimes. Fed by a steady diet on the theme of “One People, One Nation, One
Leader” in the daily newspaper, on radio broadcasts and choreographed group
assemblies, the possibility of Aufgegeben, the imperative to exercise individual ethical
responsibility, was eroded among the German populace.56

56

I would argue that Cassirer, as had Benjamin, was beginning to see the potential of new technologies as
mechanisms in political speech, not only for the dissemination of fascist propaganda but also for its
contestation. By 1938, both Cassirer and Heartfield had fled Germany and Benjamin had taken his own life.
Cassirer died in the United States in 1946 and Heartfield, who had escaped to Prague in 1933 (where AIZ
continued to publish attacks on National Socialism; it was shut down there in 1938) before relocating to
London in 1938. Heartfield eventually settled in East Germany, where he attempted to resume his practice
as a designer of published books until his death in 1968. See Evans, John Heartfield, 9.
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In Cassirer’s assessment of German political myths of the 1930s, it is possible to
discover his failure to regard the addressivity of contemporary images (machine made or
mass produced) to operate as speech acts, in the Austinian sense. The catalytic power of
political propositions expressed in iconic terms was not considered seriously then by
leading writers of art, culture and myth, and only somewhat accepted in the consideration
of politically based art of the 1960s, but still usually relegated to faint applause of
laudable attempts made by artists to improve the world.
The challenge, I believe, is to get beyond seeing political art as either failed politics
or failed art (or both). Rockhill states this in another way: it is less helpful to attempt to
evaluate the success or failure of a particular work than to explore its social politicity, the
political dimensions that play themselves out in the historical struggles between various
forms of social agency.57 Analyses of works by Heartfield (and other radical artists of his
generation) by Jo Spence, Eckhard Siepmann, Sabine Kriebel, and Gavin Grindon.
endeavour to locate their works as semiotic constructions addressing social contexts.58
Art Historiography
The introduction of John Heartfield’s radical practices into a canon of art history (that
smooth narrative of visual evolution) has sutured him either as a curiosity of commercial
graphic design, or a member of a jejune group of artist revolutionaries.59 A review of art
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(attempt at) a Structural Analysis,” Photography/Politics: Two, 38-50; Sabine Kriebel, Revolutionary
Beauty: The Radical Photomontages of John Heartfield (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014;
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Participation in the Radical Avant-Garde,” Oxford Art Journal 34.1 (2011): 79-96.
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historiography by Heartfield’s immediate contemporaries, as well as later twentieth
century art writers, provides a sense of underestimation due in large part to his choice of
medium, associated with commercial or “low” art.60
An early reconsideration of Heartfield’s work was explored by John Berger, a
Marxist English artist and critic, whose popular and germinal BBC television series and
book Ways of Seeing provided a Benjaminian introduction into the study of images and
made critical exploration of visual culture accessible to a mass audience.61 In writing
about Heartfield and the political use of photomontage specifically, Berger finds that the
concept of ideological weapons cannot be effective in the same way as material weapons:
The effectiveness of a weapon can be estimated quantitatively. Its performance is isolable
and repeatable. One chooses a weapon for a situation. The effectiveness of a work of the
imagination cannot be estimated quantitatively. Its performance is not isolable or
repeatable. It changes with circumstances. It creates its own situation.... And this is part
of its nature because it is intended to operate within a field of subjective interactions
which are interminable and immeasurable.62

In this remark (to which I will return in the last section of this introduction to examine in
a different light), Berger points to the contingent nature of the performance
“environment” as preventing the quantification of the weapon’s effectiveness, and
therefore, a proof of successful performance cannot be made. For Berger, in the dialectic
between the freedom of the imagination and the servitude of didacticism, good
propaganda makes bad art.
Australian art critic Robert Hughes, like Berger, ventured into popular media with
his 1980 BBC television series and book Modern Art, The Shock of the New.63 Unlike
60

Heartfield’s decision to settle in the newly founded German Democratic Republic in 1950, where he
lived until his death in 1968, is also a contributing factor. Initially, he was professionally “marginalized”,
not only as part of the general official suspicion of émigrés from the West, but of the avant-garde nature of
Heartfield’s production in particular, which was condemned as a remnant of cultural elitism and outside the
social realist visual vocabulary. For an account of the last decades of Heartfield’s life, see Evans,
Heartfield, 37-39.
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62
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Hughes, like many of the postwar art world milieu, lamented the rise of art as discourse of the everyday
composed of banal images from mass culture, which overtook a more hopeful (and romantic) concept of art
that transcends the mundane. See Martha Rosler’s critical account of the feminist art practice in “The
Figure of the Artist, the Figure of the Woman,” in Decoys and Disruptions. Selected Writings, 1975-2001,
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Berger, his stance was resolutely conservative and at times, bombastically contrarian, as
evidenced in his revulsion for much of the twentieth-century avant-garde and postmodernism generally, and the work of Andy Warhol specifically.64 Writing about
Heartfield and his contemporaries in his essay, “The Decline of the City of Mahagonny”,
Hughes abruptly terminates the possibility of a rhetorical function of Dada images such
as Heartfield’s, stating that such work is “shallow”, whereas fine art requires the “long
look” and is infinitely more than an array of social signs awaiting deconstruction:
This trip turns out to be not worth taking. It has produced a clever novelty art of
diminishing returns; far from affording artists continuous inspiration, mass-media sources
for art have become a dead end. They have [produced] a fine-arts culture given over to
information and not experience.65

In Hughes’ articulation of visuality, pictures ought to be carriers of something apart from
the arena of knowledge and from readily available forms of communication from the
external world. Art should emanate from the internal resources of the creator as a thing
apart from daily life.66
For other writers on art, the “problem” with Heartfield’s work is found not in its
intentionality to address the rise of Hitler as dictator but rather in its “low art” or
graphical production as commercially reproduced imagery. German-born French
photographer and historian Gisèle Freund was also a contemporary of Heartfield. She

an October Book, (Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press in association with the International
Center of Photography, 2004), 89-112.
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Robert Hughes, “Introduction: The Decline of the City of Mahagonny,” in Nothing if Not
Critical. Selected Essays on Art and Artists (New York: Knopf, 1990), 15. Hughes is particularly invested
in the “heroism of transcendence” in the face of mass culture, and his bias toward “deeper and purer” work
is quite clear in his discussions of Abstract Expressionist (“numinous”, “pullulates in raw energy” versus
Pop Art artists “poets of information overload”, “wallowing in abandon”. See Hughes, American Visions:
the Epic History of Art in America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997).
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and London: The MIT Press, 2002 [1972], 7.
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later conceded that Heartfield’s photomontage technique reached large audiences but
considered his caricatures to be “contrivances” lacking in creative depth:
John Heartfield’s photomontage [Adolph the Superman] left little to the imagination in
his portrayal of Hitler’s biological needs. However, contrivances were not always
necessary to make a comment—simple photographs taken out of context or positioned in
a calculated way could likewise affect the enormous magazine-reading audiences.
[emphasis mine]67

Freund also worked as a photojournalist for illustrated magazines. One of her first stories,
shot at a pro-labour rally in Frankfurt on May 1, 1932, “shows a recent march of antifascist students” who had been “regularly attacked by Nazi groups.”68 Her comment
reveals her own bias for the straight image using a Leica (a new, lighter handheld
camera), a creative intuition of the decisive moment, rather than as labourious paste-up
job in the darkroom. The reference to novelty is noted also by Heartfield’s contemporary,
historian and critic Georg Lukàcs:
In montage’s original form as photomontage, it is capable of striking effects and on
occasion it can even become a powerful political weapon. Such effects arise from its
technique of juxtaposing heterogeneous, unrelated pieces of reality torn from their
context. A good photomontage has the same effect as a good joke.69

Lukàcs was dismissive of Heartfield’s photomontages because he considered its basic
element, the fragmentary photograph “torn from its context”, incapable of making any
significant subjectivist statement about the world.70 Ernst Gombrich, a germinal figure in
modern art history, points us to the locus of the problem of an insufficient “long look” in
the low-art associations of the mass-disseminated media:
.

the professional art historian has had little occasion to busy himself with the vast mass of
ephemeral propaganda prints, broadsheets, and cartoons which were produced in everincreasing volume from the sixteenth century onward. He is quite happy to leave these
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Photographie et Société (Boston: David R. Godine, 1980), 161.
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puzzling and often ugly images to the historian who may know how to unriddle their
recondite allusions to long-forgotten issues and events. But historians in their turn usually
think they have more important and more relevant documents to study in the state papers
and speeches of a period...71

John Willett, historian of German art, supports this observation and points out that in the
period in which Heartfield launched his image weapons, contemporary critics regarding
political art predicated on radical uses of new communications technology, were caught
without disposing of a coherent language for mass-distributed works. This condition has
resulted in unevenness in criticism as some works were exalted as high art, and others
deemed too profane to be intelligently discussed.72 Such assessments about the physical
nature of the object and its shifting stages between studio to newsprint to art gallery bring
to mind Heartfield’s contemporary and colleague, Walter Benjamin, and his oft-cited
essay on the nature of the work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction.73
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Ernst Gombrich, Meditations on a Hobby Horse, and other Essays on the Theory of Art (London:
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Metropolitan Museum of Art and Aperture, 1989), 182-184. I note here the importance of the Weimar
Worker Photographer Movement initiated by Willi Munzenberg, Heartfield’s publisher, empowering

Chapter 1 The Combative

79

The combative as a visual speech strategy has been interrogated by several writers
who comment on the dead end of the historical avant-garde. Heartfield’s strategy for the
combative agency of pictures, like the contestatory stance of his Dada and Surrealist
contemporaries, has been contained and evaluated as a negative dialectics which
ultimately fails due to a number of factors. For Adorno, the purpose of the political
aesthetic in the present as a critique of what-is is highly problematic, pointing up the
offering of partisan positions instead of rattling the very cage of meaning itself.74 Located
inside the dominant discourse and unable to transcend the social constructs of its own
making to transform subject positions, “the notion of a ‘message’ in art, even when
politically radical, already contains an accommodation to the world; the stance of the
lecturer conceals a clandestine entente with the listeners, who could only be rescued from
deception by refusing it.”75 This criticism, which directly implicates a critique of Sartrean
and Brechtian political theatre, is locked in a stalemated revolutionary stance of the
negative being against what is, rather than for what could be, effectively a shouting
match, destroying what also destroys. In this light, the work becomes a short-lived
aesthetic phenomenon marked by aesthetic disenchantment and political impotency. We
have come back full circle to Robert Hughes’ dismissive failure to hold the “long look”.
But beyond that critique, other critiques of the historical avant-garde that I will return in
subsequent chapters are briefly summarized here as: Peter Bürger on the exhaustion of
rupture and revolution in avant-garde art in The Theory of the Avant-Garde as well as his
respondent, Hal Foster writing in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of
the Century; Jacques Rancière, in The Emancipated Spectator, locating the historical
avant-garde as an object lesson in Marxist superstructure divided between those who
possess an understanding of the social system teaching and arming for struggle those who
have suffered because of that system so as to arm them for struggle; Mieke Bal’s

workers to visually represent everyday proletarian life and the material conditions affecting industrial
labour. See Leah Ollman, Camera as Weapon. Worker Photography between the Wars (San Diego:
Museum of Photographic Arts, 1991).
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assertion that the political impact of art is not dependent on political statements, but, on
the contrary, must stay away from the rhetoric of politics (Endless Andness); and Gabriel
Rockhill, cautioning against the erroneous investment of the talisman complex attributed
to the work itself (Radical History and the Politics of Art).76

5. Citation as Intervention
The potency and potentiality of political art as a kind of speech act, as framed by
Heartfield and beyond, lies in its dynamic presence as a dialectical, discursive and
interactive event, not in the static presentation of an object or in the fixed position of
popular and critical receptions. Poised between material thing and temporal event, the act
of beholding can be compared to Austin’s metaphor of the evanescent character of a
flame, flickering, hovering.77 As older (radical) works outlive their original historical
moments and become canonical, meaning-making continues to be a dynamic act of
interpretation as works are re-presented in new stage settings.
As I demonstrated in the introduction to this study, post-Austinian perspectives
have contributed to expanding both the scope and valence of Austin’s original thinking.
Specifically, I cited Derrida’s insistence on the temporal dimension of performativity, the
utterance (book, picture) being created for a presumed future addressee. This iterability
activates the possibility of inaugural performances in new contexts. In “The Politics of
Citation,” Bal asks, “What happens to affectivity in a different context? What are the
risks in re-presenting the original premise?78 Or, as Judith Butler argues, does the
indefinite circulability of the image allows the event to continue to happen and, indeed,
thanks to these images, does not stop happening?79
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Today, standing in the wake of so many provocative contributions from political
philosophy, linguistics and visual theory, I argue it is possible to see with new eyes the
workings of Heartfield’s radical art practices as political speech acts. In his introduction
to Landscape and Power, W.J.T. Mitchell proposes to change the word “landscape” from
a noun to a verb, to “think of landscape not as an object to be seen or a text to be read, but
as a process by which social and subjective identities are formed.”80 Working from
Mitchell’s proposal as a starting point, it is possible to trace out their radical art as an
event from the perspective of practice and theory. From this perspective of action and
agency, it is possible to apply a transhistorical lens to see how the radical event-based
strategies of Heartfield and the Dadaists have been taken up by other performance/
participation projects.81 For example, the nihilist refusal inherent in combative Dada
strategy can be located in Guy Debord’s influential 1967 book Society of the Spectacle
(and the 1973 film of the same title). Debord exhorts individuals to detach from the
passive, somnolent state of everyday participation in late capitalist consumption, lulled by
the spectacle, the ubiquitous and normativizing presentation of social relations through
contemporary media.82 The strategy for the rupture of this narcotizing dream is
détournement [diversion, or disturbance], an intervention in the course of everyday
activities. Individual autonomy can be reclaimed by “waking up” to see the habitual and
the desirable as market constructs and to attempt to fashion a new version of daily life in
which an enhanced and active consciousness helps to shape “authentic” identities and
combative AIZ images to address the advancing menace of Nazi power in real time, as
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[fig 1-5] Martin Krenn, intervention at the Mahnmal Friedenkreuz St. Lorenz
(Austria) memorial space, 2016 featuring John Heartfield, Deutsche Eicheln
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well as the physical proximity of AIZ readers, holding the paper before them, and
literally sharing the space of the printed image.

The Mahnmal Friedenkriez St. Lorenz (Austria) Intervention

I would like to consider now the journey of Heartfield’s 1933 photomontage
Deutsche Eicheln, as a speech act utterance resuscitated in our own present time, some
eight decades distant. In 2016, German artist and curator Martin Krenn won a public
commission to create an intervention/installation at the Freidenkreuz memorial to the
In the Introduction, I contrasted Austin’s focus on the intentionality of the utterer before a
present addressee with Derrida’s argument of the release of the speech act utterance (in
written from) to have new lives through the inaugural reception by future imagined
addressees. In this chapter, I have noted the temporal immediacy of Heartfield’s
local Wehrmacht troop Jorkisch located above St. Lorenz, Austria.83 Working with
RAHM Architekten (architects), Robert Streibel (historian) and Gregor Kremser (artist
and historian), Krenn designed a transparent 2987 cm x 4280 cm (approximately 98 ft. x
140 ft.) metal and fabric version of the Deutsche Eicheln photomontage and anchored to
the front face of the cross. [fig.1-5]
Prior to the project, the site, located in a secluded forest location overlooking the
picturesque valley below, consisted of three elements: the towering “Peace Cross”, a
soldier’s helmet mounted on a post, and a plaque that reads “Zum cedenken fur die
gefallenen helden der kampfgruppe Jockisch” [In commemoration of the fallen heroes of
the Jockisch combat group.] Krenn transformed the site through the installation of a
large-scale billboard version of Deutsche Eicheln anchored to the freestanding wooden
“Peace Cross” of the memorial space that continued to attract veneration by neo-Nazi
sympathizers.84 In his recorded commentary about the project, Krenn notes that he was
83
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[
[fig. 1-6] Visitors to the installation

[fig. 1-7] Detail
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struck by site, with its sweeping view of the town below and modest commemoration of
the fallen heroes, the absurdity of the Peace Cross as the symbol of war, and the
Wehrmacht soldiers honoured as victims, rather than perpetrators, as was later
established.85
Krenn re-imagined the wooded terrain as the living example of German national
symbols the oak tree and acorn, historically associated with patriotism and military
prowess co-opted by Nazi indoctrination of soldiers: he altered the site by “reprinting”
Heartfield’s Deutsche Eicheln at a towering scale to match/cover the Peace Cross using a
permeable substrate screen that enables views to both the original commemorative plaque
as well as the surrounding trees behind the work. [fig. 1-6] This produces several effects.
In the original photomontage, Hitler “waters” the oak tree of military might, a
representation created as a metaphor. With the actual trees visible behind the screen, the
implication of Nazi political doctrine “blooming” in the present time is made manifest.
[fig. 1-7] The “surface” image (Deutsche Eicheln) and the actual trees on the other side of
the screen become conflated, creating a new montage fusing object and representation
creating an appearance at once entirely artificiality and trompe l’oeil naturalism.
The intervention, commissioned as a permanent installation, was unveiled on
April 3, 2016, with a gathering of Austrian government officials, artists, documentarians,
historians, and art lovers in attendance. Krenn creates a powerful example of detaching an
archival source and crossing boundaries between art production, curatorial intervention,
and critical scholarship.86 Krenn’s practice points to both the fluidity of boundaries of
professional domains, and the tremendous power the integration of these disciplines
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contributes to a combative strategy to address supremacist ideology. I will turn the
discussion now to the consideration of montage by Hannah Höch, one of Heartfield’s
colleagues in the Berlin Dada group, and the House Beautiful series by Martha Rosler,
and propose the integrative as a performative strategy.
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[fig. 2-1] Hannah Höch and Raoul Hausmann in front of their works at the First International Dada-Fair,
Berlin, 1920
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CHAPTER TWO
The Integrative: In the Kitchen with Höch and Rosler
The discussion so far has considered Austin’s concept of speech acts as transactional utterances
and Heartfield’s production of photography-based montage as an example of political
performativity that addresses extra-aesthetic concerns. I have also introduced the consideration
of photomontage as a contestatory sub-language that disrupts the purported verisimilitude of
camera-based images in order to assert alternative, preposterous or otherwise irreconcilable
positions. The example of Heartfield addresses issues that are in the public sphere, namely, the
discursive relationship of systemic meta-operations (capitalism, fascism, and labour) and the
collective of citizens. Hannah Höch, an originating, albeit sidelined, member of Heartfield’s
Berlin Dada group, explored photomontage as a feminist critique of public space and its
relationship to the private sphere, in the form of domestic space and the female body. Her
acclaimed montage, familiarly known in English as Cut with the Kitchen Knife (1919), presents a
Bosch-like kaleidoscope of contemporary life, and her work, like that of fellow Dada artist
Sophie Tauber-Arp and others, has become of particular interest in recent decades of feminist art
history. In this sense, the visual speech act is an insertion point into the public sphere where there
has been no viable space for gender inclusivity or parity. Instead of Heartfield’s scissors, Höch
wields her kitchen knife, a weapon emblematic of domestic space, and in particular a gendered
sphere.
Höch’s strategy, making space in the public sphere for the utterance from new
protagonists, invites linkage to a later artist, Martha Rosler, herself famous for wielding a kitchen
knife in her famous video work Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975), which is also discussed in this
chapter. Rosler’s series Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful (1967-1972) integrates
sumptuous commercial photography of domestic interiors with fragments from traumatic
journalistic photography portraying soldiers and civilians caught up in the violence of the
Vietnam War. Rosler’s critical perspective, like Höch’s, combines images of public and private
worlds: Bringing the War Home forces the collision of ludic simultaneity of the tranquillity and
unimpeded consumerism of upper-class American homes (that which is to be displayed) with the
savage reality of strife, wounding and death (that which should not be seen). Rosler’s work takes
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to task the official discourse of America’s involvement as an imperial force in Southeast Asia
and creates a single visual field on which to conflate the trauma of terrorized Vietnamese
civilians with the seeming omnipotence of U.S. military force.
Both artists employ montage to create space for feminist utterances, providing a verso
voice to the dominant recto systems of representation. Instead of undoing binarism, then, they
are inscribing a new polyvocal “and” into the discursive monologue. Both construct assemblages
from mass media periodicals and magazines, appropriating not only everyday images directed to
a consumer-oriented public sphere, but specifically from illustrated magazines directed to a
female readership.

1. Cut with the Kitchen Knife!
One of the most celebrated and iconic images made by the Berlin Dada group is Hannah Höch’s
Schnitt mit dem Kuchenmesser Dada durch die letzte weimarer Bierbauch Kulturepoche
Deutschlands [Cut with the Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch
of Germany] (1919). It is also one of Höch’s earliest photomontage and the largest displayed at
the 1920 Dada Fair at Otto Burchard’s gallery.1 [fig. 2-1]
At the time of this exhibition, Höch was credited with her then-partner artist Raoul
Hausmann as one of the inventors of photomontage.2 Within the very volatile, male Berlin Dada
circle, Höch was marginalized not only because she was one of the very few women associated
with the movement, but also her mode of being political was much more open-ended and
ambiguous in comparison with the exhortatory outrage of fellow Dadaists who actively
marginalized her.3 In part, this can be attributed to her training and practice that was more pro-art
1

Höch also exhibited a poster, two handmade Dada dolls, and five other works. Maria Makela, “By Design. The
Early Work of Hannah Höch in Context,” in The Photomontages of Hannah Höch (Minneapolis, MN: Walker Art
Center, 1996), 49.
2

The invention of photocollage has been claimed variously by John Heartfield, Raoul Hausmann, Hannah Höch and
George Grosz, and all used the technique from 1919 onward. Certainly, all experimented with photocollage,
recycling found images from newspapers and other ephemera into complex assemblages, critical narratives and
satirical portraits. The inability to credit a single source with the advent of radical cut-and-paste practices also points
to the collectivizing nature of the work as a group endeavour. Heartfield eventually came to prefer photomontage
over collage, a technique that involved making seamless photographic prints in the darkroom rather than accretions
of the more tactile and visibly collage of the cut-and-paste method. For detailed examination of the montage and
collage techniques of the Berlin group, see Dawn Ades, Photomontage (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986) and
Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife.
3

Heartfield and Grosz were emphatically against Höch’s participation in the First International Dada Fair and
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than the anti-art nihilism of the Dada group. Höch attended the Charlottenburg Kunstgewerbeschule [School of Applied Arts] in Berlin and worked closely with glass designer Harold
Bergen.4 She later enrolled at the National Institute of the Museum of Arts and Crafts throughout
the critical Dada years (1918-1920).5 From 1916 to 1926, she produced handiwork patterns and
articles for domestically oriented magazine published by Ullstein Verlag, such as Die Dame and
Die Praktische Berlinerin.6 Höch, who at various times explored printmaking, textile design,
book design and other media, worked in media regarded at the time as belonging to the feminine
arts, a lower rung than traditional or even avant-garde so-called fine arts, in itself a heavily
gendered system, even in negation. She continued to explore photomontage throughout her
career and as embroiderer of images, constructing and reconstructing popular images targeted at
women. 7
As a composition, the visual field of Cut with the Kitchen Knife completely negates any
sense of naturalistic or illusionistic space: “it is no longer an analogue of a visual experience but
of operational processes, layer upon layer.”8 [fig. 2-2] The joins of the fragments, many derived
from newspaper images, are visible and at times roughly carved. The pictorial space is a
gathering place picturing a complex public sphere: before discussing the work’s performative
operations, it is useful to identify key fragments, reading the work clockwise from the upper

yielded only when Hausmann threated to boycott it. See Peter Boswell, “Hannah Höch: Through the Looking
Glass,” in The Photomontages of Hannah Hoch (Minneapolis, MN: Walker Art Center, 1996), 7; and Lavin, Cut
with the Kitchen Knife, 17.
4

Makela, “By Design,” 50.

5

In her account of Höch’s formative training, Makela notes that the curriculum at the school then integrated fine and
applied arts, including “architecture and interior design, decorative sculpture, metal design, set design and scene
painting, graphic and book art, decorative painting and pattern design, and glass painting.” Ibid.
6

Makela, “By Design”, 55.

7

The consideration of Höch’s abstract pattern montages of the 1920s in the context of the integrative is worthy of its
own study considering the potentiality of women’s power (manifest as the unsewn garment, or the pattern as
blueprint), and the subversive uses of women’s handcraft. In this regard, I have been inspired by the work of several
Canadian artists (Joyce Wieland, Jana Sterbak, Anna Torma) as well as the collection of artist statements and essays
reprinted in Craft. Documents in Contemporary Art edited by Tanya Harrod (London and Cambridge, MA:
Whitechapel Gallery and the MIT Press, 2018), as well as the provocative ways of juxtaposing stitching and
photographs in the montage work of Berend Strik (Thixotrophy, (Sophie Berrebi et al, Thixotropy (Amsterdam:
Valiz, 2009).
8

Leo Steinberg, quoted in Sarah Ganz Blythe and Edward D. Powers, Looking at Dada (New York: The Museum
of Modern Art, 2006), 19.
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[fig. 2-2] Hannah Höch, Schnitt mit dem Kuchenmesser Dada durch die letzte weimarer
Bierbauch Kulturepoche Deutschlands [Cut with the Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar
Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch of Germany], 1919-1920
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right quadrant, which sets the stage of political chaos. The Weimar republic, from the fall of the
imperial parliament in 1917 to the election of Hitler’s Nationalist Socialist government in 1933,
was marked by turbulent economic and political instability. One of the targets of the Berlin Dada
activists centered on the hypocrisy of the post-imperial Social Democrat Party government,
which had entered into agreement with big business and vestiges of the imperial military. In the
name of keeping order, the State encouraged the use of the radical right Freikorps, paramilitary
units formed of war veterans. A portrait of the recently deposed Kaiser Wilhelm II with a
preposterous moustache made from the upturned figures of two wrestlers dominates this cluster;
on his right shoulder perches the body of the exotic modern dancer Sent M’ahesa whose head has
been replaced by that of Chief of General Staff (and future German president) Paul von
Hindenburg; his right ear is formed from a typographic letter “k”. One of the dancer’s arms
seems to tickle the Kaiser under the chin; the other rests on the shoulder of General von PflazerBaltin, who himself stands on the heads of two men, German Minister of the Interior Gustav
Noske and another general. Above Wilhelm are the helmeted head of a soldier, the slogan Die
anti-dadaistische Bewegung [anti-Dada movement] cut from newspaper titles, and over his
shoulder, a fragment of a photograph showing a line-up of the unemployed. Additional
technological/military references are found in fragments showing an enormous gear, putsch
leader Wolfgang Kapp with an unknown man in an airplane cockpit, the heat apron for the
muzzle of a gun barrel, the side view of a machine gun, the wheels of a mortar cannon (from
which the head of poet Elsa Lasker-Schüler protrudes), a soldier in uniform, and the front end of
an airplane.9

9

I am indebted to several resources: Gertrud Jula Dech’s exhaustive analysis of the work and identification of
sources: “Schnitt Mit Dem Küchenmesser Dada durch die letzte weimarer Bierbauchkulturepoche Deutschlands”:
Untersuchungen zur Fotomontage bei Hannah Höch (Munich: Lit-Verlag, 1981); Brigid Doherty, “Berlin,” in
Dada: Zurich, Berlin, Hannover, Cologne, New York, Paris, edited by Leah Dickerman (Washington and New
York: The National Gallery of Art/ D.A.P., 2005), 84-112; and Sarah Ganz Blythe and Edward D. Powers, Looking
at Dada (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2006); a very helpful online interactive identifying specific
components of the work is found at Dr. JK’s Flickr page:
https://secure.flickr.com/photos/32535532@N07/3179940950/
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The lower right quadrant represents The Great Dada World. [fig. 2-3] At the right edge is
a giant baby body topped by the backward-facing miniature head of poet and critic sympathetic
to Dada, Theodor Däubler. At the centre of the section is a 12-cylinder ship’s motor from which
extrudes the head of a screaming Raoul Hausmann (Höch’s partner during the Dada years)
attached to a miniature body in a deep diver’s suit. To the left, celebrated dancer Nidda (Niddy)
Impekoven bathes a “baby” John Heartfield in a washtub, and to the right, a pirouetting twoheaded ballet dancer features portraits of George Grosz and Wieland Herzfelde. Above is a
strange machine piece, perhaps a boiler or engine, with the “head” of Karl Marx, and to the left
of the words Die grosse Dada Welt is the figure of a female acrobat with three heads: Dada artist
Johannes Baaders between Soviet revolutionaries Karl Radek and V.I. Lenin. The confident

[fig. 2-3] detail, Schnitt mit dem Kuchenmesser
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photographer walking into the composition from the right is in fact a portrait of the film actress
Asta Nielsen superimposed onto a male body. The lower right corner features a map of Europe
marking the countries where suffrage to women had been or was about to be granted; a tiny
portrait of Höch is attached at the left of the map, and a jumping mouse is embedded into the
upper right corner of the map. Beyond that is a montaged (interracial) modern couple, with the
man holding a mechanical “baby”, perhaps proposing an implied alignment of sexual and racial
equality with communism.
The lower left quadrant features Karl Liebknecht who with Rosa Luxemburg was cofounder of the Spartakist League and the Communist Party of Germany, exhorting the masses,
pictured as photographic fragments of crowds to Tretet dada bei [Join Dada].10 Themes of
technology and movement are also presented through the figure of a “flying” woman, the
roundness of the lower case letter “e”, a (Soviet) transport truck, and discs with ball bearings.
Höch pairs her portrait signature featured in the lower right corner with her white initials “HH”
near the lower left corner.
Finally, in the upper left quadrant, an elephant is attended by a spear-carrying South
Asian guardian; the animal’s tusks support a sleeping woman, who seems to be racially mixed in
the sense that her arms and head are dark-skinned, and whose body and legs are light-skinned.
To the upper left of this cluster is a massive pensive Albert Einstein presented as a cyborg by his
mechanical eye from which a grasshopper seems to emerge. President Ebert springs from the
right side of Einstein’s head. The physicist is “crowned” by a locomotive belching the slogan
“Invest your Money in Dada”; the caption below reads “Ha ha, young man … Dada is not an art
trend”. Along the top edge, fragments include a winch and pulley, a faceless showgirl, a dancing
couple, the miniature head of Prince Wilhelm von Pressen on the body of a woman wearing a
checked dress, the high-rise silhouette of New York’s Pennsylvania Hotel, and Asta Nielsen
dressed in sailor’s hat and jacket. The spinning figure at the centre of the work is also cut by the

10

The year that the work was created, 1919, opened with the founding of the KPD, the German Communist party, a
Left splinter group led by Liebknecht and Luxemburg. On Monday, January 6, during the Spartakist Week
uprisings, President Friedrich Ebert, at the urging of Gustav Noske, Minister of Defense and commander of the
Freikorps called out troops to restore order, leading to violence and arrests. By Saturday of that week, the Freikorps
marched into Berlin; on Sunday, Leibknecht and Luxemburg were captured, tortured and, finally, killed on January
15. In the aftermath, Ebert continued to mop up resistance and by mid-1919, the social democrats were in control of
the republic. A few months before the work— the largest framed work in the exhibition—was displayed at the June
1920 Dada Fair, the National Socialist Party was formed.
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knife as a decapitated figure of the dancer Niddy Impekoven whose disconnected head is a
portrait of German Expressionist painter Käthe Kollwitz. It is significant that in 1919 Kollwitz
had just been named the first female professor at the Prussian Academy of Arts, and that this
image comes from the newspaper announcement of this posting.11
The large-scale and densely populated image comprises a gathering place, a “bulletin
board universe”12 in which the disappointing legacy of the post-Wilhelm republic and the
utopian promises of technology, communism and gender equality are entwined. While Lavin
reads the work as an allegory with deliberately open-ended free association available for the
viewer to participate in the construction of meaning13, I argue that it is also possible to read the
work as a complex “history painting”, at that time still identified as the apex of painting genres.14
Cut with the Kitchen Knife features identifiable figures of contemporary Germany (politician and
artist, capitalist and intellectual, general and entertainer), a populated public sphere that is both
reflective of and a repudiation of the postwar political context. Much more directly than her
Dada colleagues, with their radical but general exhortations to break away from discredited
traditions and systems, Höch’s construction points more directly to the immediate everyday
facing contemporary Germans.

2. The Integrative
While the work’s pioneering technique and cultural commentary have been well examined
within art historiography15, it is nevertheless useful to consider it again, this time as a redressive
political utterance in the context of Austin and speech act theory. I have earlier introduced
11

Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, 30.

12

Blythe and Powers, Looking at Dada, 15.

13

Lavin specifically reads the work through the filter of allegory encompassing the Freudian concepts of pleasure
principle and reality principle as Höch stakes ground for the New Woman. See Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife,
24-26.
14

The hierarchy promoted by European art academies was as follows: first, history and allegorical painting;
followed by portraiture, genre or everyday scenes, landscape, animal life; and lastly, still life. Höch’s studies at the
School of Applied Arts in Berlin under the guidance of glass designer Harold Bergen were interrupted by the onset
of the war and her volunteer services with the Red Cross. In 1915 she returned to school, entering the graphics class
of Emil Orlik at the National Institute of the Museum of Arts and Crafts. Makela, “By Design,” 50.
15

See, for example, Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife; Blythe and Powers, Looking at Dada.
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Austin’s proposed classification of modes of performative speech into grammatical groups:
Austin’s “starter set” of types of speech or action was arranged into five broad classes:
verdictives (judicial, legislative), exercitives (exercising powers, rights or influence),
commissives (forms of promising), behabitives (attitudes and social behaviour) and expositives
(expounding of views).16 Taking a closer look at Austin’s discussion of these, it is possible to see
that verdictives consist of delivering a finding, official or unofficial17; exercitives encompass
speech acts such as countermanding and interposing points of view18; behabitives include the
notion of reaction to other people’s behaviour and fortunes, and of attitudes and expressions of
attitudes to someone else’s past conduct or imminent conduct, such as apologizing, condoling,
congratulating, commending, deprecating, etc.19; and expositives pertain to imparting points of
views or the conducting of arguments, such as informing, apprising, conjecturing and
conceding.20 There is no category in Austin’s system for speech that compels the apportioning of
space for or recognition of the legitimacy of complementary or contestatory perspectives. In
Austin’s model, multiple contradictory speech acts cannot occupy the same moment. To do so
would be to cause a paradox or “misfire” on the part of the speaker: the christened ship cannot
have multiple names; the married couple cannot be bigamists.
Constance Penley, writing on Jean-Luc Godard, notes that speech, like film, is sequential
in time, words flow one after the other so that we can’t affirm two words or propositions in the
same moment.21 By putting them on top of each other, as in the conflation of photomontage, it is
possible to communicate two things at once, “this” and “that”. Penley cites Deleuze on Godard:
“What counts with him is not two or three, or however many you like, it’s AND, the conjunction

16

J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, edited by J.O. Urmson (Eastford, CT: Martino Fine Books, 2018
[1962], 147-163.
17

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 152-154.

18

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 154-156.

19

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 159-160.

20

Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 160-163.

21

Constance Penley, “Introduction,” in Speaking about Godard, edited by Kaja Silverman and Harun Farocki (New
York: New York University Press, 1998), 132.
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AND…. The AND is neither one or the other, it is always between the two, it is the boundary….
Godard’s aim is to ‘see the boundaries’ … to make the imperceptible visible.”22 Yet in political
discourse, multiple constituents seek to co-exist as empowered agents in the public sphere, Bal’s
endless andness of inclusivity.23
Photomontage is a fusion of photo + montage, each element in that equation having its own
set of problematic issues. For the first part, it is a composition formed from camera-generated
fragments, which in themselves it may be construed as mechanical, and lacking the expressive
so-called hand of the artist. Herein lies the myth of the photo as a device for recording, not for
transforming.24 A rhizomatic arrangement of camera-based images, full of ruptures, breaks, and
discontinuities, it is a form of mapping rather than a trace. For the second part, in his close
reading of Bernini’s bel composto sculptural work as an integrative aesthetic operation, art
historian Giovanni Careri draws on Sergei Eisenstein’s work to locate the key dynamics of
montage: it is, first of all, a model for unified viewing of disparate elements; it integrates
iconography with the sensorial; it is a dynamic, reception-based strategy; and it requires a
viewing that takes time, imposing an awareness of that temporality as the beholder recomposes
the narrative.25 Here, Hubert Damisch’s concept of the theoretical object is germane: for
Damisch, tracing the symbol of the cloud through art history, the work is not a passive mirror
but, as animated by the spectator, active and reflexive, inviting discursive participation to
awaken its embedded meanings.26 The strategy of montage, Bal observes,
obeys a paratactic arrangement not syntactic arrangement; juxtaposition, accumulation, even
potential clutter; not doing one thing after another, where ‘then’ is not prescriptively fixed—
paradoxical time-consuming arrangement […] The eye is compelled to travel even if it chooses
its own itinerary, and thus time unfolds in the act of viewing.27
22

Penley, “Introduction,” ix.

23

Mieke Bal, Endless Andness: The Politics of Abstraction According to Ann Veronica Janssens. London:
Bloomsbury, 2013.
24

Roland Barthes, “The Rhetoric of the Image,” in Image-Music-Text, edited and translated by Stephen Heath (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 38-51.
25

Giovanni Careri, Bernini. Flights of Love, the Art of Devotion, translated by Linda Lappin (Chicago, IL and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 5.
26

Hubert Damisch, Théorie du nuage : pour une histoire de la peinture (Paris: Les Éditions Seuil, 1992 [1972]).

27

Mieke Bal, Louise Bourgeois’ Spider. The Architecture of Art-Writing (Chicago and London: The University of
Chicago Press, 2001), 54. Bal’s extended reading of the work revolves around the strategy of fragments.
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Here it seems that the practice of montage is a particularly adept strategy to bind polyvocality
into the narrative. As Allan Sekula notes, “in a bound volume, every recto has its verso. And as
any reader of children’s books knows, every window depicted could be a hole through the other
side…”28 Rather than reinscribing a reductive binarism of conjoined twins, I see this strategy as
integrative, pictorially and semantically forcing inclusion. “Integrative” here has not only the
standard sense of combining or completing components to produce a larger whole, but also its
character of creating a holistic 360o picture from disparate fragments. This term has the
advantage of yet another connotation which is more overtly political: “integrate” has also come
to mean a synonym of “desegregate”, as in the removal of restrictions against subordinated or
subaltern groups and bringing into equal membership.29
This is particularly productive in considering positions in the discursive field that have
been previously shut out. For the author/artist, critical distance from the dominant narrative
produces a new narrative, a connective strategy for the already alienated to see their condition
visualized. For the reader/beholder, the pictorial strategy creates a form in which they can see
themselves visualized, as part of the literal and discursive field. I would propose that this is how
Brechtian distanciation can forge a path to the concept of the affective: the sudden or unfamiliar
apparition of the visible from the invisible, the making space for, destabilizing dominant
discourse while at the same time producing an empowerment for the oppositional or
marginalized constituent.
This is where we get back to the practice of photomontage as both materially and
discursively expressive of the integrative. To return to the example of Cut with the Kitchen
Knife, it can be argued that Höch has deployed the integrative in creating a dynamic new world
order that includes an emancipated role for women.30 The work seen in this way presents a
“portrait” of a new public discourse in which women will be generative agents: the gyrating

28

Allan Sekula, “…the Red Guards come and go, Talking of Michelangelo,” in Condé and Beveridge: Class Works,
edited by Bruce Barber (Halifax: Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2008), 47.
29

Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 1065.

30

Walter Grasskamp, writing in 1985, links Cut with the Kitchen Knife with Paul Citroen’s Metropolis
photomontage, both cited in his essay as “snapshots of a great urban disarray; in them, some of the particles floating
erratic and free in urban life come to rest.” “Images of Space,” in German Art of the Twentieth-Century. Painting
and Sculpture, 1905-1985, exhibition catalogue edited by Christos M. Joachimides, Norman Rosenthal, and Wieland
Schmied (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1985), 145-146.
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bodies of female dancers and athletes, the cameos of leading women (Kollwitz, Negri,
Impekoven, M’hesa, Nielsen) and the map showing countries where women have full citizenship
rights in the democratic process, point to a narrative which celebrates the newly won space for
women in the public sphere, for the female pleasures of liberation. In contrast to assertive
portrayals of the New Woman, Höch portrays her fellow (male) contemporaries (Hausmann,
Grosz, Heartfield, Däubler)—adherents of the newly rationalized man, associated with the
machine, the engineer, and the Soviet artist Vladimir Tatlin—as crying or shouting children,
recalling the discussion of Heartfield the Engineer as the shattered and seething neurasthenic in
the preceding chapter.31 The connectedness to and dependency on nurturing mother figures by
Höch’s Dada artists is a far cry from Richard Huelsenbeck’s concept of the “blastocyst of a new
type of Man”, an embryonic mutation to (parthenogenetically) deliver a liberated “primitive” and
desubjectivized free of the accretion of social conditioning.32 Although Huelsenbeck and his
compatriots used the term “mensch” to refer to “human” or “citizen” more broadly33, in no
instance does this explicitly also include the emancipation of women. While the Berlin Dada
artists derided the contemporary political landscape, Höch does not, in favour of deconstructing
all the moving parts of contemporary society and positioning herself as author and as subject of
Cut with Kitchen Knife in the context of emergent political power for women. In her
photomontage Dada Rundschau [Dada Panorama], (1919) featuring the figures of Ebert and
Noske, her “HH” signature is accompanied by a fragment of text in the lower right corner
“limitless freedom for H.H.” 34 It is possible to also see the “endless andness” of the integrative
31

I refer again to Brigid Doherty’s reading of postwar rage and infantilism in Dada art, rendered pictorially through
diminished genitals, child-like scale and puppet-like bodies: “‘See: We are All Neurasthenics!’ or the Trauma of
Dada Montage,” Critical Inquiry 24/1 (Autumn 1997):82-132.
32

I note again here that the very term “blastocyst” was itself a newly coined term referring to mammalian biology
(1876) to describe a thin-walled structure to support cell clusters that eventually become embryos. See also Maria
Makela,“The Misogynist Machine: Images of Technology in the Work of Hannah Höch”, in Women in the
Metropolis. Gender and Modernity in Weimar Culture, edited by Katharina von Ankum (Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press, 1997), 106-127.
33

Huelsenbeck’s 1917 essay “Der neue Mensch” is discussed in Sascha Bru, “Dada as Politics,” Arcadia 41/2 (July
2006):296-312.
34

Brigid Doherty, “Berlin,” in Dada: Zurich, Berlin, Hannover, Cologne, New York, Paris, edited by Leah
Dickerman (Washington and New York: The National Gallery of Art/ D.A.P., 2005), 106. Doherty also notes that
the composite figures of female delegates with the lithe bodies of dancers (similar to her treatment of Kollwitz as the
centre of Cut with the Kitchen Knife) are presented as representatives of a potentially dynamic democracy, in
contrast to the heavy bodies of Ebert and Noske dressed in bathing suits.
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as a move toward the emancipation from the binary construction of gender: Höch’s
photomontage work is also the site for a political imaginary that makes space for androgynous
bodies as well as hybrid crossover bodies, such as the feminized representations of Ebert and
Noske.35 Another work by Höch, Staatshaupter [Heads of State] (1918-1920), features the same
snapshot of the two politicians in bathing trunks surround by fanciful drawn flowers and
butterflies, with an ink cross-stitch overlay. The masculine performativity of the politicians has
been abducted and re-presented in the alternate universe of feminized visualization.
The new Dada self also takes the form of integration between the organic and the
mechanical: the human/machine hybrid figure, featuring the liberation of the enslaved citizen
through technological innovation, seen in photomontage portraits by Raoul Hausmann in works
such as Tatlin Lives at Home (1920). None of the portraits depict a new woman, or
woman/machine hybrid.36 Höch’s Cut with the Kitchen Knife was created as a dense, all-over
surface with multiple recognizable public figures; her post-Dada montages moved toward
simpler forms of composition featuring one or two human figures, usually female. As Matthew
Biro argues, this move from the specific to the allegorical constituted a political imaginary for
the idea of the New Woman as an embodiment of new possibilities open to women of the time.37
Höch’s vision has been linked to the concept of anticipatory consciousness developed by
contemporary philosopher Ernst Bloch.38 Anticipatory consciousness, as outlined in Bloch’s
multi-volume work The Principle of Hope, is the utopian conjecture of a future post-

35

Michelle D. Sizemore, “The Undefined and the Undefinable: Androgynous Imagery in the Work of Hannah
Höch,” Master’s thesis, University of Connecticut, 2013. Accessed March 10, 2019
https://opencommons.uconn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1455&context=gs_theses
The focus of Sizemore’s study is Höch’s photomontage work from the mid-1920s which feature figures that are
wholly androgynous, rather than embodiments or subversions of male-female stereotypes, and in this way are queer
in the sense of disrupting the heteronormative construction of “male” and “female” poles.
36

Matthew Biro argues that although Hausmann never developed explicit statements, it is clear that he believed that
human beings could transform themselves further through non-dominant forms of gender identity. “Raoul
Hausmann’s Revolutionary Media: Dada Performance, Photomontage and the Cyborg,” Art History 30/1 (February
2007):26-56.
37

Biro, “Hannah Höch’s New Woman: Photomontage, Distraction and Visual Literacy in the Weimer Republic,” in
The New Woman International: Representations in Photography and Film from the 1870s through the 1960s, edited
by Elizabeth Otto and Vanessa Rocco (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press and the University of
Michigan Library, 2011), 115-134.
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Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, 29.
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revolutionary world: the social imaginary—composed of daydreams, fairy tales, myths, popular
culture, literature, theatre and all forms of art—contains within it emancipatory moments,
glimpses of a better life.39 Bloch distinguishes the what-is (mimesis) from the not-yet-become
(noch-nicht-geworden) and locates the role of the artist as a “midwife” to enable latent and
potential materials to assume their own unique forms, and to awaken consciousness especially in
techniques such as distancing and estrangement espoused by his contemporaries, such as
Brecht.40
The concept of anticipatory consciousness of the individual is a strategic move that gets
around the impasse of the combative stance, wherein competing utterances risk becoming a
“shouting match” between factions with no way forward. Cut with the Kitchen Knife exemplifies
Bloch’s advocacy of dialectical operations such as disruption, fragmentation and recombination:
the spectator is the constructor of, and stakeholder in, a forward-looking political imaginary.41 In
The Emancipated Spectator, Rancière points to this potentiality, arguing that the collective
power shared by spectators does not stem from the fact that they are members of a collective
body or from some specific form of interactivity: it is the power of emancipating them to
translate what they perceive in their own way, to link to the unique intellectual adventure that
makes her similar to all the rest in as much as this adventure is not like any other.42 He writes:
[Aesthetic experience] is a multiplication of connections and disconnections that reframe the
relation between bodies, the world they live in and the way in which they are “equipped” to
adapt to it. It is a multiplicity of folds and gaps in the fabric of common experience that change
the cartography of the perceptible, the thinkable and the feasible.43

The Weimar constitution gave women the vote and 36 of the 100 Assembly seats were occupied
by elected women members44: the nihilism of Berlin Dada is countered by Höch through a
39

Bloch, The Principle of Hope (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1986).
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speculative feminist utopian world of multiple alternatives. Cut with the Kitchen Knife can be
regarded as a material instance embodying this dreaming forward philosophy. Höch’s assembly
of mass media images shows subjective agency for women already at hand (now) and on the
threshold of realization (anticipatory): voting in elections, leading university programs, reporting
on world events, domestic partnerships with egalitarian distribution of roles, and unfettered and
dynamic participation in public life.45 She is creating a visual vocabulary that inscribes a
speculative feminist world. She also proclaims a new visual vocabulary of the traditional
“women’s world” in which she worked as a pattern designer: the kitchen knife is an emblem of
private sphere of the domestic realm, in contrast to the bellicose rhetoric of the public sphere
(beer tent); her incorporation of stitched-over fabric pattern fragments is both iterative of her
economic independence as a professional illustrator, calligrapher and designer for Ullstein’s
wallpaper, fabric, dress and embroidery patterns but also to invoke a semiotic system made from
the everyday haptic experiences of women knitting, sewing, crocheting, embroidering, the
everyday life of women literally sutured into visual speech acts.46 To “cut with the kitchen
knife” then is not only to create the pictorial space of the photomontage as visual utterance of the
domain of women, it is to announce the imperative to sever ties with patriarchal systems by
engaging in the modern world as political and social space shared with women.47
In this discussion, I have endeavoured to link Höch not only to her contemporaries in the
Berlin Dada group, such as Heartfield, but also to montage practice as a mode of polysemous
inclusion, the conflation of this and that, to make room for emancipated women in the world

45
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through the reconfiguration of mass media images. It is hard to think of how Höch could have
achieved this kind of speech act except for the use of photomontage as a novel lens-based
medium in which it was possible to re-arrange the representation of the volatile political sphere
by unmooring its vocabulary from mass media visual references (portraiture, photojournalism,
promotional photography) cast a new vision of society, one at once familiar and strange. This
strategy is taken up decades later in another context, the work of Martha Rosler in her genderbased critique of the Vietnam War.

3. Bringing the War Home
My interest in Martha Rosler’s series Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful (1967-1972)
affords an opportunity to take a fresh look at her photomontage work from the perspective of the
integrative—the making space for—that was introduced in my discussion of Höch’s work.
Rosler breaks away from the “chaos” composition of Höch, featuring disjunctive scale and
impossible creatures to carefully align scale and tonality between her commercial and
photojournalist sources to create a smooth, unified composition, a purported “authenticity” that
then challenges the originating authenticity and objectivity of her source material.
Rosler’s images, detached from their sources of origin (commercial illustrated magazines
targeted to upper-middle-class households, and photojournalism respectively), insert America’s
imperialist conflict (public sphere) into the very personal spaces of a passive privileged class that
underwrites the conflict in the face of vociferous opposition. Rosler’s images show two sides of
the traumatized: 1) wounded and displaced Vietnamese desperately seeking safety within the
previously unoccupied but opulent private homes of well-to-do Americans; and 2) the faceless
soldiers, America’s youth forced to serve “at the sharp end”48 as pawns of American anticommunism policy (and here the word “pawn” is apt since many were forced into service
through the draft, and most came from lower or middle class families) and onto a single visual
field.
Rosler is best known for her diverse contributions as artist and filmmaker, and through
her critical writing, in particular interrogating the production and distribution of contemporary
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I have borrowed this term from Tim Cook, At the Sharp End Volume One: Canadians Fighting The Great War
1914 To 1916 (Viking: 2007), which details the day-to-day conditions of combatants during the First World War.
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art and photography, in particular her germinal series The Bowery in Two Inadequate Systems
(1974-1975) and If You Lived Here (1989), projects focused on urban advocacy in the New York
area.49 Like her contemporaries, Hans Haacke, Allan Sekula, Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge,
whose works are discussed in the chapters that follow, Rosler turned toward an avowed political
art practice, initially fusing Conceptualist practice with a feminist framework, as well as
numerous critical essays.50
Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful (1967-1972) is a series of ten photomontages
that bind together two concurrent arenas of everyday life that co-exist as if completely unaware
of each other’s existence. Each image populates the serene and tasteful domestic interiors
featured in House Beautiful magazine with personae drawn from America’s conflict in Vietnam:
terrorized Vietnamese civilians attempt to flee plush and graceful suburban residences; American
soldiers conduct stealth reconnaissance room by room in full battle gear. As Rosler recalls, the
series was produced as an outgrowth of the artist’s other anti-war activities, her “frustration with
the images we saw on television and print media, even with the anti-war flyers and posters. The
images we saw were always very far away, in a place we couldn’t imagine.”51 Rosler later
attributed her interest in photomontage as a practice, not to Heartfield’s AIZ work, of whom she
has maintained she was unaware at the time, but to the disjunctive character of filmmaker JeanLuc Godard’s technical style and approach to consumer-capitalism critiques.52
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[fig. 2-4] Martha Rosler, Balloons, from Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 1967 -1972
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Balloons [fig. 2-4] features a Vietnamese adult carrying a blood-spattered child, her anxious
gaze seeking refuge as she ascends a split-level staircase from the dining room to the upper
floor.53 As Rosler later remarked:
I felt that people did not identify with the violence inflicted on others, so I needed to try to make
people see what they already knew: that the “other” world over there, in Vietnam, is as real as
‘our’ world, over here […] I felt that it was important to dispense with the imaginary split
between our rights to life and comfort and the Vietnamese’s lack of rights to anything, just
because we had designated them as the enemy.54

In this significant statement, Rosler is pointing to the investment of mass media (and audiences)
to photojournalism and documentary essays as objective evidence revealing truth, a harkening
back to the attribution of the camera as a mechanical eye producing knowledge through visual
representation of the world. This purported function of photography, if not interrogated, serves
corporate interests by assuming the publication of photographs as a naturalized, normative
practice, apart from the unseen operations of the photographer’s perspective and access, the
selection and sequence of images, the addition of captions and interpretive text. The
epistemological examination of what is a photograph, and the production of “knowledge” by
creating and consuming images has been taken up by numerous writers, of particular note those
who have considered commercial, institutional and corporate practices such as Susan Sontag,
John Tagg, Ariella Azoulay, and Abigail Solomon-Godeau.55 There is also the problem of
commodification of photojournalist and documentary images as bodies of work migrate to the art
system: the practice of collecting and showing this work as framed prints in an art
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gallery/museum setting repositions the focus on the photographer as creative author, rather than
on the subject of the photograph. How meaning is presented and derived is context dependent, a
journey that returns us to Austin and his concept of the total speech environment, as well as
Benjamin’s poignant challenge to interrogate the position of images within various frameworks,
rather than what is depicted in the frame.
In returning to the exploration of Balloons, the open-concept living room scene is staged
for architectural photography: it is remarkably tidy with minimal décor, and pictured from
diagonal perspective from the top of the staircase to emphasize the double height ceiling. In this
sense, the domestic scene does NOT convey the sense of the everyday; instead, it conveys the
composure of private spaces when company comes, and indeed, there is a pile of party balloons
to the right of the terrace sliding door. In addition to this conflation of the ordinary with the
extra-ordinary, Balloons presents a number of other recto/verso positions: us and them, violence
and serenity, timelessness (the classic taste displaced in the “show room”) and ephemerality (the
condition of the wounded child, the temporary celebration indicated by the balloons).
Rancière criticized this specific work directly in his essay “The Misadventures of Critical
Thought”, and points to Rosler’s strategy not only to make known the disjunctive and concurrent
socio-political relationships, but also to arouse guilt on the part of the viewer: “here is the
obvious reality that you do not want to see, because you know are responsible for it.”56 This
realization of “intolerable reality”, and one’s complicity in it, leads to a kind of paralysis of
denial, a cognitive dissonance, rather than empowering the viewer to take an active role in
interpretation. In order for Rosler’s Balloons to have affect, he argues, the spectator must
already be convinced that what the image shows is American imperialism, not the insanity of
human beings in general. Additionally, the spectator must feel guilty about standing there and
doing nothing. Ultimately, this position is in itself problematic, as it assumes a viewing subject
who does not feel directly implicated, and so can be “outside” the systems that are the subject of
critique; also, he presumes that the artist assumes that the viewer is a passive spectator, rather
than the activator of meaning, and as such, may construct an entirely different narrative and
interpretation.
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In her study of Rosler’s Bringing the War Home, Suzanne Greftenhuis considers
Rancière’s application of his model of spectatorship to Rosler’s Balloons, noting that Rosler, in
creating irreconcilable juxtapositions through photomontage, already intends for a spectator to
take an active role and to construct an interpretation.57 Greftenhuis disputes Rancière’s
assessment by pointing to the “total speech situation” or emplacement of the work in its original
context: “during the time that Rosler created these works, when they were distributed to support
the Vietnam protest, there was a tendency of social activism. And while it might be so that art
does not have the ability to bring about direct political activism, in that time, it functioned as a
contribution to this upheaval of social activism.”58

[fig. 2-5] Martha Rosler, First Lady, from Bringing the War Home: House
Beautiful, 1967-1972

57

Suzanne Greftenhuis, “Martha Rosler’s Two Series Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful and their Critical
Potential in their Contexts.” (Master’s thesis, University of Amsterdam, 2015).
58

Greftenhuis, 31.

Chapter 2 The Integrative

109

Another image from the series, First Lady, presents a published photograph of First Lady
Pat Nixon standing amid the tasteful splendour of the White House Oval Office, presenting a
welcoming smile as the ultimate American hostess, the ultimate doyenne of homemaking set
upon the very public stage of statecraft. [fig. 2-5] Pat, her familiar and “relatable” media
moniker, poses as decorative hostess and role model for all American women, standing in the
very room that is at once part of her “home” (private space) and where agents of real political
power, such as President Nixon and his advisers (notably, U.S. Secretary of Defense, Robert
McNamara, ardent architect of the continuing combat)59, craft the wartime decisions affecting
both American troops and Vietnamese civilians caught up in the conflict (public space). Francis
Frascina recounts the actions of the Art Works Coalition (AWC) and the Artists and Writers
Protest (AWP) responding to an “American way of war” that was particularly devastating for
Vietnamese civilian populations through the use of saturation bombing, machine guns, chemical
defoliants, such as Agent Orange, and mutilation and sexual assault.60 The soft buttery yellow of
Mrs. Nixon’s full-length eveningwear is echoed in the use of that tone in the wall colours, floral
arrangement and soft furnishings throughout the room, even in the lighting. Three gilt-framed
pictures are visible, two of them readily identifiable: on the wall at the left of the image, the
lower work is possibly Eastport and Passamaquoddy Bay by Victor de Grailly61; above the
mantelpiece (and the figure of Mrs. Nixon) Rembrandt Peale’s so-called “porthole” portrait of
George Washington as military commander of the Revolutionary Army has been replaced by a
film still featuring the bullet-riddled body of Faye Dunaway from Arthur Penn’s 1967 film
Bonnie and Clyde. [fig. 2-6]
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[fig. 2-6a] detail from First Lady

[fig. 2-6b] film still from Bonnie and Clyde,1967
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Here the suture is the substitution of a stylized theatrically posed outlaw death in place of
a legendary male battle commander, and both replaced by/standing for an (invisible) unnamed
civilian casualty of the Vietnam War. This image appears to “float” above the First Lady’s
bouffant coiffure; in fact, it appears to be a perverse “crown”, with the mantelpiece and
candlesticks on either side of the figure framing her in a bizarre royal enthronement. The two
women (one dead, one looking outward to address our gaze) are literally conjoined and yet
unaware of each other; it is we, as viewers, who are empowered to behold the two narratives
simultaneously. Rosler’s juxtapositions posit scenarios that go beyond the representation of the
war to the literal insertion of the war into the domestic sphere. In this way, Rosler forces the
confrontation of the bloodshed of a faraway war with the sanitized everyday life of citizens who
do not wish to “see”.62 As she later recalled in conversation with Benjamin Buchloh, both the
earlier and later series point to “all the myths of everyday life stitched together form a seamless
envelope of ideology, the false accounts of the workings of the world.”63 In this series, Rosler’s
performative operation knits the together (visually fetishized) domestic interiors with the
(previously averted) documentation of trauma on foreign soil. The suture is then integrative,
presenting two equally true and yet irreconcilable propositions. As Laura Cottingham writes,
“Rosler’s Bringing the War Home asks us to consider the real social and economic connections
between our comfortable sofas and someone else’s dead body”. This “and/less” address not only
conjoins dyads such as us/them, now/then, here/there, and protagonist/victim, but also pointedly
questions the false division between them.
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Rosler was not alone in applying the montage technique to the invocation of American
imperialism and media saturation during the 1960s: she was one of many hundreds of artists who
mobilized against the Vietnam War, notably Angry Arts Week which took placed in New York
City from January 26 to February 5, 1967, the largest collective aesthetic endeavour to occur
during the war.64 One of the participants of the Angry Arts Week, Carolee Schneeman, is of
interest in this discussion because of her interest in montage, mass-circulating images, and the representation of atrocity images. In her 16mm film Viet-Flakes (1965), her camera moves
continuously over images of atrocities compiled over years from newspapers and magazines. The
soundtrack consists of popular songs that abruptly cut off to create a parallel disorienting
bricolage of structural effects in sound. Years later, Schneeman remarked that this work was
borne of her own experience viewing disturbing mass published images that began to produce
hallucinations, such as seeing Vietnamese bodies hanging from trees and her kitchen transformed
into burned out villages.65
Other works of the period also address aspects of America’s military-industrial complex
and mass culture. Silkscreen works of this period by Robert Rauschenberg, a leading artist of the
previous generation, incorporate painted brushstrokes, smudges, smears, scratchings, overlays,
pencil drawings and other gestures of the artist with fragments of images culled from mass
culture. For instance, Buffalo II (1964) features allusive references to power and consumerism
through a polysemic “image poem” that combines the large-scale reproduction of the towering
figure of President Kennedy pointing his finger during remarks given at a press conference with
an image of house keys, an exterior view featuring a sign that reads “cafeteria”, the image of an
eagle and behind it, the logo for Coca-Cola, an astronaut with parachute, an isometric drawing of
a cube, and a helicopter in flight.66 In James Rosenquist’s monumental multi-panel painting F111 (1964–1965), the glittering fuselage of the F-111 bomber seems to fly through the flak of
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contemporary life: the grooved tread pattern of a radial tire; the dripping of frosting in the centre
of a ring cake; a smiling girl beneath the bonnet of a salon hairdryer, which also recalls the nose
cone of an intercontinental ballistic missile; a beach umbrella conflated over the red roiling burst
of a nuclear explosion; a bubble of air from a scuba diver’s regulator repeating the archetypal
cloud shape of the atomic bomb; the orange and red slithering of spaghetti.
The third example I would cite here is Edward Kienholz’s 1968 mixed-media sculptural
installation The Portable War Memorial. This work invokes multiple everyday references: a
trash can on two legs with a head sticking out on top emits a recorded version of the unofficial
national anthem, Irving Berlin’s God Bless America performed by patriotic singer Kate Smith;
raising the flag at Iwo Jima from the iconic (staged) photograph; a World War I Uncle Sam
recruiting poster with his bony finger pointing at you; to the right is a blackboard on which are
scrawled the names of 475 nations that no longer exist because of wars; and beyond that, a
couple eat their hot dogs next to a Coke machine at a fast food counter.
I regard the works described above as sharing with Rosler’s photomontages a
“backwash” of the ubiquitous and incessant cacophony of the everyday. The viewer must still do
the work of navigating the familiar and the mundane among the fragments of snapshots, signage,
newspapers, television reportage, commercial printing, reproductions of high art, etc., and
recognize their own intersubjectivity as participants/consumers in a network of product-making
and war-making systems.

4. Performing the Everyday
Höch’s optimistic Cut with the Kitchen Knife pictures the New Woman engaged in the
convulsive interwar public sphere, a dynamic equal alongside the New Man. Rosler
shares with Höch the project of making space for, of creating a perspective to integrate into
dominant discourse. In the case of Höch, this is her encompassing and tumultuously populated
“bulletin board universe” as a single image, and in the case of Rosler, it is the creation of a series
of montages that both portray and disrupt the organization of the private (and gendered) domestic
sphere through the fusion of and public reference to the everyday.
The concept of the “everyday” comes from manifold sources, from Les Très Riches
Heures du Duc du Berry portraying people engaged in typical and cyclical agrarian tasks across
the course of a year, to the fastidious (or not) housekeeping of seventeenth-century Dutch genre
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painting or to Joyce’s astonishing modern picture of everyday life across twenty-four hours in
the life of an ordinary man in Ulysses. These portrayals present life as the aggregation of tasks
and interactions across a linear sequence of (ordinary) days.
Maurice Blanchot writes: “The everyday is what we are first of all, and most often: at
work, at leisure, awake, asleep, in the street, in private existence. The everyday, then, is
ourselves ordinarily.”67 From the perspective of visual representation, the everyday is present in
the consumption of media (fictitiously) portraying the everyday: newspaper images, magazine
pictorials, Hollywood film stills, and personal snapshots that are agents in normativizing
quotidian experience. Depicted in the distilled serenity of Rosler’s compositions are the
seemingly incongruous yet simultaneous components of everyday life: militarism and peace,
capitalism and communism, the individual and the collective, the rational and the uncanny, etc.
Rosler’s conflation of two “everyday” worlds—scenes of comfortable harmony at home with
dislocation (here) and carnage in Vietnam violence (there)— also serves to contest the premise
of universal human experience presented more than a decade earlier in Edward Steichen’s 1955
photography exhibition and book The Family of Man. Featuring 500+ images of people around
the world, mostly contributed by photojournalists: “It was conceived as a mirror of the universal
elements and emotions in the everydayness of life- as a mirror of the essential oneness of
mankind throughout the world.” 68
Henri Lefebvre, in his analysis of space in everyday life, draws attention to the French
parallel la vie quotidienne, referring to the repetitive nature of life and the modern awakening
consciousness of it.69 Rosler was particularly interested in Lefebvre’s influential identification of
67

Maurice Blanchot, “Everyday Speech,” in The Everyday. Documents of Contemporary Art, edited by
Stephen Johnstone (Cambridge, MA and London: Whitechapel Gallery and the MIT Press, 2008), 34.
68

Edward Steichen, The Family of Man (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1955), 4. Steichen’s project
performed its own rhetoric at the height of Cold War tension a vision of a peaceable human community. While
Roland Barthes critiqued the exhibition as a dehistoricized pluralist mythology in which mankind experiences
elements of life in the same way everywhere, Ariella Azoulay’s has argued for the recuperation of the project as an
anticipatory visual declaration of human rights. Her argument is fascinating, however, in my view, it asks a lot of
Steichen, former practitioner of heavily worked pictorialist photography then crisp focus modernism, and lifelong
champion of art photography, to have intended this political stance. See Roland Barthes, “The Great Family of
Man,” in Mythologies, translated by Annette Lavers (London: Grafton, 1973), 100-102; and Ariella Azoulay’s “‘The
Family of Man’: A Visual Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” in The Human Snapshot, edited by Thomas
Keenan and Tirdad Zolghadr (Fedlmeilen, Switzerland: LUMA Foundation, 2013), 19-48.
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See Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World, translated by Sacha Rabinovitch (London: the
Penguin Press, 1971 [1968]) and Critique of Everyday Life, Volume I: Introduction, translated by John Moore with a
preface by Michel Trebitsch (London and New York: Verso, 1991 [1947]).
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the potentiality of social space as the site of fresh actions, of everyday life transformed by the
theatrical mise-en-scène, and most importantly from the perspective of an integrative image act,
creating a transgressive representation of marginalized citizens excluded from a normatizing
centre. In her many critical projects, Rosler connects the depiction of social space with an
interrogation of the photographic practices that render it, so that both the image and its frame
invite interrogation from the viewer. The catalogue for the 1998 retrospective of Rosler’s work is
subtitled Positions in the Lifeworld (after Lefebvre’s Everyday Life in the Modern World),
recognizing the fusion of the artist’s exploration of everyday life with her sustained critique of
the positions (recalling Benjamin’s challenge in “The Author as Producer”) from which her
appropriated source materials are derived.70 These positions point to tropes in photographic
practice itself, entrenched not only in the practices of originating photographers but also in the
genres of image distribution, acquisition and preservation, in sum, the entire phenomenon of
mass-produced photography itself as both created and consumed spectacle. Vertov thought of his
camera eye (“I”) as an improved human eye, enhancing perception and thereby knowledge,
along with related photographic technologies such as the x-ray, the microscope, the telescope.
Rosler’s consistent interrogation of modes of photography (documentary, photojournalism,
portraiture, the snapshot, and as I will discuss, broadcast television) dismantles the putative
objectivity to point to the incommensurate power relations of objectification. The title of
Rosler’s most acclaimed work points to the ontological and ethical problems inherent in
documentary photography: The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (1974–1975).
Rosler creates a grid formation of photographs of New York City’s Bowery district storefronts
and alleyways littered with empty bottles side-by-side with type words referring to inebriation. In
this work, Rosler avoids the trope of Sekula’s “look down” from privileged observer to
dispossessed victim71, while at the same time pointing to the semiological assumptions and
inadequacies inherent in both word and image.
In Bringing the War Home, Rosler interrogates genres of photography outside art
practice: photojournalism, commercial photography and personal snapshots. This photomontage
70

Martha Rosler. Positions in the Life World (Birmingham, England: Ikon Gallery, 1998); Walter Benjamin,
“The Author as Producer,” in Art After Modernism. Rethinking Representation, edited by Brian Wallis (New
York and Boston: The New Museum of Contemporary Art/David R. Godine, 1984 [1934]), 297-309.
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Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October 39 (Winter 1986):3-64.
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series represents the theatre of war set within the American home, and indeed the media
coverage of the Vietnam War was referred to as “America’s first living room war”, meaning the
transmission of information through television broadcasting. Another sense in which Rosler
addresses daily life is her counterpractice against mainstream photojournalism, as she notes “war
photography as currently understood, taking pictures of victims, is of course exquisitely
voyeuristic. It has become hard to know what to make of war photography since the transit time
from the battlefield to the coffee-table book to the gallery wall has shrunk so drastically.72 Rosler
referred to mass media coverage as way to render passivity, to make viewers into “audience
spectators rather than citizen participants.”73 By integrating photographic fragments from the
masculinized public sphere, crossing the sacrosanct threshold into the feminized private domain,
Rosler specifically seeks to explore the circumscription of gendered spaces. 74
Red Stripe Kitchen [fig. 2-7] features le dernier cri in modern kitchen design: white-and-red
colour scheme, smooth minimalist cabinet panels, integrated sink and stove with bar-style
countertop for entertaining. Like Dutch genre painting, a meal seems to be in progress—a
magazine or cookbook is positioned open near the cooking utensils, dishware set up to serve it,
but where is the hostess? She is absent. The “guests” are, in fact, intruders, American soldiers in
full combat gear visible in the “frames” created by the entranceways to the kitchen. They are,
however, oblivious to the chic set up in the kitchen: they are bent over, examining the ground
perhaps sweeping for unexploded Vietcong shells or buried landmines. This “sweep” is entirely
tactical and entirely at odds with the domestic environment and the gendered homekeeping it
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Martha Rosler, quoted by Val Williams in Warworks, 52. Rosler points to war photographer Don McCullin in
particular as an exemplar of the extreme grotesque school of war imagery.
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Rosler, quoted in Val Williams, Warworks. Women, Photography and the Iconography of War (London:
Virago, 1994), 52. Rosler has commented on the coverage of the war through television news and the LIFE
magazine photoessay on the massacre at My Lai (December 5, 1969) as fetishizing victims from a grotesque school
of war imagery. Francis Frascina notes the heavy partiality to the pro-war perspective confirmed in later studies that
US news media were dependent on information provided by the federal Executive Branch and placed their faith in
the moral authority of the White House. Frascina, “My Lai, Guernica, MoMA and the art left, New York 1969-90,”
in Art, Politics and Dissent: Aspects of the Art Left in Sixties America, (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1999), 165-168.
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Guy Westwell has analyzed the Super8 amateur movies created by American troops serving in Vietnam: despite
their situation on foreign soil, the soldiers create a new “everyday” of personal and private space, featuring shots of
relaxing with buddies, playing with nearby children or dogs, and other instances of a pseudo-suburban lifestyle
within the institutionalized space of the army. “The Domestic Vision of Vietnamese Home Movies,” in The Image
and the Witness. Trauma, Memory and Visual Culture, edited by Frances Guerin and Roger Hallis (London and
New York: Wallflower Press, 2007), 143-155.
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[fig. 2-7] Martha Rosler, Red Stripe Kitchen, from Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 1967–1972
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implies.75 Rosler specifically identifies the theatre of war as gendered: “increasingly portrayed as
a proving ground for men, not against the background of the domestic world, but rather a malebonded Rambo society.”76
Rosler revived the series as a response to George W. Bush’s “War on Terror”, the
invasion of Iraq by a United States-led coalition that overthrew the government of Saddam
Hussein. In Bringing the War Home (2004–2008), Rosler again employed the recombination of
disparate images and the domestic interior as the insertion point for images of combat and the
role of media as a complicit communication agent, deliberately drawing a connection to
conflicted moral positions of the Vietnam War to those of the Iraq War.77 Themes of the
interconnectedness of militarism and consumerism are revisited, as are the social constructions
of photojournalism and advertising (visualized as a riff from Bush’s fatuous statement for a “few
of us to go to war and the rest of us to go shopping”78), and the gendered representation of
women by both modes.
What is new in this series is the additional examination of the ubiquity and circulation of
images in the age of digital photography. Rosler’s constructions reference both emerging
constructs of photography as a medium (selfie culture, soldier trophy shots), and methods of
production: instead of the cut-and-paste technique deployed for circulation by grassroots antiwar networks, the updated series is constructed as a series of prints made from digitally
constructed compositions.
Like Red Stripe Kitchen, Election (Lynndie) is located in a state-of-the-art kitchen. In the
centre of the kitchen, American soldier Private Lynndie England stands holding a leash that
disappears behind a counter, instantly recognizable as the notorious “trophy” snapshot taken at
Abu Ghraib prison, in which the leash terminates around the neck of naked Iraqi detainee lying
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The term “homekeeping” itself is identified now as a term associated with entrepreneur and lifestyle maven
Martha Stewart, a pseudo-managerial position elevated from “housekeeping”, traditionally associated with doing
domestic chores.
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Rosler, quoted in Warworks, 56.
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Martha Rosler, “A Conversation Between Martha Rosler and Maria Hlavajova: Deconstructing the Allegories,” in
Concerning War, edited by Maria Hlavajova and Jill Winder (Rotterdam: BAK, 2006),174.
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Quoted by Greftenhuis, “Martha Rosler’s Two Series Bringing the War Home,” 40.
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on the floor of the prison block. [fig. 2-8 a,b] According to a leaked copy of an investigation
report completed in late February 2004 and obtained by The New Yorker, there were numerous
instances of “sadistic, blatant and wanton criminal abuses” of Abu Ghraib detainees by American
personnel between October and December 2003.79 Photographic evidence that was gathered
during the investigation was not included in it due to its “extremely sensitive nature”, but a
selection of images were broadcast on CBS’s 60 Minutes in early May 2004, just prior to the
publication of Hersh’s article. Among the images shown during the broadcast were the hooded
Iraqi standing on a box with arms outstretched, and the photograph showing Private England
giving a jaunty thumbs-up sign and pointing at the genitals of the naked Iraqi prisoner on the
floor.
This particular image, when widely circulated was shocking not only as a documentation
of torture of Iraqi prisoners in the custody of American soldiers, but because it takes the form as
a casual trophy image taken by a participating soldier (instead of a “concerned” photojournalism
image), and because the soldier perpetrating the depicted savagery is female, upending
preconceptions about women in the military.80
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In The New Yorker article that exposed the scandal of American soldiers torturing Iraqi prisoners, Seymour M.
Hersh described the prison (located twenty miles west of Baghdad) during the era of Saddam Hussein, as “one of the
world’s most notorious prisons, with torture, weekly executions, and vile living conditions.” “Torture at Abu
Ghraib,” The New Yorker (May 10, 2004). Accessed November 16, 2018,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2004/05/10/torture-at-abu-ghraib
Following the collapse of the Hussein regime, the prison was deserted and stripped, then repaired by American
forces to hold several thousand Iraqis detained at checkpoints and picked up in random military sweeps.
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England was convicted on September 26, 2005, of one count of conspiracy, four counts of maltreating detainees
and one count of committing an indecent act. She was acquitted on a second conspiracy count. England had faced a
maximum sentence of ten years. She was sentenced on September 27, 2005, to three years confinement, forfeiture of
all pay and allowances, reduction to Private (E-1) and received a dishonourable discharge. England had served her
sentence at Naval Consolidated Brig, Miramar. https://www.starwelfare.org/s154-c132/pakistan-abu-ghraib-tortureand-abuse
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[fig. 2-8a] Martha Rosler, Election (Lynndie), from Bringing the War Home: House
Beautiful (2004-2008)

[fig. 2-8b] Snapshot Private Lynndie England,
the source image for Rosler’s montage81

81

I have selected an augmented published version of the image that protects the identity of the leashed prisoner.
snapshot showing Private Lynndie England at Abu Ghraib, 2003. U.S. Army / Criminal Investigation Command
(CID). The full caption reads:
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Rosler also inserts photos of abused prisoners that appear on appliances and books
throughout the room, conveying the infection of the war in everything.82 A closer look at the
profusion of imagery that saturates the kitchen space amplifies this reference: at the far left, a
magazine rack displays commercial magazines with titles such as Saveur and Food + Wine, each
one featuring a large image derived the cache of soldier-made snapshots of torture and
debasement of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib. The topmost image, in particular, reproduces the
symbol of this shameful chapter in American military conduct, the hooded man standing on a
cardboard box, with wires attached to his outstretched arms. The privileging of bodies, and parts
of bodies, on these magazine covers, renders the display as a kind of pornographic sadism
produced for the domestic consumption of average consumers, which it, in fact, became through
endless circulation. In the center of the work, the figure of hooded man reappears as the design
of potholders casually strewn onto the countertops; at far right, a New York Times article dated
October 11, 2004 reads “Be Part of the Solution” is pasted onto the front of a cupboard next to
the cooktop. The citation of Lynndie holding her leash does not include her victim, as the leash
continues past the island, obscuring its terminal point. Lynndie’s actual victims are portrayed as
photos occupying the windowpanes of the double oven window behind her. The space beyond
the boundaries of the residence, the world outside which should appear through the large glass
wall corner of the kitchen, features instead a photojournalism-style image featuring an explosion
or car fire fills the windows. Like Red Stripe Kitchen, this kitchen is up-to-date and sumptuous in
its décor and appliances; like the earlier work, the boundaries between here and there, harmony
and violence, safety and danger become disoriented.
Two points stand out for me. The first is Judith Butler’s commentary on the concept of
precarity, the degrees to which our lives are precarious based on our socio-geographical
situation, and the relative value of each human life. In both the early and the later series of

8:16 p.m., Oct. 24, 2003. The detainee "GUS" has a strap around his neck. The detainee is being pulled from
his cell as a form of intimidation. SPC AMBUHL is in the picture observing the incident. CPL GRANER is
taking the picture. SOLDIER: PFC ENGLAND; SPC AMBUHL
https://web.archive.org/web/20060716072107/http://www.salon.com:80/news/abu_ghraib/2006/03/14/chapter_2/3.h
tml
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It is characteristic of this sequel series that the composition is denser in terms of the number of fragmented
elements that are introduced into the composition, and brings to mind the theatrical tableaux of works by Carole
Condé and Karl Beveridge discussed later in this study.
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Bringing the War Home, Rosler activates this critique literally through the juxtaposition of
images that present the domestic sphere as both a zone of safety and economic security
(illustrated magazines and advertisements), and the locus for violence and chaos into the
comfortable safety of American’s homes (photojournalism, personal snapshots). In this sense, the
complacency of the everyday and the habitual are shattered, exchanged for the outrage of torture
made visible.
The problem of the visual representation of war and violence in the post-9/11 period has
been addressed by numerous writers, commenting on the creation, circulation and consumption
of images such as the Abu Ghraib “trophy” snapshots.83 A second key point is the existence of
the (thousands of) Abu Ghraib images wherein the very act of photography is itself a component
of torture: photos are taken not merely for evidentiary purposes, but the torture is performed so
that the image may be created and circulated as a kind of proof and form of shaming.84
This is a good point to introduce archival practice as a recurrent element to several of the
montage artists that I did discuss in this study. Rosler selects components of her images not only
from an archive of published commercial photography (in the form of back issues of magazines),
but also from what W.J.T. Mitchell refers to as “the Abu Ghraib archive”, a body of texts and
images, recordings and remembrances that is centrally constituted by, but not limited to, the 279
photographs and nineteen video clips gathered by the Army’s Criminal Investigation Command
(CID).85 This archive not only provides the images that become visual evidence of the largely
83

See, for example: Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador/Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2003); Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Cambridge, MA and New York: Zone Books, 2008);
Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2009); Dora Apel, “Iraq, Trauma and
Dissent in Visual Culture,” in What is Radical Politics Today?, edited by Jonathan Pugh (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2009), 92-102; and W.J.T. Mitchell, Cloning Terror: the War of Images, 9/11 to the present (Chicago,
IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011). See also discussions of the Abu Ghraib images in Apel’s “Torture Culture:
Lynching Photographs and the Images of Abu Ghraib,” Art Journal 64 (Summer 2005): 88-100, and Kari AndénPapadopolous, “The Abu Ghraib Torture Photographs: News Frames, Visual Culture, and the Power of Images,”
Journal 9/1 (2008):5-30.
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I refer here to proof and humiliation in the context of political domination of an enemy, and also in the context of
sexual shaming through related acts at Abu Ghraib involving naked prisoners, and prisoners forced to undertake
sexual acts. Although she does not discussed Abu Ghraib images, Martha C. Nussbaum’s analysis of forms of sexual
objectification in literary (and pseudo-literary) texts, and her consideration of earlier work on this subject by Andrea
Dworkin, Audrey Lorde and Catherine MacKinnon, are helpful: “Objectification,” Philosophy and Public Affairs
24/4 (Autumn 1995):219-291.
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W.J.T. Mitchell, Cloning Terror, 112. Mitchell discusses the concept of archive as both a repository and as a
source for circulation (cloning), “a reservoir of power like storage batteries that can be tapped at will.” (122)
Mitchell also cites additional critical studies: Stephen Eisenman, The Abu Ghraib Effect (London: Reaktion Books,
2007); Abu Ghraib: The Politics of Torture, a collection of essay by Meron Benvenisti, Mark Danner, Barbara
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invisible operations, the “dark labyrinth”86 in the War on Terror. The visual depiction of
traumatic debasement of prisoners by Americans in Iraq added intensity not only to the political
rhetoric of the controversial military intervention, but also as iconic mass culture memes. This
circulation of memes through “the mille plateaux of tweets, blogs, and Instagram and Facebook
postings,” Geert Lovink argues, fosters a spectacularized and fragmented culture of deep
confusion, rather than the promise of emancipation of marginal voices: in his view, we risk
remaining “encapsulated, captured, inside cybernetic loops that go nowhere, in which
meaningless cycles of events, series, and seasons pass by.”87
The images were also incorporated into artistic production. Within five months of their
shocking publication, seventeen of the Abu Ghraib photographs had been integrated into the
exhibition Inconvenient Evidence (International Center of Photography, New York, 2004). Critic
Michael Kimmelman, writing about the exhibition, noted the problem of re-representing these
mutable images in a “white cube” gallery, of including images showing humiliated or helpless
prisoners, of adding to the perpetual circulation of memes.88 The public revelation of the
soldiers’ trophy images also prompted Colombia artist Fernando Botero to create a series of large
scale paintings, imaginary gruesome scenes of prison abuse, this time based on narrative
accounts published in newspapers.89 This series debuted in an exhibition in Rome at the Palazzo
Venezia in 2005. Rosler recuperated the archive/meme images by juxtaposing the masscirculated representation of torture with other kinds of pictorial representation: the illusionism of
Ehrenreich, John Gray, Richard Grossinger, David Matlin, Charles Stein, David Levi Strauss and Brook Warner
(Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2004); as well as films such as Rory Kennedy’s The Ghosts of Abu Ghraib
(2007) and Errol Morris’s Standard Operating Procedure (2008).
86
Ibid, 127.
87

Geert Lovink, “Overcoming Internet Disillusionment: On the Principles of Meme Design,” e-flux.com 83 (June
2017). Accessed June 7, 2018 https://www.e-flux.com/journal/83/141287/overcoming-internet-disillusionment-onthe-principles-of-meme-design/
The expanding accumulation of the Abu Ghraib archive and its applications was complemented by the accelerating
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Give New Purpose to High-Speed Web,” New York Times (March 24, 2003). Accessed May 18, 2018
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commercial photographic practices, the memorializing function of snapshots, and the evidentiary
value of witness/perpetrator testimony. Her second House Beautiful series forms a globalist
proposition critiquing how all aspects of contemporary private life become permeated by the
violence of a public policy dependent on imperialistic intervention.

5. C is for Chopper
The gendering of the kitchen environment and its role in performing normative codes were also
explored by Rosler around the time of the first House Beautiful series. In her germinal video
production Semiotics of the Kitchen (1973-1974), the camera is focussed tight on Rosler, a young
woman wearing an apron standing in a kitchen in front of a refrigerator. Rosler performs before a
table with various implements, suggesting her role as an instructor, consciously referencing
popular cooking show presenters of the day, such as Julia Child, not to mention an apparent
satire of home economics classes then held in American high schools as mandatory courses for
girls and young women. The 11-minute “class” spools out an abecedary demonstrating hand
tools used in the kitchen (chopper, eggbeater, ice pick, juicer, knife, nutcracker, tenderizer, etc.),
replacing their domesticated “meaning” as gender-specific implements to prepare and serve food
with abrupt gestures of rage and frustration; looking deadpan at the camera, Rosler recites “C …
chopper” and makes loud chopping motions in a metal bowl. [fig. 2-9]
Rosler’s critique, which unfolds as both ludic and threatening, is aimed at two powerful
discourses. The first vector is the interrogation of the oppressive relationship between woman
and language being explored during this period. In foundational works such as Simone de
Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949; 1953 first English translation), Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique (1963) and Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970), powerful analyses placed historical
and contemporary contexts pointing to the many ways in which women were disenfranchised not
only from social power but language itself.90 In addition, the writing of women such as American
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On a personal note, these books, as well as the first issues of Ms Magazine and other feminist publications, were
part of my mother’s emancipation in the early 1970s, which also included leaving her marriage, going to graduate
school, and canvassing for Canada’s left-wing political parties. I think my mother ventured in this direction in part
as a revolt against the association of her small-town name, Mary Kay, with the women’s cosmetics firm of the same
name, in which top sellers drive flashy pink Cadillacs. As a teenager, I read the books on her shelf, a form of
empowerment that balanced the otherwise regressive sexual politics of most rock music, and trying (unsuccessfully)
to be skinny enough to fit coveted Howick “ballroom dancer” flared jeans.
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poets Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton were giving voice to the stifling insularity of private space
and bringing it forward into the public sphere. In her dismantling of the model homes of the
Bringing the War Home series, and the kitchen of C is for Chopper, Rosler repudiates the
gendering of spaces that creates the disconnection between private and public spheres.
The second vector for Rosler’s critique is the promulgation of gendered roles through
mainstream network television news and entertainment, and her choices as video artists shares
qualities of many early feminist videos as a medium to “speak back”. Molesworth notes that
disruptive techniques such as theatrical performance, wrenched pacing, unexpected edits, and
long shots rather than close ups, all served to point to the mediation of the medium itself, and
dismantle “naturalized” television production.91
Political philosopher Carole Pateman contends, “the public sphere is always assumed to
throw light onto the private sphere, rather than vice versa.”92 In this way, the integrative is a
connective strategy and Rosler herself directly discusses the role of integrative perspectives: “It
was feminism that underlined for me that it is life on the ground, in its quotidian, thoroughly
familiar details, that makes up life as lived and understood but that bears a deeper scrutiny.”93 As
Molesworth interprets Pateman’s statement, “one legacy of feminist criticism is to establish that
it is utterances from the private sphere that can help to rearticulate the public sphere, as opposed
to the other way around.”94
In their complex compositions, Höch and Rosler invoke manifestations of the domestic
environment (the home, the kitchen, making clothes, childcare) as a way of forcing the everyday
of women into public discourse. Their challenge to the representation of women in their respective
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See Helen Molesworth, “House Work and Art Work,” October 92 (Spring 2000):71-97. In this article, she
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[fig. 2-9] Martha Rosler, stills from Semiotics of the Kitchen, 1975
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times exceeds the boundaries of content only. I would argue further that the works discussed here
(including other works by these artists that I have not included in the discussion
here) incorporate the “women’s work” of stitching as both a means of technical production
(suture) and as a metaphor for the insertion of women into public discourse (the scar).
Can we regard montage as a specifically feminist strategy? In the late nineteenth century,
in England and certain colonies of the British Empire, it was common for genteel girls and
women to create scrapbook albums as a leisure activity augmenting other accomplishments such
as fine needlework, watercolour painting or playing an instrument: these might include formal
studio portraits, informal snapshots, dried flowers, clippings from newspapers, postcards, poetry,
and so on, commemorating one’s close relations or perhaps an exotic trip.95 During the First
World War, care packages were sent to the front by female volunteers from both sides of the
conflict that would include newspapers, magazine clippings, postcards and reproductions of
works of art.96 In these activities, like Höch and Rosler’s radical practices to follow, women
become the authors of new narratives, torn and cut, glued and stitched, shot and spliced, made
from mass media sources of dominant culture.

6. Emplacement
It is important to comment on the circumstances of the original display of the works by Höch and
Rosler in their respective times. I see the integrative as inherently problematic as a political
speech act: as a strategy to make space for new protagonists in the discursive space, it depends
on both access (to circulation channels) and on accessibility (getting beyond the sphere of the
already converted). Here, Lucy Lippard’s phrase “the housework of art” is apt referring to the
curatorial work of emplacement, which is in itself, implicitly gendered as the ordering and
tidying of museal spaces.97
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Examples that come to mind are the snapshot albums of the Edwardian socialite, Lady Ottoline Morell, preserved
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The concept of emplacement in the context of this discussion refers to the consequences
of the placing of photographs onto various kinds of public stages, both in that moment as well as
the resulting implications for historiography. As introduced by Roger Hull in his essay
“Emplacement, Displacement and the Fate of Photographs,” emplacement concerns the
codification around how works are presented (connecting back to Austin’s total speech
environment), and his particular discussion concerns the decisions made by Alfred Stieglitz and
by his contemporary, Rudolph Eickemeyer, Jr., now largely forgotten. Hull writes:
Whether a photograph is exhibited in gallery or club rooms, published as halftone or
photogravure, on newsprint or fine paper, as illustration or artistic image, or as a component in
advertising layout or in a folio of fine prints—all of these are encoding factors which provide
clues to the viewer on how to read the image, what to make of it, how to value it in relationship to
others like it, and ultimately whether to receive it (and perceive it) with respect or disdain.98

I think of emplacement as a kind of Venn diagram “shared” zone between artist’s intentionality
and the audience’s meaning-making by mapping established codes, or as Austin would say,
conventions.
Unlike the prolific publication opportunities that Heartfield secured through Malik Verlag
and AIZ publishing channels, Höch did not mass circulate her photomontages during the 1920s.
Lavin comments that Höch’s preoccupation with the New Woman and modern political, societal
and sexual freedoms set her apart as a different kind of radical from her male colleagues and as a
consequence, her photomontages were little known except among her immediate
contemporaries.99 Her work was included in the prestigious 1929 exhibition, Film und Foto, in
Stuttgart, and thereafter her work was included in several exhibitions featuring photomontage.100
Höch remained in Berlin throughout the Second World War in a small home she purchased in
Heiligensee, a town on the northwest outskirts of Berlin. She later credited the survival of her
entire art output——to this wartime relocation, which put her beyond the air raids of Berlin.101
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She continued to accrue an archive of photographs clipped from periodicals, and to create
photomontages for the rest of her life. Her work was increasingly exhibited internationally and
the largest retrospective was organized by the Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris and the
Berlin Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen PreuBischer in 1976.102 She took avid interest in the
October 1957 launching of Sputnik, the first space capsule sent into orbit around the earth, and in
space exploration in general. With the advent of Pop Art in the early 1960s and revived interest
in Dada, Höch was interviewed about her Berlin colleagues, such as the 1973 radio series Jene
zwanziger Jahre [Those 1920s]103, as well as the subject for study by feminist art historians
seeking to recover the careers of artists overshadowed by their male counterparts.
In the 1970s, at the height of American tension around the Vietnam War, Rosler made a
choice NOT to let images from the Bringing the War Home series circulate in museum settings,
which she felt would be a commodification of the sufferings caused by the war, in America and
in Vietnam. Images from the series were published in the alternative press that supported
resistance to the war, and this was part of Rosler’s intentional strategy to reach beyond a high-art
audience to engage a more general audience. Her foundational essay, “Lookers, Buyers, Dealers,
and Makers: Thoughts on Audience”104, discusses her resistance to the commodification and
absorption of her message by art institutions.
What is art? If one is to believe, as I do, that art provides a different frame for interpreting
experience (although clobbered in its reach by corporate media) and offers the possibility of
intelligible political engagement, then the flattening of political art by trendiness or vital but
short-term political exigencies is a missed opportunity.105

Rosler did eventually allow the works to be featured at MOMA as part of retrospective along
with other works with reference to domestic environment. Rosler’s later series was placed
directly into a fine art context, arguably to use joint civic space to engage a more diverse
contemporary art-going audience. 2004 was not 1972, and Rosler envisioned the
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museum/gallery as a space for women as speaking subjects, an application of the integrative into
the operations of art and its institutional systems in seeking gender parity for artists.
This discussion of Höch and Rosler—of their works and of their choices regarding
emplacement—points to the integrative as a distinct strategy apart from Heartfield’s combative
image acts discussed in the previous chapter. Their technical and semantic choices do not extend
the antagonism that typified Dada negation. The point I am developing here has to do with the
decisions made by/made for Höch and Rosler in showing their works to spectators/audiences:
Höch is largely overshadowed by male contemporaries in her own time, and then swept away
with a Nazi entartete kunst broom; Rosler restricts reproduction to her Bringing the War Home
series to small circulation anti-war newsletters and pamphlets, and intentionally withholds
sending the works into the art market/art gallery domain, until the Gulf War series is created, in
part so as not to invoke the vulgarity of a benefit based on the rising death count of American
soldiers and Vietnamese civilians alike. This ties back to the idea of utterance as event rather
than object.
Christine Filippone references the practices of both Höch and Rosler in the context of
systems theory, departing from the work of influential Austrian-American biologist Ludwig von
Bertalanffy.106 Von Bertalanffy studied the flow of energy and information within and across
environments: he distinguished between closed systems, characterized as compartmentalized,
monologic and repetitive, referring to the sciences of engineering and automation, and open
systems which emphasize flexibility, pluralism and transformation. Filippone links the latter to
the aspirational speculative feminist utopias envisaged by Höch. Photomontage as a medium, is
an open system, centred on detaching and recycling fragments from their own closed systems to
create entirely novel propositions. In a discussion about placing works of art in environments for
viewing, it is relevant that the art world (and modernism generally) is identified by Filippone as a
closed system, accessible only to select members.
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Christine Filippone, Science, Technology, and Utopias: Women Artists and Cold War America (New York and
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The operation of this closed system as an inherently masculine domain has been the
central focus of the activist group, the Guerrilla Girls, a group of New York-based artists,
curators and educators, to bring attention to and redress the marked disproportionality of women
artists represented in gallery exhibitions and museum collections. The Guerrilla Girls formed in
1985 in response to the Museum of Modern Art’s international survey of painting and sculpture,
which featured thirteen women artists of a total of 169. Even fewer artists of colour were chosen
and none of these were women.107 Drawing from the framework of conceptual art practice, they
sustained an institutional critique campaign over the next decade, which continues today, as the
“conscience of the art world”. Their manifold activities have spread across multiple platforms,
from hosting agitprop street theatre and panel discussions, to disruptive interventions at art
events to publishing posters, magazine advertisements, and the newsletter Hot Flashes, to a
comprehensive website with resources and merchandise.108
At their public events, the members appear en masque, all wearing gorilla masks, in part
to detach their individual identities from the collective project, and on a more practical level, to
safeguard against retribution by their art world colleagues. They have also adopted code names
honouring previous women artists, such as Georgia O’Keeffe, Frida Kahlo, Lee Krasner, Käthe
Kollwitz, etc.109 The performance of the Guerrilla Girls was to elide the (potentially menacing)
animal (gorilla) with the transgressive role of guerrilla warfare, and also to play with the
conflation of passive “girls” with aggressive animals/warriors.
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They also pointed out that H.W. Janson’s History of Art, a popular comprehensive textbook, didn’t mention a
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[fig. 2-10] Guerrilla Girls, Do Women Have to be Naked to get into the Met. Museum?, 1989

One of their first works, Do women have to be naked to get into the Met. Museum?
became a signature poster [fig. 2-10] and featured the head of a “guerrilla girl” superimposed
onto the supine body of Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres’ Grande Odalisque (1814), with the
printed information “Less than 5% of the artists in the Modern Art Section are women, but 85%
of the nudes are female.” This poster was affixed on the surfaces of walls, kiosks, and
construction hoardings around lower Manhattan, and then moved into the magazine world as
paid ads printed in Artforum, Mirabella and Ms., as well as the subject of notice in articles
published by Vogue and The New York Times.
The Guerrilla Girls’ strategy, like Rosler’s Bringing the War Home, does more than
dream about a more just future world: it also uses a rhetorical question, the interrogative, to
shame those who promulgate the inequalities identified in the image. The integrative, in this
sense, is charged not only with creating space for the excluded, it must also assist in dismantling
the operations of the status quo. In response to their attack on the exclusionary practices by
museums and galleries, one Museum of Modern Art curator noted that while posters against war
could be considered art, posters against museum ethics were politics.110 As an emplacement
strategy, the manifold platforms for distribution used by the Guerrilla Girls address the art world
in the form of institutional critique, but as incognito artists collaborating to create a public
awareness campaign, they are also kept apart from absorption into its canon.
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Like the Guerrilla Girls, Höch and Rosler take on, I argue, the role of interrogators
questioning both the construction and positioning of women, each in their respective eras. They
are also integrators who compel a new emancipatory framework. Through their appropriation of
image fragments extracted from the modern “languages” of photojournalism and illustrated
magazines, they are both consumers of visual representation and producers of it. By drawing
upon widely disseminated and recognizable photographs of their time, their “re-arrangement” of
iconic images assumes a legibility of both original and new contexts by contemporary viewers.
In the era of the internet, this citation of fragments torn from their originating sites also
constitutes a perpetual unspooling of viral, visual icons. Mitchell notes that the disturbing Abu
Ghraib photographs not only belong to the original soldier-made photographic collection—most
of which remains classified by the American government, and may be made public only in a
distant future point in time—but are also perpetuated by their ongoing distribution by the press
and display in exhibitions, as are responses to the photographs in written essays and visual
artworks, and circulating memes made from “iconic” images (e.g. Hooded Man).111 This
constellation of an unspooling visual currency creates in its wake the accrual of a meta-archive, a
phenomenon that I will discuss in reference to works by Hans Haacke, and Condé and
Beveridge.
The museum has played, and continues to play, many roles, but invariably these all hinge
on the provision of a space for individual sanctuary and reflective intersubjectivity. In the next
chapter, I will address the museum as a performative stage through a close reading of the
installation of Hans Haacke’s installation Voici Alcan at the National Gallery Canada and
propose the operation of the contemplative as a disruptive strategy.
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Hans Haacke, Voici Alcan, 1983
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CHAPTER THREE
The Contemplative: Framing and Being Framed in Haacke’s Voici Alcan

The discussion so far has considered how specific twentieth-century montage images
could be considered as performative when working from Austin’s concept of the speech
act, and in conjunction with more recent writing around the “politicity of art”.1 I have
proposed the combative in relation to Heartfield’s photomontage practice, and the
integrative to describe the performative strategies of Hannah Höch and Martha Rosler. I
turn now to propose another mode of visual speech act, the contemplative, and introduce
the significance of the museum as the site of display, a space designed for contemplation.
German-born, New York-based artist Hans Haacke is one of the most notable
practitioners of the transgressive within and about museum social space. Haacke was
heralded as a leading figure of Institutional Critique, a form of conceptual art begun in
the 1970s with the intent of revealing and critiquing wider social structures and systems,
through which the operations of art systems were embedded. Typically, Haacke’s works
were (and continue to be) site-specific and reveal like x-rays the invisible
interconnectedness of economic, political and cultural systems. In his consideration of the
operations of the museum, Haacke has explored the authority of museums through
connoisseurship practices of artistic commodities to the wider corporate and political
interests that fuel them. Notable early examples are Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real
Estate Holdings, A Real Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 (1971)2, a structural
analysis displaying the generally unseen connections between money, power and the
operations of culture; and the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum Board of Trustees
(1974), a critique of the business practices of the individual museum patrons. These
1

Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and the Politics of Art (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014).
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brazen effronteries serve to transgress the normative codes of the museum qua sanctuary
untainted by external, extra-aesthetic concerns. While Haacke’s critical strategy has been
unswerving, the resultant physical forms and visual styles of the works themselves are
rarely similar. I am particularly interested in how the site and practices of the museum,
and our role as audience habituated to a specifically aesthetic mode of viewing, play a
role in the activation of Haacke’s work.
I have selected Haacke’s Voici Alcan (1983) as a work that exemplifies this
approach as the focal point to explore the possibilities and limitations of another kind of
visual performance: the contemplative. This is one of least discussed works in Haacke’s
oeuvre, perhaps because it addresses very specific late-capitalist Canadian industrial and
cultural operations, and behind these, the historical ties between Canada and South Africa
as former colonies and current members of the British Commonwealth. Voici Alcan is at
once pictorial and sculptural, taking the form of a suspended triptych of aluminum
window frames that also function as picture frames. In these frames, direct and indirect
corporate operations of Alcan (a company name formed by the contraction of the word
“aluminum” and “Canada”) are presented: resource extraction, patronage of the arts, and
tools to enable political oppression. Voici Alcan depends on the juxtaposition of
photographic fragments to reveal a covert narrative that binds a very particular collision
of Canadian and South African foreign policy, commercial globalization, national,
institutional and racial identities, cultural patronage, and the forced dislocation of
citizenship. The work was acquired by the National Gallery of Canada (the same venue in
the earlier discussion of Nadia Myre’s work) and, soon after, featured in the 1988
inaugural exhibition in its monumental new building designed by Moishe Safdie, one of
Canada’s leading architects. This prominent renewal of the nation’s prestigious showcase
of historical and contemporary art, can be seen, from the perspective of Carol Duncan’s
analysis of the functions of the museum, as the coming of age of Canada as a serious
curatorial “player”, and by extension, Canada as a sophisticated modern nation.3 So, there
are many threads to contemplate.
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See Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “Ritual and Ideology at the Museum,” in Proceedings of the Caucus
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In How to do Things with Words4, Austin explores how humans use language to
interact with one another (relationships between people) and emphasizes that the uttering
or performance of the speech itself is or is part of the doing of an action, its addressivity.5
Austin then works out a tentative classification of kinds of uttering representing social
interactions around a preliminary list of verb types. In considering the ways in which
image acts perform, the mode of Haacke’s addressivity could be termed the
contemplative. Haacke’s largely conceptual and installation-based practice invites
scrutiny about the operations of the museum itself, and beyond that, the social and
economic forces that shape the consumption of culture. In this chapter, I will also relate
the valency of contemplating Haacke’s Voici Alcan—as a work that makes visible the
unseen interconnected commercial and political interests and their violent
consequences—to contemporary work by Allan Sekula and Fred Wilson (North
America), and Paul Stopforth and Sam Nhlengethwa (South Africa). Working with
various artistic media and genres, and sometimes with the direct participation of the
audience, Haacke refutes the concept of the independent artist creating autonomous
personal expression: the work of art is a cultural symptom of capitalist operations, and
imbricated as a commodity in museum acquisition and blockbuster exhibitions
underwritten by corporate sponsorship.
I will investigate how the contemplative can work as a visual speech act mode in
two ways:
1) internally, by framing the narrative operations of Voici Alcan within the borders of
its physical frames. Within this discussion, I will address three concepts present in
the work: here/not-here; us/not us and the torture aesthetic; and
2) externally, by being framed as Voici Alcan as an encounter in museums spaces. In
this discussion, I will discuss the nature of the museum as a performative stage,
4

J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, edited by J.O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1982 [1962]).
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While I do not wish to digress into the vast territory of the philosophy of language, I am very tempted
here to link Austin’s distinctions to M.M. Bakhtin, who points to expressive intonation as key in the
delivery of speech as well as diverse kinds of speech genres such as everyday expressions, formal
expressions, praise, approval, rapture, reproof or abuse. See M.M. Bakhtin, “The Problem of Speech
Genres,” in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, edited by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist,
translated by Vern McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987), 60-102.
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classical and contemporary concepts of the contemplative, and the implications of
displaying the work three decades later in a particular historical context in South
Africa.
This dynamic tension between two concurrent vectors, framing (as centripetal) and being
framed (as centrifugal), presents an opportunity here to re-imagine the contemplative as a
dynamic zone to perceive hidden networks.

1. Framing
The situation has become so complicated because the simple ‘reproduction of reality’
says less than ever about that reality. A photograph of the Krupp works or AEG yields
almost nothing about these institutions. Reality as such has slipped into the domain of
the functional. The reification of human relationships in the factory, for example, no
longer discloses those relations. So there is indeed ‘something to construct’, something
‘artificial’, ‘invented’.
Bertolt Brecht6

As Brecht observed, the act of mimesis—in this instance, as afforded by the camera—
does not in itself constitute a political speech act. The naturalizing processes of realism
and reification slip into the functional, that is, slip into strictly indexical statements: the
camera (operator) saw this. In order to contest such apparitions, as Heartfield discovered,
it is necessary to construct a decidedly un-natural or artificial proposition to disrupt the
smooth(ing) operations of myth. So, bizarrely, the function of the poetic as a fiction (a
play, a book, a work of art) enhances the rhetorical operations of truth telling.
Haacke’s title Voici Alcan refers to the Quebec-based Canadian resource
extraction and manufacturer. The National Gallery of Canada installation of this work as
a feature acquisition [fig. 3-1]—which is the basis of my analysis of the processes of
framing and being framed—literally consists of three frames hanging suspended several
inches in front of the gallery wall. These frames are not decorative frames typically used
to frame works of art: they are actual Alcan-produced aluminum window frames, each
crowned by the iconic pyramidal logo of the Alcan corporation.
6

Bertolt Brecht, “The Threepenny Lawsuit” (1931) reprinted in Brecht on Film and Radio, translated and
edited by Marc Silberman (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2000), 164-165. The quote is more familiarly
known through Walter Benjamin’s citation of the passage in “A Little History of Photography,” in Walter
Benjamin. Selected Writings Volume 2 1927-1934, edited by Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland and
Gary Smith (Cambridge and London: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999 [1931]), 526
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[fig. 3-1] Hans Haacke, Voici Alcan, 1983

The arrangement of the three silvery frames initially appears sleek and minimalist.
At closer look, the compositions are elaborate recombinations of disparate word and
image elements: logo, short texts, photos of people (real/fictional, dead/alive) contained
within the frames, visual counterparts to the vita activa of Alcan’s dynamic and manifold
corporate activities.7 Knotted together are three specific facets of the multi-national
corporation: Alcan as a major Quebecois resource extraction company; its goodwill
sponsorship of elite performing arts in Montreal; and its material support to apartheid by
the export of its goods to the South African government. The central image features a
reproduction of a post-mortem colour photograph of Black South African civil rights
leader Stephen Biko, who died as a result of beatings while in police custody for

7

In his supporting text for the work, Haacke notes that Alcan is one of largest producers of aluminum ingot
in the world, operating some 35 countries with 60,000 employees. In 1983, it was largest manufacturing
employer in the province. See Hans Haacke: Unfinished Business (New York/Cambridge: The New
Museum of Contemporary Art and Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1986), 250.
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nonviolent protest against the government policy of apartheid. 8 This image is flanked on
either side by sepia-tinted black-and-white photographs derived from Opéra de
Montréal's publicity posters for its productions Norma and Lucia di Lammermoor, both
sponsored by Alcan.9 The three arrested “moments” initially seem unrelated, two pictures
representing pivotal moments in staged fictional and historical operatic tragedies, images
that border or “contain” an actual contemporary political tragedy.
One of the most striking features of the work is its composition as a montage
through the close adjacency of the large-scale images; it is also a triptych composed of
three window/frames. Like the panels of a Renaissance altarpiece (and I return to
examine the formal and semantic connections to this historical precedents below), the
adjacency of the three panels of ostensibly self-contained imagery combines to create a
sacralized meta-narrative in which all three parts are semantically welded together to join
both the visible and the invisible dimensions of Alcan’s corporate operations. The nuance
of the French title Voici Alcan is not merely as a welcoming announcement to the
performative public sphere stage (Here is Alcan), but a dramatic pulling back of the
curtain to expose the coruscating raw material beneath a smooth veneer (This is Alcan).10
The three images join together significant moments in the story of Alcan as a
global corporate agent, signifying two aspects of its operations, namely its public face as
a sponsor of cultural performances, and its hidden (but now revealed) dimension as a
supplier of the raw materials used in state military operations against South African
dissidents. In this way, these significant moments, or fabulae as Bal explains in her
foundational text Narratology11, are fragments of a complete story, arranged in a
8

While the state responsibility for Biko’s killing was sidestepped at the time of his death despite the
obvious photographic evidence of multiple injuries in this post-mortem photograph, and the time of the
making of Haacke’s installation piece, subsequent documentation as a result of the South African Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) removes any doubt about the brutal and ultimately fatal treatment
of Biko while in detention. See http://www.justice.gov.za/Trc/ for the official archive of the TRC
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions%5C1999/99_snyman.html for the complete testimony given by
Biko’s state-sponsored assailants.
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The photographic copies are derived from the original photographs taken by Andre LeCoz.
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This variability of inflection and effect is also inherent in the title of Haacke’s Norbert: All Systems Go,
1971. See Skrebowski, 57.
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Bal, Narratology. Introduction to the Theory of Narrative (Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press,
1985), 11-47.
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particular sequence to “tell” the greater story they combine to reveal. In this semantic
sense, the assembly of distinct and seemingly unrelated components forms a narratival
photomontage, bounded formally by the literal products of the corporate to which they
point—Alcan aluminum frames which at once frame and trisect the total picture. In this
way, the addition of these manufactured physical frames is linked to the semantic framing
of the narrative. The frames also prevent the images from being read “merely” as
photographs (what has been seen) but as a single discursive montage produced by the
artist (what is being said).12
As a static object (seeing) the work visualizes the “true” map of the journey of the
raw resources from Canada and also the flow of the profits yielded by these transactions.
As a speech act (saying), Haacke is unfolding a web of human relationships and their
many forms of communication, presenting this discourse on a public stage (the museum)
and suturing the viewer as a subject morally affected by and implicated in these relations,
much as Azoulay argues for responsibility of the viewer to confront and connect with the
dispossessed non-citizens who address the privileged citizen viewer via the
medium/mediation of the photograph.

12

Haacke had earlier confronted the systemic economic underpinnings supporting South African apartheid
in two separate projects:
The series of seven panels called A Breed Apart (1978) featuring slick advertising images produced by
luxury carmaker Jaguar conflated with texts excerpted from corporate documents originating from Jaguar’s
parent company, British Leyland, as well as quotes from government committees and the United Nations.
Leyland was a supplier of rugged Land Rover jeeps to South Africa’s government for apartheid-related
military operations. See Hans Haacke: Unfinished Business (New York and Cambridge: The New Museum
of Contemporary Art and Massachusetts Institute of Technology), 182-185.
In 1978–1979 Haacke created But I Think You Question My Motives, a work that documents the
connections between the Dutch corporation Philips and the apartheid politics of South Africa. In 2008, it
was displayed as part of a survey exhibition, Forms of Resistance: Artists and the Desire for Social Change
from 1871 to the Present, at the van Abbemuseum in Einhoven; this is especially poignant as it is a Philips
company town. See Hal Foster, “[review of] Forms of Resistance: Artists and the Desire for Social Change
from 1871 to the Present, exhibition organized by van Abbemuseum” ArtForum 46/5 (January 2008):272273.
Metromobilitan (1983), like Voici Alcan of the same year, exposed the American-owned Mobil’s
Corporation's dual interest in supporting South African militarism while simultaneously garnering attention
as a visible patron of public broadcast programming and exhibitions in North America.
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Further consideration of Voici Alcan exposes the systemic links and tensions
between the official and unofficial texts, and between the visual and written sources of
the texts. Beyond the juxtaposition of the photographic components of the work is the
polysemic layering of texts. Haacke’s combination of textual elements—based on an
actual Alcan promotional brochure—serves to disrupt and splice the smooth rhetoric of
Alcan’s own public apparatus. In this work, Haacke applies identifying captions in the
upper border of each image suggesting, but not confirming, the relationship between the
three events:
LUCIA DI LAMMERMOOR, produit par l’Opéra de Montréal avec des fonds
d’ALCAN.
STEPHEN BIKO. Leader noir. A succombé à des blessures à la tête reçues lors de sa
détention par la police sud-africaine.
NORMA, produit par l’Opéra de Montréal avec des fonds d’ALCAN.

In this triad, two of the texts are nearly identical, emphasizing the production by the
Opéra de Montreal with funding by Alcan. The organization of these texts over each
image is suggestive of newspaper headlines; the all-capitals type used for the titles of the
operas and the name of the black martyr also suggest a bizarre continuum between the
three objects on display. This linkage is reinforced by the repeating motif of the Alcan
window frames. The formal conflation that Haacke makes between the single most potent
trope of Western art, namely looking through (the image as illusionistic window and
frame) and looking at (a literal window and frame), creates a powerful internal tension
between the layered sources of the work. In this way, the icons of corporate promotion,
journalistic practice and aesthetic practices are conjoined and set off new moves which
are interplayed as the viewer considers the work in greater detail.
The lower portion of the framed windows contains lengthier texts excerpted by
Haacke that “testify” against the boosterism of the upper texts. Information is cited such
as the various respiratory diseases and other illnesses contracted by Alcan’s Canadian
smelter workers; Alcan’s sales of semi-finished products to the South African
government for police and military operations; and the lack of union recognition of Black
workers by Alcan’s South African affiliate. In another critical series such as Der

Chapter 3 The Contemplative

144

Praleinmeister (1981), Haacke deploys an extensive critique of business tycoon Peter
Ludwig and his apparently separate lives as exploiter of workers in candy factories across
numerous global manufacturing locations (including Quebec), and as influential art
collector and museum patron in Cologne, Germany. These projects are intensively textheavy, with each visual panel incorporating or adjacent to several hundred words of text.
The texts of Voici Alcan are not rendered as “artist’s statements” but as content
detached from their origination in corporate annual reports, a purportedly “neutral”
documentary style narrative mode. Haacke positions the three previously disparate
images into a single narrative; in a literal sense, the texts are cited out of context, yet their
insertion by the artist into the “fiction” of the image/frame modalities constitutes a speech
act that inscribes a context in a fuller sense, that of truth-telling.13 It is also significant
that the texts are given in French: although Canada declares itself to be a bilingual nation
with two official languages, the use of French-only in the work is itself indexical. First, it
points to the fact of Alcan’s headquarters in Montreal, and thus the province of Québec’s
unilingual language policy under séparatiste governance to encourage Francophone
nationhood and to diminish minority Anglophone power and presence. Related to this
goal is the encouragement of immigration to the province of Québec from the monde
francophone, including Black immigrants from French-speaking nations such as Haiti. In
the National Gallery of Canada installation, a wall placard with English translation of the
text that appears on the work assists in making the text accessible to both official
languages. [fig. 3-2]

13

The vector for the replacement of one narrative for another also goes in the other direction. As Sophie
Berrebi notes the document reconfigured within a dialectical artwork opens the range of oppositions
between neutrality and subjectivity, transparency and opacity, art and non-art […] it is always a thing in
itself and, at the same time, refers to something else. See “Documentary and the Dialectical Document in
Contemporary Art,” in Right About Now. Art and Theory since the 1990s (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2007):113.
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[fig. 3-2] translation of Voici Alcan’s text
This content downloaded from 134.117.10.200 on Sat, 7 Feb 2015 12:35:35 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
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This question of the placement of copious texts (albeit accessible in the language of the
presumed adult visitor) runs counter to the majority of curatorial practices in fine art
museums, which often provide a title label only or one with a very short contextual
reference to the artist, or in history/science museums, where visitors (readers and nonreaders) are invited to explore a topic interactively in three dimensions, not read a
protracted essay while standing. Haacke’s method, deeply connected to his interest in
emergent social science framework of L. Bertlanffy, Howard S. Becker and Jack
Burnham14, is predicated on recontextualizing fragmented information, both promotional
and revelatory, to show the interconnectedness between systems—in the case of Haacke,
civil society, commerce, the art world. Kasper König, who worked with Haacke in his
capacity as director of the NSCAD Press, explained the juxtaposition of texts in this way:
[Haacke’s] works often constitute voluminous and detailed reading material which
is not easily taken, digested, and retained while standing up and reading off a
gallery. It is in a gallery or museum, though, where they attain a social-economic
and politic impregnation which then becomes an essential part of the works. Once
they have been exposed to this fertilization, as all works reproduced here [in the
exhibition catalogue] have they retained the specific contextual quality, even if
they are no longer seen in the environment for which they were originally made.15

This observation suggests the work exerts not only a dense force field saturating one’s
attention with the dissemination of knowledge/evidence, but also literally pulls the body
of the spectator into close physical proximity to the actual components themselves in
order to read the texts. As Irit Rogoff notes, Haacke’s work is frequently predicated on
this juxtaposition of subjective decorative modes (the staging of props, the use of frames)

14

See essays by Becker and Burham in Hans Haacke: Framing and Being Framed. 7 Works 1970-1975
(Halifax and New York: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design/New York University
Press), and Astrid Wick-Kmoch, “Kunst + Systemtheorie + Sozialwissenschaften: Zu den Arbeiten von
Hans Haacke,” Kunstforum International (1978) 27:125-142. See also L. Bertalanffy, “General Systems
Theory,” General Systems 1 (1956):1-10 and L. Bertalanffy, “General Systems Theory, a Critical Review,”
General Systems 7 (1962):1-20.
15

Kasper König, Hans Haacke: Framing and Being Framed, 7 works, 1970/75 (Halifax, NS: The Press of
the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design), 7. Wick-Kmoch echoes this in her summation: “Let this
oscillation (in Haacke’s work) between art and science produce cognitive dissonance—if it is art, if it is
science, both, or none of the two—so it is the indissolubility of this ambiguity which makes the stimulus
work.” Wick-Kmoch,142. [my translation]

Chapter 3 The Contemplative

147

with objective information (text from the annual report), a dialogic tension between
Benjaminian modes of the auratic and the reproducible.16
As an artistic strategy, the insertion of text into works by artists has been analyzed
by Simon Morley in his study Writing on the Wall17. Morley identifies several strategies
used by artists: transmedial (substituting word for image), multimedial (co-existing side
by side), mixed media (intertwined), and intermedial (the visuality of written elements).
From this perspective, we could cast our eyes back in the discussion so far and identify
the artists who have combined textual elements as part of montage: John Heartfield’s
book covers exemplifying transmedial and intermedial usage of text elements and his AIZ
covers integrating both multimedial and mixed-media approaches; Hannah Höch’s Cut
with the Kitchen Knife deliberate scrambling of mixed-media fragments; Hans Haacke
working from the template of modern advertising by creating largely multimedial works
with distinct zones for image and text.
Here/Not-Here
The layering of the work, textually as well as physically, provides many points of entry
into the production of meaning on the basis of the integrated fragments. One key
narrative strand is geography. While Voici Alcan is very much about the corporate
activities executed and displayed on Canadian soil (here), it is also integrally about what
takes place under corporate purview in another differently modelled social apparatus
(not-here). Haacke, in the assembly of his triptych, asks us to look at the generally
invisible gap of what we do not see here in order to form moral questions and resolutions
about our connection to not-here. The here, I would argue, is represented synecdochically
through the prominent presence of Alcan’s aluminum frames and the privilege given in
positioning the corporate texts. These components stand for Alcan as a giant corporation
with transnational affiliations and activities. So, in this sense, Voici Alcan represents at
once geographical specificity but also its inverse, vagueness or not-here. It is also useful
16

Irit Rogoff, “Representations of Politics: Critics, Pessimists, Radicals,” in German Art of the TwentiethCentury. Painting and Sculpture, 1905-1985, exhibition catalogue edited by Christos M. Joachimides,
Norman Rosenthal, and Wieland Schmied (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 1985), 135.
17

Simon Morley, Writing on the Wall: Word and Image in Modern Art (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA:
University of California Press, 2003).
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to observe that a related work by Haacke was acquired by the NGC with the purchase of
Voici Alcan. Alcan: Tableau pour la salle du conseil d'administration [Alcan: Painting
for a Boardroom] [fig. 3-3] is an oil painting by Haacke based on a colour photograph of
Alcan’s Arvida smelter (so-named after Arthur Vining Davis, first chairman of Alcan)
which appeared in the company’s promotional brochure Voici Alcan.18 Haacke later
recalled the circumstances of creating this painting:
I painted it after a photograph that I found in an Alcan P.R. pamphlet. It is a cheerful,
sunny picture. Into the bright sky I painted a short caption that announces, in a tone of
pride, that the workers at Arvida have an opportunity to contract bone fibrosis, respiratory
diseases, and cancer. The painting is framed in aluminum siding. Obviously, in all three
cases, I chose to paint because the medium as such has a particular meaning. It is almost
synonymous with what is popularly viewed as Art—art with a capital A—with all the
glory, the piety, and the authority that it commands.19

[fig. 3-3] Hans Haacke, Alcan: Tableau pour la salle du conseil d'administration
18

Hans Haacke: Unfinished Business, 250-251. This work was also acquired by the National Gallery of
Canada, but to my knowledge not displayed with the Voici Alcan triptych.
19

Hans Haacke, quoted in “A Conversation with Hans Haacke,” (with interviewers Yve-Alain Bois,
Douglas Crimp, and Rosalind Krauss) October 30 (Autumn 1984): 23.
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The original photograph from which the painted version is based is an aerial view of the
smelter.20 The painting itself is set into an aluminum frame, so that the total piece both
depicts the site of aluminum extraction and its end product. Framed to mimic the typical
corporate boardroom painting in its scale, style and banality of vision. In both pieces,
Haacke uses irony to draw attention to the specific location and actual appearance of the
Alcan plant and thus its particular regional and national significance to Canadians. In
addition, the text outlines the physical dangers to which the employees are exposed in
their work with carcinogenic and other harmful substances.21
Haacke’s work, which reveals the systemic operations of a specific time and
geography, invites comparison to a work by his American contemporary, Allan Sekula,
entitled Geography Lesson: Canadian Notes (1986).22 [figs. 3-4, 3-5] In Sekula’s
installation, 79 wall-mounted photographs are arranged in grids, with an accompanying
booklet-format text on a nearby reading table.23 The images depict sites in Ottawa
(Parliament Buildings, the Bank of Canada, the National Gallery of Canada) as well as
the northern community of Sudbury, the site of Inco, the world’s leading producer of
nickel for much of the twentieth century. Sekula presents a critical narrative to point to
ways in which the concepts of natural resources and scenic landscape collide, and where

20

This aerial photograph selected by Haacke (commissioned by Alcan for promotional purposes
undoubtedly to emphasize the scale of operations), recalls the elevated view of massive blocks of factories
and stockyards selected by Heartfield for his dust jacket design for Der Sumpf, the German edition of
Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle (discussed in an earlier chapter), and also invites linking to the extensive
series of photographic images, or typologies by Conceptual artists Hilla and Bernd Becher of industrial
buildings and structures in the Ruhr Valley created between 1968 and 1972.
21

The text (translated in English) reads: Arvida. Alcan Factory at Jonquière in the Saguenay/Work in tank
chambers allows workers to contract certain respiratory diseases as well as Osseous Fibrosis. Their risk of
cancer increases and it is possible for them to suffer from “plaques de pot”, red spots covering the body.
22

See Allan Sekula, Geography Lesson: Canadian Notes (Vancouver: Vancouver Art Gallery, 1997) and
Richard Bolton, “Notes on ‘Canadian Notes’,” Afterimage (February 1988):4-7.
23

The use of grid format is an oft-used installation format by many post-Conceptual artist/photographers,
such as Martha Rosler, Bernd and Hilla Becher, Jan Zimmer, Arnaud Maggs. I read this kind of ordering as
a device to invoke the idea of the evidentiary, of rationalism, of the orderly and the objective, even as it is a
deliberate manipulation of the work’s reading as such. Also, the weight of each image invites that accrual
of a collective proposition. For more analysis of the operations of the grid formation, see Rosalind Krauss,
“Grids,” October 9 (Summer 1979):50-64, and Sophie Berrebi, The Shape of Evidence. Contemporary Art
and the Document (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2014).
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Canadian landscape is appropriated for corporate, industrial and government purposes
and uncovers this discourse by documenting the site where Canada is represented in
various sites.

[figs. 3-4, 3-5] Allan Sekula, images from Geography Lesson: Canadian Notes, 1986
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Because the aggregate effect of the work synthesizes Sekula’s microanalysis of specific
intersections between landscape, resources and power, it is worth identifying the
constellation of references within specific frames. In fig. 3-4, a woman holds a (now
obsolete) dollar bill printed with a view of Parliament Hill from the Ottawa River, with
the silhouette of the actual Parliament Hill from the same viewpoint visible in the
snowstorm. This “doubling” of the seat of Canada’s government is actually “tripled”, as
the view printed on the currency is itself derived from a photograph by Malak Karsh
(brother of famous portraitist Yousuf Karsh), a point of origin known to many Canadian
viewers of Sekula’s work. In this way, I read the image (one fragment of a complex grid)
as a pointing to of the connection between the construction of iconic landscape and its
multivalent uses: aesthetic, political, and economic.
Another Ottawa landmark is depicted in fig. 3-5, a view of the Bank of Canada,
the central currency regulator, located just a few blocks to the west of Parliament Hill.
Sekula’s representation of the Bank shows the conflation of two buildings: at the centre,
the retrained classicism and muted grey stonework of the original building designed by
S.G. Davenport in the late 1930s; and behind this, a 1979 modernist steel-and-glass
expansion designed by Arthur Erickson.
Sekula provides image tools by which to consider the systemic interconnections
between kinds of systems and currency. The juxtaposition of images in the grid formation
create photographic narratives: An image of an Inco smelter in Sudbury, Ontario
depicting the extraction and conversion of raw materials is juxtaposed with symbolic
representations of nature reconstituted as “Canadian landscape” located on Canadian
currency; in the reception room of Eldorado Resources Limited (a uranium mining and
processing firm); in the president’s office at the Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers Union
Local 598; and at a permanent installation of Canadian landscape painting at the National
Gallery of Canada. The examination of these images suggests the systemic nature of
corporate and federal management of resource extraction, and the appropriation of
“landscape” as an aesthetic concept within this system. Sekula identifies his subject as
“late capitalism”, the present economic epoch characterized by the increased invisibility
of the mechanisms driven by profit, particularly in the suppression of social and
environmental conflict. This dialectic is enhanced in accompanying texts that point to
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soothing voices that assure Canadian consumers, concealing the associations underlying
the forces of “late capitalism”:
A nostalgic voice recalls the immensity of Canada’s natural wealth. The bourgeoisie hears
this whisper absent-mindedly; it knows that this wealth may not even be Canadian. A
second whisper is more insistent: ‘Invest abroad, trade freely, you citizens of the world’.
Working-class Canadians are encouraged to hear only the first voice, to accept their
relative comfort in the world of nations, this wealth that is theirs only in the imagination.24

In his review of Sekula’s installation, Richard Bolton directly refers this work as a speech
act, a form of address, and then connects this with commentary on the then-preciousness
of photographic film/practice in the pre-digital era, likening the image’s symbolic
currency to the early linkage to the photographic image as a bank note produced by
nature by Oliver Wendell Holmes in his 1859 essay “The Stereoscope and the
Stereograph”25. In Sekula’s project, he “flattens” photographic documentary practice by
photographing sites of systems of exchanges, and implicates photographic production
“between labour and capital”26: the bank, the office, the office complex garden, the city,
the neighbourhood, the factory, the mine. Like Haacke, Sekula uses the photographic
image as a form of address to show how these normally invisible systemic connections
are actualized in space, as Bolton elaborates, in rhetorical space, transnational space,
imaginary space, and the space of the image.27 The space of Canadian landscape and the
space of the museum also circulate and intersect in Sekula’s grid installation:
Every social group in Sekula’s analysis has established a museum of some sort. The history
of Canadian capitalism is told through the Currency Museum at the bank; the history of
Canadian naturalism (and nationalism) can be found at the art museum28; the offices of the
union local, and the mine itself, serve as ad hoc museums of labour.29
24

An excerpt from Sekula’s exhibition text, quoted by Bolton, “Notes on…”, 6.

25

Bolton, “Notes on”, 4. Holmes’ essay is reproduced in Classic Essays on Photography, edited by Alan
Trachtenberg (New Haven, CN: Leete’s Island Books, 1980), 71-82.
26

I refer here to Sekula’s essay “Photography between Labour and Capital” in Mining Photographs and
Other Pictures, edited by Benjamin Buchloh and Robert Wilkie (Halifax, NS: Nova Scotia College of Art
and Design, 1983), an earlier Canadian-based project by Sekula exploring the intersection of nature,
community, labour, capital and photography preserved in the photographic archive of Cape Breton mining
town commercial Leslie Shedden.
27

Bolton, “Notes on”, 4.

28

This refers to the National Gallery of Canada, then located within an adapted office building until the
completion of Safdie’s new purpose-built gallery: Sekula includes installation views of iconic paintings of
Canadian landscape by Group of Seven painters on display.
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Us/Not-Us
The works by Haacke and Sekula foreground specific geographical locations around
which diverse narrative voices focalize as stakeholders: in the works discussed, the artists
foreground the issue of here/not-here, and so too do they invoke the oppositional concept
of us/not-us in the positioning of each narrative’s personae—privileged corporate figures
juxtaposed with disempowered labourers. In so doing, they also force recognition that
here/not-here is also as much about racial distance as it is about geographic distance, as
the not-here ultimately is constructed as not-us. In Voici Alcan, this occurs initially
through the selection of the three photographs: the black-and-white publicity photographs
are protected behind framing glass within the construct of the aluminum window fitting,
while the posthumous photograph of is without protective glass, or “exposed”. Haacke’s
selection of the three photographs is also suggestive in terms of the possibilities of
intertextuality in the genres and themes depicted, as discussed in reference to Martha
Rosler’s Bringing the War Home series in the citation of war images from newspapers
conflated with photojournalistic depictions of civilians caught in the Vietnam War. As
Sophie Berrebi has argued in The Shape of Evidence, the appropriation of the document
by contemporary artists is a frequent and integral element of critical strategy, the
migration of the evidential into the imaginary.30 Another instance is the extreme emotion
and violence integral to both the operatives of tragic opera and civil rights struggle,
although the class differences between the modes (bourgeois/dispossessed) create
obviously distinct and perhaps obscene phenomena.
The works by Haacke and Sekula discussed above are designed as systems
analyses implicating/exposing the cultural operations of the museum as a subset of the
manufacture of economic capital and the exertion of state power. In this context, it is
useful to link these two artists to a third contemporary, Conceptual artist Fred Wilson. In
the exhibition Mining the Museum held at the Maryland Historical Society in 1993,
Wilson interrogates the erasure of histories that can be achieved through the smoothing
29

Gallery text quoted by Bolton, “Notes on…”, 5. Interestingly, neither Sekula or Bolton make reference to
Sudbury’s actual museum established in 1964 featuring Inco’s mining story through the perspective of
earth sciences and mining experiences.
30

Berrebi, The Shape of Evidence: Contemporary Art and the Document (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2014).

Chapter 3 The Contemplative

154

[fig. 3-6] Fred Wilson, “Metalwork 1793-1880”, Mining the Museum, Maryland Historical
Society, 1993.

narrative of curatorial selection. Commissioned by the Society to stage a curatorial
intervention, Wilson selected examples from the collection: rather than telling linear story
of Black history, he sought to reveal the hidden history and relations of colonization,
slavery and abolition.31 Wilson created new adjacencies between museum artifacts, a
decisive move that is, in effect, a three-dimensional montage, such as the “Metalwork
1793-1880” display featuring iron slave shackles in the same display case as ornate
silverwork such as pitchers, flacons and teacups. [fig. 3-6] In this way, as Oliver
Winchester notes, the museum’s arrangement of a particular set of relations and
meanings between objects—in this case, the privilege of one group through the
subjugation of another—demands contemplative attention to recognize the previous
31

Fred Wilson, Mining the Museum: An Installation. New York, NY: Folio, 1994. Wilson discusses his
approach in two interviews: Martha Buskirk, Martha. “Interviews with Sherrie Levine, Louise Lawler, and
Fred Wilson,” October 70 (Autumn 1994):98-112; and Janet Marstine, “Museologically Speaking: An
Interview with Fred Wilson,” in Museums, Equality and Social Justice, edited by Richard Sandell and
Eithne Nightingale (Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2012), 38-44.
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erasure through museological practices in which iron “tools” and silver “decorative arts”
would not intersect.32
Wilson’s détournement of the contemplative overturns the visitor’s engagement
from reverence for the object to cathartic awareness of the real relations between
collections, people and history, and the irreducible link between the aesthetic realm and
the political. This recontextualization invites viewer contemplation and opens a new
conversation in three ways: excavating the collections to extract the covert presence of
racial minorities; planting emotionally explosive historical material to raise
consciousness; and finding the reflections of himself within the museum as in “making
mine”.33 The disjunction “restores” the actual historical condition of the creation of both
kinds of objects, and pivots the perspective of colonial acquisition to acknowledge
possessions both material and human. This new narrative also interrogates museum
practice by undermining the curatorially forced segregation between objects, here in this
instance, the diverse metalworking for the privileged and the enslaved, the utilitarian and
the decorative.34

The Torture Aesthetic
The manner of appropriating and displaying Stephen Biko’s post-mortem image points to
many paths of exploration. I will discuss the evidentiary function and iconography of the
central image firstly, and then explore Haacke’s framing of Biko’s image in the context
of historical altarpiece

32

Oliver Winchester, “A Book with its Pages Always Open?” in Museums, Equality and Social Justice,
edited by Richard Sandell and Eithne Nightingale (Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2012), 142.
33

Elisabeth Ginsberg, “Case Study: Mining the Museum,” Website: Beautiful Trouble. A Toolbox for
Revolution. http://beautifultrouble.org/case/mining-the-museum/ In his presentation of Wilson’s work—
and that of Haacke’s turn as curator in Viewing Matters: Upstairs at the Boijmans van Beuningen Museum
in 1996—James Putnam considers “mining the museum” as the work of digging into the collection,
selecting, re-arranging and extracting works as a way of pointing to the concealed operations of the
museum. Art and Artifact: The Museum as Medium (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2009), 157.
34

The legacy of trauma and violence in more contemporary systemic racism is the subject of works by
Andy Warhol's Race Riot series (1964). Marcel Broodthaers Le problème noir en Belgique (1963-64). The
former example addresses the spectacularization of racism; the latter, like Voici Alcan, between capitalism
and racism via the extraction of raw resources and manufactured commodities.
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[fig. 3-7a] Hans Haacke, detail of Biko panel, Voici Alcan, 1983

[fig. 3-7b] Peter Jordan, autopsy photograph of Stephen Biko,
1977 [licensed for sale through Alamy Photo]
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Biko was a leading intellectual, heading the South African Students Organization
(SASO), South Africa’s Black Consciousness Movement and an internationally
recognized prisoner of the apartheid regime. He was the 46th person to die in custody
since detention without trial was legalized in 1963.35 After 27 days of detention by
Security Police in Port Elizabeth, a city 1048 km south of Johannesburg in South Africa’s
Eastern Cape Province, Biko was transferred to police custody in Pretoria on September
11, 1977. He was discovered dead, naked and manacled, the following day, September
12. An autopsy was conducted in presence of his family the next day, on September 13.36
The photographic representation of Biko’s dead body is somewhat complicated, and is
best introduced in three parts:
a) Presumably, first there were photographs taken for evidentiary purposes at the
time of Biko’s death by the state’s forensic team.37
b) The image that Haacke has incorporated as the centre of his triptych [figs. 3-7a +
b] is credited to photojournalist Peter Jordan and appears to have been taken after
the body was delivered to the mortuary in Biko’s hometown, the Ginsberg section
of King William’s Town (250 km north of Port Elizabeth) for burial. Jordan also
photographed the funeral itself, one of the first mass-attended anti-Apartheid

35

Marian Eide, “Stephen Biko and the Torture Aesthetic,” Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies 38:1
(Fall 2014):9.
36

For a full account of Biko’s role in the history of apartheid, transition to democracy and the work of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, see South African History Online www.sahistory.org.za.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, launched after South Africa was transformed into a democracy
in 1994, brought out further details regarding Biko’s final detention, and the illegal actions of both
attending police officers and medical personnel.
The systemic framework for South Africa’s apartheid was modelled, in part, on Canada’s former system of
segregation of First Peoples (First Nations, Inuit and Métis). Canada has undertaken its own Truth and
Reconciliation Commission examination and the Canadian government tabled its exhaustive report in 2015
detailing the experience of tens of thousands of First Peoples forced to attend parochial (and violent)
residential schools. An overview of the TRC and its impact on indigenous self-determination, see RadioCanada International, “Canada and South Africa Share a Dark Past,” [March 2013]. Accessed February
2014 http://www.rcinet.ca/english/archives/column/the-linkafrica/TruthandReconciliationCanadaSouthAfricaResidentialSchoolsAbuses/.
http://www.rhetoricafrica.org/pdf/Charland%20Reconciliation%20and%20Impiety-For%20Erik.pdf
37

I have been unable to locate reproduction of or discussion of the original autopsy photos in the
Commissions’s review of evidence.
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protest events.38 Jordan’s image(s) also had an evidentiary function, clearly
showing Biko’s beaten body and massive head injury contradicting the state’s
claim of starvation from a protest food strike as cause of death.
c) There is also a reference to post-mortem images contesting the state’s cause of
death pronouncement by Biko’s friend and supporter, white South African
journalist Donald Woods (editor of the Daily Dispatch). It is possible that Woods’
Daily Dispatch photographer, Gavin Robson, actually took these photographs.39
Regardless of the source of death photos that were ultimately published worldwide, they
performed as a visual testimony pointing to the violent death of the activist in the face of
the specious claim that Biko had died in jail as the result of his own hunger strike action.
The published images catalyzed immediate national and international support of the antiapartheid movement, and by November 4, 1977, the UN Security Council voted to ban
military arms to South Africa as a punitive measure.40
Jordan’s image, the one chosen by Haacke, shows Biko “at rest” on a steel
morgue gurney with his head supported on a block, the sutures of his autopsy visible
running down the centre of his chest. Symbolically, he is shown simultaneously
permanently detained and also freed from further harm. Marian Eide discusses Biko’s
death and its subsequent representation in popular culture in song, film and stage formats,
an iconography of political martyrdom she calls the “torture aesthetic”:

38

When the image is reproduced in the context of its role as historical document, it is rarely given its
original credit (SYGMA/Peter Jordan). If you look for this image today via online search engine, it is
readily located in Alamy’s stock photo library and high resolution copies licensed by the photographer can
be purchased for as little as $15USD http://www.alamy.com/stock-photo-steve-bikos-body-in-the-ginsbergsection-of-king-williams-town-1977-7454130.html.
39

An obituary credits Robson, who later immigrated to Canada, with this series of photographs: See Gugu
Phandle, “Iconic photo of Biko’s body is his legacy,” Dispatch Live (July 9, 2015)
http://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2015/07/09/iconic-photo-of-bikos-body-is-his-legacy/
However, this reference reproduces an image of Biko on a gurney with his feet (and toe tag) in the
foreground.
40

See Maureen Flynn-Burhoe, “Stephen Bantu Biko (1940-1977) Thirty Years Later,” weblog Speechless
(September 14, 2007).accessed November 20, 2016 http://docs.google.com/Doc?id=ddp3qxmz_361xsrzrh.
It was Woods’ subsequent celebrated memoir, Biko (1978), that became the basis of the feature film
directed by Richard Attenborough, Cry Freedom (1987).
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Rather than returning the victim helplessly to the traumatic past, the torture aesthetic
works on its audiences to produce a shared obligation to a future freed from such
violations; in other words, the work of art, through the (perpetual) victim of torture,
claims the power to activate an audience’s latent potential for political involvement by
raising consciousness, changing attitudes, and creating a sense of belonging to and even
responsibility.41

Eide cites intellectual historian Dominick LaCapra’s observation on how the tortured
body is transformed into an icon spurring others to moral agency:
Thus, we might distinguish between traumatic time, which requires a perpetual return to
the place of suffering in psychological processes of working through traumatic memory,
and martyrological time, which freezes torture in the perpetual present of cultural memory
to forecast political possibilities.42

Eide also cites Elaine Scarry’s study entitled The Body in Pain, which points to the
presence of absence in the representation of torture: while the aftermath of bodily harm
may be attentively catalogued, the torture itself is cloaked. The unrepresentable stands in
for the incommunicable.43

41

Marian Eide, Stephen Biko and the Torture Aesthetic,” Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies 38/1 (Fall
2014):9. Eide discusses apartheid and South Africa specifically in three popular transnational works: Peter
Gabriel’s 1980 song Biko, Richard Attenborough’s 1987 film Cry Freedom, and the 1985 play Steve Biko:
The Inquest by Saira Essa and Charles Pillai. The representation of the body in pain, and the implications of
beholding such pictures is well addressed by Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma and
Contemporary Art (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005); Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of
Others (New York: Picador/Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003); Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life
Grievable? (London: Verso, 2009); and Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Cambridge,
MA and New York: Zone Books, 2008). Azoulay pointedly notes that there is a kind of violence in very act
of creating the trauma picture, as in the post-mortem photograph of Biko: while it can serve as evidence of
criminal action, it also grants the potential for exploitation through the legal copyright that rests with the
photographer (or his/her agent), and not in the subject (or his estate) (99).
42

Eide, 11 referring to Dominic LaCapra, History and Memory After Auschwitz (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1998).
43

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1985). While Scarry and Eide see the artistic re-interpretation of the tortured
body as catalytic, W.J.T. Mitchell notes that behind the evidentiary archive is a shadow archive, that of the
art historical tradition of aestheticizing domination and torture, a pathos formula indissolubly linked with
the glorification of power, and which has inured spectators to the moral horror of what they are seeing.
Cloning Terror: The War of Images, 9/11 to the present (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2011),
116. Another entrenched aesthetic tradition is that of portraiture, and in Cloning Terror, Mitchell cites a
2004 photographic work by Haacke entitled Star Gazing, which addresses and and interrogates, the Hooded
Man meme, by featuring a man seated for a formal portrait wearing a star-spangled hood over his head. The
hood has now replaced the tortured prisoner’s individual physiognomy, and preposterously suggests that
the figure has agency in sitting for his own portrait.
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[fig. 3-8] Charles Nkosi, Pain on the Cross, 1976

Art historians Karen von Veh and Shannon Hill have each written about South African
art in the wake of Biko, exploring what Hill refers to as the “metaphoric index of their
nation’s sociopolitical pain.” 44 The fact of Biko’s death is due not merely to the fact of
his activism in a police state, but to his racial disposition as the politically
disenfranchised Black/Other. Through visual representation, the figure of the martyr in
the history of Black resistance fuses the private/individual experience of dying with the
public/collective experience of political reform. For Black artists working in South Africa
in the 1970s, allegory and metaphor were essential codes for critiques against the state

44

Hill, “Iconic Autopsy; Postmortem Portraits of Bantu Stephen Biko,” African Arts (Autumn 2005):17,
and Karen von Veh, “White/Black/Grey Areas: Reflections on Transition in South African Art,” Artes
Magazine December 24, 2013.
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[fig. 3-9] Paul Stopforth, Elegy, 1980-81

expressing suffering in the present and the possibility of future redemption. In particular,
religious iconography was applied as a vehicle for “struggle” commentaries such as
Charles Nkosi’s martyrdom of Black Christ linocut series, which emphasizes the
brutalism of bodily wounding as well as pinioned “containment” of the subject. [fig. 3-8]
von Veh points out that during the same period leading up to the revocation of apartheid
in 1994, White artists were able to be more openly critical, being positioned in relatively
safer environments such as universities and art institutions. Paul Stopforth’s scratched
wax and graphite drawing Elegy (1980-81) [fig. 3-9] presents Biko’s full corpse as an
evanescent medical scan resting on a handled surface, positioning the mutilated corpse in
a way that suggests the coroner’s gurney visible in Peter Jordan’s photograph. A field of
bright red surrounds the figure, an allusion to bloodshed and violence but also serving to
distinguish the figure, making it appear to float. We are invited as privileged witnesses to
the miraculous ascent of the martyr’s body, as well as accomplice autopsy examiners of
the system Stopforth condemn as “from top to bottom, through and through, sickening,
repulsive, and essentially evil.”45
45

von Veh, “White/Black/Grey Areas,” 18. von Veh recounts the story of South African government
officials who intervened to withdraw two of Paul Stopforth’s seemingly innocuous small graphite drawings
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This lamentation for the dead martyr recalls iconographical precedents in the figure of
Christ in Andrea Mantegna’s Lamentation of Christ (circa 1480). In this scene, the point
of view of the beholder regards a foreshortened figure of dead Christ laid out on a
marble surface (known as the stone of unction) with Mary, John and Mary Magdalene
positioned on the left as weeping mourners. Mantegna presents a harrowing study of
trauma showing the puncture wounds of crucifixion with clinical accuracy. In this
liminal moment, the figure of Christ transitions from human criminal cadaver to
lamented martyr.
Paul Stopforth is also implicated as yet another photographer of Biko’s body,
attributing to him pictures that later served as the basis for a series of drawings.46 This
translation of Stopforth’s Biko figure is rendered as an opaque form without realistic
scrutiny; the body floating in the crimson composition representing enduring
martyrological time. Stopforth’s (unseen) reference photographs are transformed from
their potentiality as forensic evidence into the visual imaginary of the artist’s sketchbook.
In this way, the image speech act moves from the propulsive immediacy of
photojournalism to a meditative high-art requiem inviting aesthetic contemplation.47
There are no mourners, no threshold moment of identity shifting from active agent to
silent martyr. The clinical regard for the open-eyed corpse, alone on the slab, points to the
tragedy of human trauma only, and not to posthumous spiritual redemption.

selected to represented South Africa at the Valparaiso Biennial International Exhibition in 1981. The
drawing depicted Biko’s damaged hands and feet, entitled Steve Biko and We Do It respectively. (The
original photographs on which these works are based may have been taken by Stopforth himself, or as a
response to published photos in the Daily Dispatch featuring close-up views of wounds on Biko’s wrists
and feet.)
Fearing international criticism at the high-profile Biennial, government officials asked Stopforth to change
the titles, and he chose Requiem for Allende I and II relating the two panels to the murder of a popular
Chilean president during the 1973 coup that instated Augusto Pinochet as the country’s leader. The works
were withdrawn from the international exhibition by the South African exhibition committee.
46

Xolela Mangcu, Biko: A Life (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2014), 263. Mangcu notes that
Stopforth’s photographic documentation depicted how Steve’s body was cut in the process of the autopsy,
but in his artistic representation he had sewn it back together to restore his wholeness.
47

His composition featuring the unattended body is finds artistic precedent in Hans Holbein the Younger’s
Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb (1521-22). Holbein’s work is marked by extremely gruesome realism
featuring the body’s emaciation and putrefaction of dead flesh.
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[fig. 3-10] Sam Nhlengethwa, It Left him Cold – The Death of Steve Biko, 1990

The central figure of battered Biko is echoed in a photomontage/collage created
six years after Haacke’s Voici Alcan. In the work It Left him Cold – The Death of Steve
Biko (1990), by South African artist Sam Nhlengethwa, the figure of Biko is confined in
a “cell” with a single window (and door) onto the world at the back wall48; instead of the
frontal antagonism of Heartfield’s radiating manic anger, Biko’s prone body is reposed,
his eyes closed, unable to challenge our gaze. It was in this room that Biko was placed on
September 6 after 20 days’ detention (naked and manacled) at the nearby Walmer Police
Station, and in which during that night, as later established by the proceedings of the
48

Biko was detained in Port Elizabeth in Room 619 of the Sanlam Building, named after its owner, a big
Afrikaans insurance company: the unassuming six-story building was used by Security Police as the site of
detention, torture and death of several anti-apartheid activists. In 1997, on the twentieth anniversary of
Biko’s death, the building was renamed the Stephen Biko Building, but today stands in disrepair. See The
Art of Truth-Telling about Authoritarian Rule, edited by Ksenijila Bilbija, Jo Ellen Fair, Cynthia E. Milton
and Leigh A. Payne (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 54.
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Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Biko’s head was rammed into a wall, whereupon
he was left frothing at the mouth manacled to the metal grille of the room’s door.49
Biko’s body is a composite of six postmortem photographs, his portrait face made from
clipping and pasting photographs of the head wound area twice to form a fully realized
fractured head. 50 Nhlengethwa’s montage strategy conflates the location of Biko’s
detention cell (Port Elizabeth) where he was taken on September 6, his last day alive, as
well as the site of the autopsy (Pretoria); thus the portrait depicts Biko as both dying and
dead.51 The title It Left Him Cold comes from a callous statement made by South Africa’s
Minister of Justice, Jimmy Kruger, to the National Party Congress on 14 September, two
days after Biko’s death, in which he asserted that Biko had died as a result of a hunger
strike: “I am not pleased nor am I sorry. Biko’s death leaves me cold.”52
In the discussion above, I have been addressing the iconographical implications of
Voici Alcan’s central “Biko” panel, specifically addressing the representation of Biko’s
traumatized body and his pictorial afterlife as martyred figure. I would like to return now
to the composition of the whole work as a suspended aluminum triptych in which the
image of Biko forms the centre. Haacke’s composition points to both the mundane of
contemporary residential window fixtures as well as to the majesty of Renaissance and
Baroque altarpieces.

49

http://www.sahistory.org.za/dated-event/apartheid-police-officers-admit-killing-biko-trc

50

Shannen Hill identifies the source as “taken at Biko’s autopsy and reprinted in the popular press” but as I
have shown above, there are multiple possible provenances.
51

This emphasis on giving expanded form to the protracted process of cruelty brings to mind Shklovsky’s
citation of Tolstoy’s use of defamiliarization: “In the article “Ashamed,” L. Tolstoy enstranges the concept
of flogging: ‘People who have broken the law are denuded, thrown down on the floor, and beaten on their
behinds with sticks,’ and a couple of lines later: ‘lashed across their bare buttocks’.” Viktor Shklovsky, Art,
as Device,” [1919], translated and introduced by Alexandra Berlina, Poetics Today 36/3 (September
2014), 163.
52

Sydney Kentridge, “Evil under the Sun: The Death of Steve Biko,” Free Country. Selected Lectures and
Talks (Oxford and Portland, OR: Hart Publishing, 2012), 160. Kentridge represented the Biko family at the
official inquest to Biko’s death in 1977.
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[fig. 3-11] Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, ca. 1512-1516

In the use of monumental scale, a tripartite field of “panes” occupied by standing
figures, and the sequencing of narratival excerpts showing different moments, Voici
Alcan can be compared to multi-panel works such as Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim
Altarpiece (ca. 1512-1516).53 [fig. 3-11] The altarpiece structure, carved by Niklaus
Hagenauer, is intended to be displayed both with hinged wings closed, and open, to
reveal another set of images. There are six painted wings—three on each side. This
“modular” design allows the attendant/owner to change the displayed image to suit the
53

A Baroque example of the multi-panel narrative is located in the Lamentation of Christ, also known as
the Michielsen Triptych, (1617–1618). This work was not created as an altarpiece, but as an epitaph in
honour of Jan Michielsen, an Antwerp merchant who died in 1617. Like the Grünewald polyptych, the
Rubens’ example features panels that show different moments in time and space. The disjunction of the
narrative in the two historical examples intentionally amplifies the reading of the thematic program of the
whole: the aggregation of the whole structures relations between the various meanings in the life and
theology of Christ across time and location, linking the infant Jesus with his death and later teachings. See
Lynn F. Jacobs, “Rubens and the Northern Past: The Michielsen Triptych and the Thresholds of
Modernity,” Art Bulletin 91/3 (September 2009):302-324.
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needs of the religious calendar. With all the hinged wings closed, the central panel shows
a depict a horrific, night-time Crucifixion, with the tortured and twisted Christ attended
by a kneeling Mary Magdalene, Mary comforted by John the Apostle, and, on the right,
John the Baptist standing; at his feet a lamb holds a cross.54
The flanking panels depict St. Sebastian, long known as a plague saint because of
his body pocked by arrows, and St. Anthony Abbot, patron saint of those suffering from
skin diseases. Commissioned for the hospital chapel of St. Anthony’s Monastery, which
tended to sufferers of a painful skin disease popularly known as St. Anthony’s fire—a
kind of poisoning (a disease known as ergotism) caused by consuming rye grain infected
with fungus—marked by hallucinations, skin infections and spasms of the central nervous
system.55 As a tripartite visual representation, the panels, like Haacke’s assemblage,
conflate distinct narrative moments with the flanking figures representing third and fourth
century CE spatial and temporal points in time.
In this way, the historical altarpiece shares with Haacke’s work the strategy of
montage as a conflation of disparate visual and semantic elements, a fact that Haacke
consciously pointed to.56 In the case of the historical altarpieces, each panel abuts
another, with the frames around the panels marking a threshold between them. These
thresholds delineate the container (frame) from the contained (panel), so that there is an
ambiguity in attempting to read a continuation of natural spaces across the thresholds:
they are neither fully united nor fully divided. As hinged panels, the wings of the

54

http://www.visual-arts-cork.com/famous-paintings/isenheim-altarpiece.htm. If one pair of wings is
opened, three scenes of celebration are revealed: the Annunciation, the Angel Concert for Madonna and
Child, and the Resurrection. With the second set opened, polychrome sculptures of St. Anthony, St, Jerome
and St. Augustine are featured, as well as a picture of St. Anthony with St. Paul the Hermit, and one of St.
Anthony Being Assaulted by Demons. A fourth panel, a “plinth” below the upper panels, shows the
lamentation of Christ attended by John, Mary and Mary Magdalene.
55

A complete identification of the elements of the work and its contemporaneous symbolism is given in Dr.
Sally Hickson’s article “Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece” https://smarthistory.org/grunewald-isenheimaltarpiece/. Of particular pertinence to my discussion of Haacke’s triptych is Hickson’s observation that
“the complex program of emphatic physical suffering depicted on the panels was intended to be
thaumaturgic (miracle performing), a point of identification for the denizens of the hospital.” (n.p.)
56

Hans Haacke, quoted in “A Conversation with Hans Haacke,” (with interviewers Yve-Alain Bois,
Douglas Crimp, and Rosalind Krauss) October 30 (Autumn 1984): 24-48. In this interview, Haacke talks
about his stylistic references to historical and avant-garde art as coded elements, as well as the composition
of alterpieces and tapestries as formal arrangements.
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triptychs (then called “panels with doors”57) function as doors that require opening and
closing, as do the Alcan aluminum window frames used by Haacke as framing devices.58
The operations of mammoth scale vis-à-vis the presence of the viewer is also significant.
The central panel alone of Isenheim Altarpiece measures 294 x 327 cm; the Michielsen
Altarpiece measures 138 x 178 cm when open, making the depicted figures life-size or
nearly so, and situated from a dominating height over the viewer.59
Haacke arranges the three suspended window frames to juxtapose the image of
dead Biko between the animated figures of the opera performers. Here, we could read the
thresholds between the images to mark the visual contrast not only between living/dead,
but also the implied contrast between loudness and silence. The (non-Black) opera
singers are depicted in mid-aria, with open mouths emoting the libretto; by contrast, the
horizontal window hinge of the Biko frame is positioned so that it masks the Black
activist’s mouth and renders silent the organ that vehemently denounced apartheid. The
silence of incarceration without legal representation, of torture and death where no
sounds escape, is perversely adjacent to the deafening volume of operatic voices
projected to the back of the concert hall, singing in a language that the Canadian audience
is unlikely to have mastered. Carrol Clarkson points to modalities of speech acts in a
South African context in her review of Mark Sanders’ analysis of testimony given during
the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (1996—1998).60 Sanders points
57

Lynn F. Jacobs, “Rubens and the Northern Past: The Michielsen Triptych and the Thresholds of
Modernity,” Art Bulletin 91/3 (September 2009):302-324.
58

Jacobs traces the development of the triptych structure, focusing on Rubens’ alterpiece as an example of
a threshold of modernity, a “miraculous threshold” suggesting unification and divisions at one and the same
time.
59

Jacobs discusses Renaissance triptych panels as symbolic windows offering visual access to a purported
live event, and even the practice of tableaux vivants wherein stage set doors opened to reveal living actors,
such as that performed for Charles V in Bruges in 1515. See Jacobs, Opening Doors: The Early
Netherlandish Triptych Reinterpreted (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2012), 7,
60

Clarkson reviews Mark Sanders’ Ambiguities of Witnessing: Law and Literature in the time of a Truth
Commission (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007) in “Towards an Aesthetics of Law,” Safundi:
The Journal of South African and American Studies 9/4 (2008), 459. Maurice Charland, a former professor
of mine at Concordia University, notes that the framework of speaking, listening and recording during the
South African TRC situates reconciliation as both a process—bearing witness, admission of wrongs—and
an outcome, freeing citizens from the old laws in order to bind themselves to a new one. “Reconciliation,
Identity, and Impiety,” presented at the symposium Coming to Terms with Reconciliation University of
Wisconsin (Madison), November 10-11, 2006.
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to the different ways of saying that emerged during the hearings, observing not only what
was said, but also how words were used in disclosures about the operations of apartheid,
and the traumatic effects on its victims, such as factual or forensic truth, personal and
narrative truth, social truth, and healing and restorative truth, many of which uttered in
languages other than English. Haacke’s juxtaposition of silenced and exaggeratedly
emotive voices, and of accessible and unfamiliar languages, brings to mind Austin’s
consideration of variables in the performance of utterances. Austin is interested in how
words produce social effects as deeds through frameworks of social conventions and
context (mood, voice, cadence, physical gestures, intensity, circumstances), in other
words, the socio-linguistic norms and conventions governing the performance and
reception of the speech act. The modes of saying at the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission hearings brings to the surface many kinds of utterances such as “truth”,
“forgiveness”, “amnesty,” “reconciliation,” and “reparation.”61
Opera as a genre is the domain of melodrama and the invitation to lurid
spectatorship; the two turbulent operas depicted in Voici Alcan concern themes that are
not unrelated to the narrative derived from the silence of the death head in the centre of
the installation. Norma, Bellini’s 1831 tragedy, is the story of a Druidic high priestess
scorned by her Gallic husband for a younger woman, and the eventual redemption of all
three characters through sacrifice and immolation. Lucia di Lammermoor, written by
Donizetti and first performed in 1835, instructs its audience in the tragic consequences of
illicit love between members of feuding families in Scotland. Interestingly, both of these
stories concern Anglo-Saxon cultural codes, and both of their conclusions require the
sacrificial death of the female protagonists, portrayed in the respective performance
photographs kneeling beneath the dominating presence of their male guardians. In
Haacke’s proposition, the transgressive behaviour of Norma and Lucia is eventually
silenced through death and resuscitated through martyrdom, as is the transgressive
activism of the Black leader who is situated between them. The controlling principles of
patriarchy against the dispossessed Other (black/female) are thus tied into the related
activities of resource extraction and production of capital, presented in the concrete terms
of actual linkages. The texts at the lower portion of each image are now deployed to
61

See Sanders, Ambiguities, 150-157.
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complete the mapping that Haacke seeks: all three texts describe Alcan activities in South
Africa that contribute to the erasure of economic or civil freedoms.
Temporality is also represented, as it is in the historical works discussed above
that feature different yet very precise moments in the Christological narrative. In my
view, Haacke’s choices point to a durational—if not exact equivalency—alignment: the
time it takes to stage an opera; the time it takes to extract raw resources and ship them
overseas; the time it takes to die in police custody; the time it takes to contemplate a work
in the museum.

2. Being Framed: The Museum Stage
In the preceding discussion, I have opened a number of ways of reading the work from
inside its own literal aluminum frames, and linked it across artistic practices, past and
present. The historical altarpieces not only share a number of important characteristics
with Haacke’s composition (such as the presence of flanking figures who are related to,
but spatially distinct from, the central image of the dead martyr), they share the
appearance of theatrical performances on stage sets in which we are assigned the role of
beholders. All are presented in a real space environments that exude both the authority of
the powerful (church, museum) and the protection of the vulnerable (traumatized bodies,
works of art). In one sense, it is possible to draw upon the structural reference of the
historical triptychs discussed above to locate a secular semantic parallel that addresses the
viewer: He died for your sins, imbricating us as citizens/consumers into the moral
dilemmas presented in the work. It is also possible to construct a reading of the flanking
opera figures as grieving mourners of a beloved martyr on a gurney in an autopsy
examining room, a clinical setting that could be conflated with the austere white cube of
the museum gallery. As an object encountered in real space, Voici Alcan constitutes a
complex, layered work that speaks to me beyond the parameters of its frames in powerful
ways.
The work was initially displayed as a new acquisition in 1988, showcased as part
of the fanfare surrounding the inauguration of a newly completed and celebrated National
Gallery of Canada, the nation’s flagship showcase for Canadian and international works
of fine art. The contemporary galleries themselves are unremarkable standard rooms in
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the white cube format, located on the second (uppermost) level of the NGC. To reach the
Canadian galleries, one must physically experience the processional monumentalism
intended by the architect, Canada’s Moishe Safdie: a lengthy walk is required from the
museum entrance at street level, ascending a concrete walkway through the glasscurtained Colonnade [fig. 3-12a] to the Great Hall and the monumental Roman Steps, the
location of the 2013 Nadia Myre beadwork installation discussed in the Introduction. [fig.
3-12b]

[fig. 3-12a] Installation in contemporary
galleries (National Gallery of Canada, 1988

[fig.3-12b] Colonnade leading from street
level to the first level of galleries, National
Gallery of Canada, 1988

The experience of the museum from the street entrance to the upper contemporary
galleries is thus spectacular, ceremonial and beyond human scale through its iterative
references to past architecture. In the procession to the foot of Voici Alcan, the viewer is
implicated in the ideology of the museum as a vehicle for the transmission of sanctioned
culture, aesthetic virtue and, in the case of Canada, its postcolonial maturity as an
autonomous nation.
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The National Gallery of Canada is not unusual in that it participates in much of
the optimistic vision that has shaped the twentieth-century museum based on the
conception of the museum space (and by extension, its treasures) as public space held in
trust for the entire community, as a separately defined sanctuary that invites
contemplation away from the jarring tumult of everyday life.62 Here, contemplation refers
to beholding, the experience of concentrated perceptual and intellectual attention in a
collective space. Reflection centres not on ethical considerations but aesthetic judgements
apart from life, a dominant practice in museums until the disruption of this cordon
sanitaire by the avant-garde at the start of the twentieth century.
In addition to the capacity to encourage visitor participation through mechanisms
fostering agency, play and creativity, there is also a trend toward exploring the catalytic
effect of emotional engagement.63 This is the interesting point where Austin’s theory of
language use as communication between speaker and hearer, meets the rise of theories of
reception and reader/response in the opening new pathways to understanding the effect of
works on audience rise of reception theory, moving the addressivity of the work from the
limits of its own pictorial space to activation by the audience as a transactional space.64
62

There has been much consideration of the practice of the museum as a social space distinct from the
quotidian, variously over time as a temple, a private sanctuary, a repository for cultural commodities, an
index of civilized comportment, a collective civic space, an enchanted garden, a graveyard. I have found
several works particularly helpful: Paul Valéry, “The Problem of Museums,” Art Issues (March/April 1997
[1923]):24-25; Daniel Buren, “The Function of the Museum,” Museums by Artists, edited by Peggy Gale
and A.A. Bronson (Toronto: Art Metropole, 1983 [1970]), 57-68; Svetlana Alpers, “The Museum as a Way
of Seeing,” Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, edited by Ivan Karp and
Steven D. Lavine (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991), 25-32; Carol Duncan, Civilizing
Rituals inside Public Art Museums (New York: Routledge, 1995); Thinking about Exhibitions, edited by
Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (London and New York: Routledge, 1996); Mieke
Bal, Double Exposures. The Subject of Cultural Analysis (London and New York: Routledge, 1996); Ruth
Phillips, Museum Pieces. Toward the Indigenization of Canadian Museums (Montreal and Kingston:
McGill/Queen’s University Press, 2011); Gabriel Rockhill, Radical History and the Politics of Art (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2014).
63

See also J. Falk and L. Dierking’s excellent study Lessons without Limit: How free-choice learning is
transforming education (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2002).
64

The role of audience was earlier explored in 1898 by Leo Tolstoy, in his collection of essays published as
“What is Art? and Essays on Art, translated by Aylmer Maude (Oxford and London: Oxford University
Press, 1938). Tolstoy places emphasis on art as an accessible communication activated by the general
public, not restricted only to an educated or elitist class trained to appreciate aesthetics. Of significance to
this study, Tolstoy likens visual utterances to rhetorical propositions: “Speech, transmitting the thoughts
and experiences of men, serves as a means of union among them, and art acts in a similar manner…. By
words a man transmits his thoughts to another, by means of art he transmits his feelings.” (121) The
communication is considered to be successful if the spectators or auditors are infected by the feelings with
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Jacques Rancière argues aesthetics and politics overlap in their concern for the
distribution and sharing out of ideas, abilities, and experiences. The purpose of art is to
restore the social bond (inclusion) and to witness what is excluded, arguing le partage du
sensible (the distribution of the sensible) as a specific mode of experience.65 As Micaela
Deiana observes, Rancière’s perspective positions emancipation as an individual
experience, first of all, within the personal perception and enjoyment of artmaking, able
to create an interrogative moment that pierces habitual experience.66
Moving from object-centered theory to viewer-centered theory, the notion of the
work as a dynamic entity activated by the viewer posits meaning as an interaction
between work, stage and beholder as an effect that is experienced.67 The effect of Dada
action, as Benjamin still felt it some twenty years after the event, was akin to that of a
missile or an instrument of ballistics, “it jolted the viewer, taking on a tactile [taktisch]
quality”68 leaving the spectator dazed and confused, reeling at the sustained intensity of
the visual arrays.

the author has felt, presuming a one-to-one transmittal as a telegram might be sent, which is different from
the act of the audience’s own collective and individual meaning-making. Ultimately, Tolstoy lauds the
infectiousness of art as a positive project to produce harmonious union among people and does not posit a
role for this transmission to create oppositional or subversive actions. (Interestingly, Tolstoy’s operation of
infectious art depends on the sincerity of artist, comparable to Austin’s requirement for the sincerity of the
utterance as a performative transaction.)
65

Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, translated by Gregory Elliott (London and New York:
Verso, 2009) and The Politics of Aesthetics. The Distribution of the Sensible, edited and translated by
Gabriel Rockhill (London: Bloomsbury, 2014).
66

Micaela Deiana, “Handle with Care: The Influence of New Institutionalism on collection displays in
Italian contemporary art museums,” Stedelijk Studies 5 (Fall 2017):1-17. Accessed June 3, 2018
https://stedelijkstudies.com/journal/handle-care-influence-new-institutionalism-collection-displays-italiancontemporary-art-museums/
67

Several readings have been useful: Wolfgang Iser on the phenomenal approach to reception, The
act of reading: a theory of aesthetic response (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1978);
Roland Barthes on personal subjective responses to photographs in Camera Lucida. Reflections on
Photography, translated by Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981); Jonathan Culler on the
subjective construction of knowledge in Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of
Literature (London: Routledge, 1975); and Jill Bennett on affect and participatory spectatorship in
Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005).
68

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, Essays
and Reflections, edited by Hannah Arendt and translated by Harry Zohn (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
World, 1968 [1936]), 238.
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The concept of affect is a cathartic reaction, an intensity of emotional feeling; it can
run the gamut from a pleasurable jouissance, a sudden orgasmic bliss or shocking
outrage. The concept is most closely bound up with the idea of emotional intensity as
expressed by Roland Barthes’ term punctum (puncture) and, a decade or so earlier, by
Lacan as tuché (trauma point). Barthes, writing on the viewing of straight photographs in
Camera Lucida, calls the punctum “this element which rises from the scene, shoots out of
it like an arrow, pierces me.”69 In his eleventh annual seminar, “The Unconscious and
Repetition”, delivered at the École normale supérieure in 1964, Lacan outlines the
concept of tuché as an unexpected and potentially painful irruption of the Real into the
smooth functioning of the unconscious where symbolic order is produced.70 Hal Foster
characterizes this traumatic intervention as “a rupture less in the world than in the
subject—between the perception and the consciousness of the subject touched by an
image.”71 More recently, Caroline van Eck has traced the history of the cathartic effect
of the sublime in oratory and art, noting Longinus’ remark: “A well-timed flash of
sublimity shatters everything like a bolt of lightning.”72 Van Eck examines the term
ekplexis (to strike, confound, paralyze, or invoke fear, surprise, or amazement) as a
phenomenon in which the subject becomes enthralled. It is the experience of seeing that
produces affect in the audience: “Statues or paintings do not by their vivid lifelikeness
miraculously dissolve into the living being they represent. Instead, they excite living
beings, and thus recreate not their presence, but the experience of their presence.”73
Bal argues that without this profound emotional penetration, the rhetorical address
of an intellectual idea (such as argumentation seeking social reform or redress) cannot
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take hold. She positions the experience of affect rather than the specific political
propositions as the critical component in engaging spectators:
[…] intensity without particularizing expression, so that the viewer can experience the
affect on her own terms. Only then can affect be relational, the experience of art subjective,
and art still be political. Indeed, by using the medium of affect rather than thematizing
affect, [the work] enters the domain of political efficacy.74

In this way, Bal maintains, the event work must address the viewer in an intensely
affective and visceral way that brings the viewer into the awareness of his/her political
space; it cannot posit a specific political position to be effective.75 Moreover, as Irit
Rogoff stresses, it is the viewer/visitor who is in dynamic movement with the work as
installed, whose attention is or is not engaged, and who has the agency to look at, or to
look away.76
The entirety of my study here examines the validity of this assertion, and the
affective implications and limitations of various performative strategies that do, in fact,
address real-world issues in a radical way that Jill Bennett terms practical aesthetics. For
Bennett, the political is not in the theme but the collision point, a means of inhabiting the
event’s affect produced by the space itself.77 Affective transactions (between objects in a
gallery, between subjects and subjects or between subjects and events) create new spaces
that are by definition transdisciplinary.
As Diane Drubray asks provocatively, can we say that “being human” is the new
business of museums?78 Martha Nussbaum, writing in Upheavals of Thought offers a
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theory of emotions best conceived of as thoughts; fostering emotional connection by
focalizing an object can lead to an entirely new way of seeing.79 This model has been
adopted by several institutions, for instance, by the MOMA series Quiet Mornings, held
each Wednesday morning where visitors may arrive early for quiet reflection and guided
meditation:
[…] we encourage visitors to take time to look slowly, clear your head, silence your
phones, and get inspiration for the day and week ahead. From Impressionist canvases to
minimalist structures, enjoy the serenity of being surrounded by modern and
contemporary artworks during this intimate event. A drop-in meditation space with be
provided, with guided meditation sessions […]80

There is also an emergent trend to consider the potential of museums to foster happiness.
In her book How Art Can Make You Happy, Bridget Watson Payne reframes the lay
public’s artgoing experience as one fuelled by (collectively shared) aesthetic or
educational objectives to one of a deeply personal therapeutic nature involving
introspection and emotional catharsis.81 Kiersten Latham has a different take on this,
asking if we need a positive museology, envisioning a museum environment that fosters
joy, compassion, connection, understanding, personal growth, and self-efficacy:
Positive Museology then, focuses on human flourishing in museal contexts, that is, in
those spaces and places where humans and objects interact in meaningful ways. Using
positive concepts, theories, approaches, applications and intentions, we can work towards
making the museum a place for people to flourish, for well-being, mindfulness,
compassion, gratitude, resilience, strength of character.82

While it for now remains unclear how Latham’s conception of positive
museology works in practice in terms of museum operations, the function of the museum
as a locus for “contemplation and quiet reflection” remains largely intact, while also
recognizing its capacity to engage emotions.
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In this space-apart-from-life, there should be no infection in the form of intrusions
from vita activa, which explains in part why Heartfield’s participation in the 1920 Dada
exhibition marks a kind of rupture, an erasure of artificial boundaries keeping art and life
in separate realms. Until the democratization of the museum experience beginning in the
1960s83, this contemplation-apart-from-life has belonged to a privileged class, those with
the requisite leisure time to engage in non-purposeful viewing; the forming of aesthetic
judgement has belonged to a more rarefied subset with a knowledge of art history and the
means to access important collections as collector, curator or dealer. The public museum
was constituted by its makers (public officials, art experts, trustees and patrons) as a site
for the education of the citizens of a democratic society and is designed to function as a
mode of education and marker of a “higher” civilization. In this model, the museum is
invested with the ambitious ideals inherited from the Enlightenment and the regard for
the artist as a special citizen connected to the processes of creativity, imagination and
freedom. The powerful mechanisms that ground the authority of the museum are
conferred to the objects it has selected, catalogued and displayed. In this model, the very
idea of the museum, distinct from the encounter of the contents consigned to it, is
positioned as the locus of human self-liberation: as participants, it is where we behold the
diversity of the human imagination and bind ourselves as citizens to the larger notion of
civilization through our participation in aesthetic contemplation. Above all, in contrast to
the relative critical freedom afforded by specific temporary exhibitions, the operations of
the museum serve to foreground the authority, and to some degree, the acceptability, of
the material culture contained within. Curatorial choices also frame the parameters of
interpretation of the works contained therein. For instance, a history or science museum
may present objects and works with a great deal of accessible contextualization; most art
museums, including the National Gallery of Canada, provide minimal information
beyond the artist name, title of the work, date and medium. In the absence of an
explanation of what the work is about, and how it relates to its neighbours in the same
gallery, is for the beholder to decipher.
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For the visitor, the museum is a place for looking, in a sense apart from the zone
within the object frames, a pictorial space. But the place for looking also has other
constructions of space that are not necessarily distinct from one another. The museum is
an ideological space borne of historical circumstance and present-day institutional
practice, as well as a constructed space of social practices. The presentation of political
art therefore does not occur in an empty or neutral space, white cube or otherwise, but
into a heavily programmed discursive environment, sacralized, David Gopnik suggests,
as a sanctuary for plunder or a national mausoleum, and more recently, as a utopian
“machine” for public education or consumer mall featuring art and non-art attractions. 84
Other models, such as that advanced by Rancière, position the museum less as a
sanctuary or treasure chest and more as a space that promotes self-directed discovery and
escape from the requirement of incessant consumption.85 Claudia Horwitz, during her
tenure as director of the Mark Rothko Chapel in Houston, Texas, noted the function of
space as a secular site for mindfulness and reflection, a space that asks only that you
remain quiet, so that experience can unfold without distraction.86 Douglas Crimp
proposes a key characteristic of site-specificity as a transitive event, “a displacement of
the viewer’s attention toward the room in which both she and the object occupy. … the
viewer confronts her own effort to locate, to place the work and so her own acting out of
the gallery’s function as the place for viewing.”87
I would argue that the museum, in its display of visual discourses ranging from
identity politics to ecological activism, transforms the “image act” to cult object, and in
so doing re-inscribes these potentially performative images as separate from (real) life, a
place to go when we need to be “cleansed”, as the container of ideas that we cherish but
do not embody. Such contemporary works are vulnerable to recuperation and re-
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presentation within the museum. Here the dangerous tendency on the part of museum
operations is to engulf and display the weapon, which is still not the same thing as
encountering it, and in so doing, graft the social relevance of the visual utterance onto a
renewed societal relevance for the museum. A second danger surfaces which is located in
the critical discourse about these intriguing works that we will meet: because of its extramuseal nature, most of the work falls outside the notice of art discourse; because of its
visuality, it tends to fall outside the notice of political discourse.
As one of the leading proponents of institutional critique, Haacke points to the
role of the museum as a “manager of consciousness,” and its operations contained therein
as part of the “consciousness industry.”88 In this way, the museum is already a political
institution; its invitation to invoke consciousness in the contemplation of works on view
“is not a pure, independent, value-free entity, evolving according to internal, selfsufficient, and universal rules.”89 Haacke’s position has been supported by critics such as
Rosalyn Deutsche, who holds that museum spaces are sites of cultural privilege that
foster the encouragement of contemplation abstracted from historical circumstances, and
Benjamin Buchloh, pointing to the “supposedly all-embracing liberalism of high culture
institutions and of the market [which] may be far more selective than is generally
believed, and that those institutions can be rather rigorous in their secret acts of revenge
and clandestine repression.”90 Haacke himself has stated early in his career: “Artists, as
much as their supporters and their enemies, no matter of what ideological coloration, are
unwitting partners in the art syndrome and relate to each other dialectically. They
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participate jointly in the maintenance and/or development of the ideological make-up of
their society. They work within that frame, set the frame, and are being framed.”91

3. Operations of the Contemplative
In his Harvard lectures, John Austin encouraged his audience to think in terms of the
circumstances of enactment, the reliance on known conventions, the validity of the
person making the utterance, rather than only the literal grammatical construction of
propositions. Austin also distinguishes the illocutionary as the force of the speech act,
and the perlocutionary as the impact of utterance on the hearer: for instance, “by saying I
would shoot him, I was threatening” as distinct from “by saying I would shoot him, I
alarmed him (intimidation)”.92 Austin also outlines three ways in which speech acts
produce an effect on the viewer: first, by securing uptake; secondly, by taking effect; and
thirdly, inviting responses.93
Austin did not envision the creation or beholding of cultural objects in his concept
of speech act, or the museum as a kind of total speech environment. In drawing upon
Austin’s delineation of specific speech act functions, I argue for a mode of address that
we can term the “contemplative”, and indeed, I would characterize the operations of the
contemplative as the most immediately recognizable speech act mode. Works of art are
staged in physical spaces where the public is welcomed to voluntarily take a pause from
other concerns, to behold images that invite our gaze, to engage in sensory stimulation, to
think about the poetic imaginary.
What is the action that contemplating is doing? I will outline the contributions of
Hannah Arendt and Ariella Azoulay to this question and consider their views in the
context of the spectator’s experience in the museum galleries. In The Human Condition
(1958), Hannah Arendt recounts the classical concept of the political public sphere (polis)
presented by Plato and Aristotle (a collective space that came to mean more narrowly the
sphere of commerce and material distribution after the Enlightenment). In this classical
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view, Vita activa is where the political and commercial life of the community is
transacted, a turbulent and unpredictable realm. The complementary inverse to this is vita
contemplativa, a philosophical realm apart from action, the life of the mind. This private
sphere is the locus of respite from the rigours of public life, the domain of private ethical
contemplation.94
From Arendt’s political perspective—also Heartfield’s perspective of the rise of
National Socialism in Weimar Germany and the gradual stripping of rights of the Jewish
population— vita contemplativa is where private reflection and ethical consideration
become connected to the responsibilities of citizenship. The space apart from vita activa
is where we consider our ethical responsibility as citizens, an engagement in critical
thinking and awareness that is taken up subsequently by Habermas. Arendt conceives of a
public realm constructed as an activity of the imagination and of meaning: it is through
our engaged connection to citizenship that we fully realize liberation.95
I would add here that because this definition of vita contemplativa is set apart
from the functionality of the world in the form of commercial or political transactions, it
can be linked to the post-Enlightenment idea of the disinterested nature of art, and the
judgement of taste, beholding of aesthetic experience as a part of the cultivated,
contemplative life for privileged connoisseur. In this way, Arendt’s political model of
the contemplative connects very strongly to one of the historical roles of the museum,
namely, as a reflective sanctuary dedicated to looking at art, purportedly separate from
the utilitarianism of commerce. The strategy of the contemplative as activated within the
discourse of the museum is at once a potent tactic and one inherently problematic, as we
shall see, because the processes of framing and being framed are fluid and relational.
The exploration of contemplation of the image as moral activation is explored by
Kaja Silverman and Ariella Azoulay (to name two examples), linking the practice of
(privileged) aesthetic looking with the direct address of the dispossessed and the
subaltern. Silverman positions the term “the productive look” as a kind of juncture
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between Barthian punctum and Lacanian agency to negotiate between the self and the
subject: we behold objects in the museum perceptually locating them as such, and also
analyze, assimilate, displace or refute what has been presented. Through these stages of
perception, conscious realization, unconscious realization, the beholder’s gaze accrues an
independent momentum or agency.96
Ariella Azoulay continues along this path, specifically connecting dynamic
spectatorship, the act of looking, with engagement in a moral multi-verse that includes
the intertwined subject positions of photographer, image referent, and beholder. In The
Civil Contract of Photography, Azoulay considers the specific practice of documentary
photography in the Middle East, arguing that the image becomes a joint civil space, the
meeting point which binds those affected by violence, oppression and injustice to those
who can work toward its remediation.97 In this context, Azoulay extends Arendt’s
concept of the contemplative in several ways. First, she points out the important
distinction between citizens who possess rights and are governed by the state, and noncitizens who are governed but do not have rights.98 Where subjects in front of the
journalist’s camera are themselves dispossessed of political citizenship (for instance, a
Palestinian refugee, that is to say, a non-citizen), their occupation of visual space asserts
their being-ness, their agency.99 (Recall here Sontag’s trenchant observation from On
Photography: to photograph is to confer importance upon.100) Viewers of these images
behold the existence (literally and politically) of individual non-citizens; they are sutured
into a sphere of intertwined visual and moral perception. For Azoulay, to see is to know, a
renewed conceptualization of the status of photography and its capacity for truth telling.
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The photograph, then, serves to link the seeing and the being-seen, the making of and the
viewing of the image, subjects addressing the viewer and the viewer’s acknowledging
gaze.
Whereas Arendt allows the operations of art and the gaze to continue residence in
the domain of vita contemplativa, Silverman considers the gaze as a form of politicity
providing agency to the subject, and Azoulay widens the scope further, positioning seeing
(looking, watching) to vita activa as actions desirable for basic existence, enabling
survival and propagation of life. “I claim that the gaze is an indivisible part of it [vita
activa], of instrumental activity, of the effort to attain goals and objectives, to become
more efficient and sophisticated.”101 Beyond basic survival, the gaze is also part the
world of knowledge and deployment of action, which Azoulay qualifies as a directed
gaze employed by professionals (and here she names physician, artist, photographer,
policewoman, architect, seamstress or educator). “The discourse of art is a part of [vita
activa] and proposes a framework and tools for professional discourse to discuss images,
including photographed ones.”102
In Azoulay’s theory of the gaze outlined above, the contemplative links the
individual to the collective, and the act of seeing (by the photographer, by the beholder of
the image) with social engagement. I see also a link between the contemplative and
fostering of political justice: Austin’s speech act distinction between describing
(constative) and doing (illocutionary) calls to mind Emmanuel Levinas’ dyad of
descriptive (is) versus prescriptive (should be) language.103 The notion of the
prescriptive itself can have different inferences: for Levinas, the prescriptive is an
101
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oppressive “thou shalt” or “should”, a voice of power to the disempowered, an
impediment to justice; however, for Lyotard, the prescriptive works as advocacy to
change the world, to design justice through for reform.104
By invoking a speaking subject, a set of conventions, a statement and an audience,
we can easily see how this framework could be applied to political image acts. At its most
fundamental level, I would argue that the contemplative not only activates a relationship
between the object and the viewer, but also between the artist as speaking subject and the
viewer, and here it is important to make the link between saying and seeing. Bal, in her
essay “Reading Art?” cautions us not to conflate these two terms, but to see the distinct
action of the participants in the discourse:
Speech act theory is based on the notion that speaking is an act which has an effect,
which can succeed or fail […] The mode of reading images based on speech act theory
rests on the assumed analogy between seeing and speaking. In its simple form, this
analogy is untenable for two reasons: it conflates different modes of perception without
examining the implications of that conflation – thinking and seeing; speaking is hardly
an act of perception – and it conflates different subject-positions in relation to acts –
visually representing, not seeing, would be an act parallel to speaking.105

In this sense, contemplating relates strongly to Austin’s notion of the perlocutionary
effect on the addressee.
The discussion above explores the contemplative as the meeting of performative
speech and activated beholding. This is a good point to consider how Haacke’s
oppositional discourse in the museum performs as an instance of the contemplative as it
frames, and is framed by, a nexus of cultural operations. As visitors to museums, I would
say generally that we enter into designated spaces to look at pictures, and that this act of
looking has manifold layers that comprise both general and specific notions of the idea of
contemplation. Visitors contemplate pictures (or sculptures, video installations or live
performances) in a traditional sense that is perceptual, that is, to behold and consider
works aesthetically, with seriousness and perhaps with judgement. The constituency of
the museum has traditionally been a privileged class enculturated to appreciate the fine
104
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arts. This demographic, as Haacke is keenly aware, is likely also accustomed to the key
motifs featured in Voici Alcan: appreciation of theatre and opera, and of the systemic
flow of capital and commodities.
In the case of Haacke’s institutional critique, the museum is literally “containing”
the work as a displayed commodity; the work is actively resisting interpretation by
pointing to the complicity of cultural operations in political/military operations. Our
position standing before a work, such as Voici Alcan, activates another sense of
contemplation that is discursive: by mobilizing the process of framing the image within
the second frame (or metaframe) of the museum’s performative stage. Each entity “acts”
interpretively in the ideologically charged space: the picture addresses (along with the
opinions, knowledge and biases of the artist), the curator stages a performance (the
operations of the picture’s display), the spectator beholds (along with her opinions,
knowledge and biases).
Museum visitors are the spectators who stand in the crosshairs of these forces,
interpellated as both museumgoers, and as consumers. Paul Valéry notes the active nature
of contemplation, writing “Here in this room, and because I concentrate on this one
thought, the objects about me are as active as the flame of the lamp.”106 Gabriel Rockhill
also addresses the subjective experience of beholding the work, but tilts the emphasis
toward the beholder’s awareness of herself in a “force field”, the nexus of interests
(aesthetic, cultural, economic and political) that constitute the modern museum.107 Mark
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Wollaeger, discussing Haacke in the context of Joycean subversion, argues for the
cathartic effect of employing the visual strategies of dominant discourse to produce a
kind of minor photography: Haacke’s works, he writes, “jolt the viewer into a heightened
awareness of his physical, economic, and ideological entanglement in a network of global
relations that converge on the hitherto ‘neutral’ zone of spectatorship.”108
I will now turn the discussion from the spatial dimension of the experience of the
visitor in the museum to its temporal dimension. Haacke refers to “real time”, a term
derived from social science systems analysis: contemplating is not only the viewing of an
object, but also the subjective experience of time and space. Bal calls this the political
moment, in which the act of contemplation is also one of deceleration, of slowing down
time, so that there is awareness of heterochrony, both the present moment, and also the
duration.109 I would like to point to the sense of simultaneity. At the very moment that
visitors are engaged in contemplating the work, they are aware of their own bodies in
space specifically, and their identity generally. They are perceptually present. The
discussion above has pointed to the overt and covert encoding of the museum space, and
indeed, this is the focus of Haacke. As Bal has argued, this connection between the work
and the viewer dynamically engaged in the space invokes emotional or psychological
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exploration of minor photography in Mieke Bleyen and Hilde van Gelder, “The (De)construction of
National Photography in Minor Photographies: The Case of Marcel Mariën,” History of Photography 35/2
(May 2011):111-122.
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Wollaeger, “Stephen/Joyce, Joyce/Haacke: Modernism and the Social Function of Art,” English
Literary History 62/3 (Fall 1995): 702. See also Brian Massumi writing about the shock of thought; the jolt
does not so much reveal truth as thrust us involuntarily into a mode of critical inquiry; in “Introduction,” A
Shock to Thought. Expression after Deleuze and Guattari (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), xiiixxxix.
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Bal, Endless Andness: The Politics of Abstraction According to Ann Veronica Janssens (London:
Bloomsbury, 2013). Rosalyn Deutsche also makes reference to “presentness” in Haacke’s working method
in her essay “Property Values: Hans Haacke, Real Estate and the Museum,” in Evictions, Art and Spatial
Politics (London and Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996), 159-192. She writes, “the borrowing of ‘real
time social systems’ by Haacke is also connected to ‘presentness’ by having a maximum impact, unleashed
at that moment when it has gained its greatest potential.” (159).
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“distance” or “proximity”, an “emotional deixis”.110 In this mode, the work’s proposition
is not perceived cognitively or with a directed aim, but bodily, emotionally, and this idea
can be linked back to Austin’s distinction of message/sender/receiver in the speech act:
the illocutionary (to produce an effect) and the perlocutionary (the effect on the hearer/
beholder). This liminal moment of now is poised between a memorializing function of
the past, and as an emancipatory moment of the future, a place beyond the social injustice
of the apartheid system.111
With the contemplation of the work, visitors are also made aware that their
existence as singular individuals, and as members of a collective, exists in the same time
frame as the proposition on view, namely, the extraction and export of resources, the
cultural endeavours supported by corporate funding, the state operations using vehicles
manufactured from the raw resources, what Buchloh has called a strategy of
factography.112 His strategy places the spectator into the real space of the work as an
installation, and the real time of the work’s referents to contemporary events (resource
extraction, administration of apartheid, corporate sponsorship of opera). In his
juxtaposition of side-by-side images, and their textual support, Haacke draws attention to
the simultaneity of these things happening in the (near) present of the spectator’s time. As
Jill Bennett writes, “politics do not simply inform the exhibition, but are enacted through
it at the level of material and sensate processes.”113 [emphasis mine] Emilie Sitzia, in her
consideration of the evolving role of museums as a public commons, also points to the
110

See Bal, Double Exposures. The Subject of Cultural Analysis (London and New York: Routledge, 1996)
and Endless Andness: The Politics of Abstraction According to Ann Veronica Janssens (London:
Bloomsbury, 2013).
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Amy Sodaro’s book. Exhibiting Atrocity. Memorial Museums and the Politics of Past Violence (New
Brunswick, Camden and Newark, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2018) discusses many issues germane to
the consideration of Voici Alcan (albeit a single work) in the context of violence and suppression of human
rights, but I see placing the viewer in an immersive experience designed to evoke multiple moments in time
as a key linkage.
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catalytic role that artworks can play, and proposes how the transfer of knowledge can
move beyond (unidirectional) interpretation supplied by experts to (dialogic) self-directed
learning by visitors.114
This is one vector, one way of reading the work. It is also true that even though
Haacke’s work is rooted in the exploration and consequences of systems and historical
specificity, there is also an undeniable materiality and monumentalism to his large-scale
work, and in this way he is also one of the early artists to show large-format photography
in the museum that “holds the wall” in contemporary galleries, rather than ghettoized
limited edition vintage prints shown in smaller photography rooms.115 Enter the
connoisseur. As Sophie Berrebi notes, the notion of the “vintage” print helped to define
and differentiate an authored work from an unprinted negative or later print.116 At the
same time that photography departments become established in major museums
specializing in the acquisition of “pure” historical and contemporary photography as a
unique medium, there is competitive acquisition among contemporary curators (and I see
the NGC acquisition of Haacke’s work as part of this “get the name” game) for “big
pictures” that are considered photo-based more than photo prints. Haacke’s work can in
this way be linked to the directorial mode narratives by Duane Michals and Les Krims
creating fictions through the appearance of seamless reality, and the dramatic cinematic
fabrications of artists of the next generation: Cindy Sherman, Jeff Wall, the Starn Twins,
Joel-Peter Witkin, Gilbert and George, and Barbara Kruger.117 While these works proved
popular with audiences, in part because of tableau-like settings and accessible content
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Emilie Sitzia, “The ignorant art museum: beyond meaning-making,” International Journal of Lifelong
Education 37:1 (2018):73-87. I will return to Sitzia’s model framework, which departs from Rancière’s
“ignorant schoolmaster”, in my concluding remarks about the consideration of emerging participatory
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Douglas Crimp, “The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism,” October 15 (Winter 1980):91-101.
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Sophie Berrebi, “Jeff Wall and Thoughts on Photography,” History of Photography 30:3 (2006):274.
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Enter the connoisseur. At the same time that photography departments become established in major
museums specializing in the acquisition of “pure” historical and contemporary photography as a unique
medium, there is competitive acquisition among contemporary curators (and I see the NGC acquisition of
Haacke’s work as part of this “get the name” game) for “big pictures” that are considered photo-based more
than photo prints.
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referencing already-circulating culture, rather than the specific political punctum of
Haacke’s speech act, they all perform on the museum stage.
Looking back at Voici Alcan from a distance of more than four decades, I think
these concepts of deixis and forcefield are very applicable in the consideration of
Haacke’s practice. The imagery and topicality of Voici Alcan invites emotional
connection to the presentation of trauma (and its history); his factographic method of
recombinant images and texts, referencing both radical avant-garde practice and
contemporary social science, prevents the work itself from sliding into a static historical
past. The facts and systemic conditions presented in Haacke’s visual speech act persist,
even if in other guises118, and the activation by Haacke as the museum’s “manager of
consciousness” make us aware of the connective threads between mercantile
relationships, political power, and global economies. As Susan Sontag observes, “moral
feelings are embedded in history, whose personae are concrete, whose situations are
always specific. Thus almost the opposite rule holds true for the use of the photograph to
awaken desire and to awaken conscience. The images that mobilize conscience are
always linked to a given historical situation.”119

4. A New Context
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Yves-Alain Bois makes this case in “A Conversation with Hans Haacke,” with interviewers Yve-Alain
Bois, Douglas Crimp, and Rosalind Krauss, October 30 (Autumn 1984): 48.
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Susan Sontag, “In Plato’s Cave,” On Photography, 17. John A. Tyson writes about the reception of
Haacke’s work as reproduced in publications, a consequence of relatively infrequent installation of his
work in museum collections (and I would add, including the National Gallery of Canada): “Ultimately, the
logic of institutional critique that characterizes Haacke’s gallery practice extends to his projects in the space
of text: his works trouble epistemological boundaries, question the authority of the frame, and slightly
reprogram their hosts, causing them to transmit politically charged messages. “The Context as Host: Hans
Haacke’s Art of Textual Exhibition,” Word & Image 31/3 (2015):213.
Tyson specifically considers Voici Alcan as a printed work reproduced in Benjamin Buchloh’s article
“Hans Haacke: Memory and Instrumental Reason” printed in Art in America (February 1988) and reprinted
in Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry. Essays on European and American Art from 1955 to 1975, edited
by Buchloh (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000 [1988]), 203-242. He concludes: “Unexpectedly
encountering the photo of Biko’s corpse in the art magazine potentially brings the reader from
contemplation of aesthetics to politics.” (229) Tyson’s remarks consider the exchange of frameworks in the
printed magazine (from aesthetics to politics), in my view, a distinct experience from the gallery encounter
of the large-scale suspended work (the conflation of aesthetic and politics).
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In 2013, Voici Alcan was loaned by the National Gallery of Canada for inclusion in a
major travelling exhibition The Rise and Fall of Apartheid: Photography and the
Bureaucracy of the Everyday, organized under the aegis of the International Center for
Photography in New York. Curated by Okwui Enwezor and Rory Bester, the exhibition
and accompanying catalogue presented nearly 500 photographs, films, books,
magazines, newspapers, artworks and assorted archival documents covering more than
60 years of photographic and visual production that form part of the historical record of
South Africa.120 The curators assembled images from several photographic practices,
and included Voici Alcan as part of the historical record examining the operation and
dismantling of apartheid. [fig. 3-13]
In this new installation of Haacke’s work, it is possible to see the curators’
choices in the framework of the contemplative as a discursive strategy, albeit through a
different lens. In its original presentation in the 1988 National Gallery Canada
installation marking the inauguration of the nation’s new flagship art gallery, the work
displayed as an example the gallery’s international stature through the acquisition of an
important work by one of the leading artists of Institutional Critique. It was also
positioned as political speech, an example of the many efforts beyond South Africa’s
borders to bring attention to the injustice of the apartheid system, and to point to the
complicity of North American corporate interests (and by extension, their shareholders
qua citizens) and also the cultural interests implicated in the discourse of the work (the
Montreal Opera and the National Gallery of Canada).
In the context of its circulation in the travelling Rise and Fall exhibition, Voici
Alcan no longer points to the immediacy of contemplation present when created in 1983
and displayed in 1988, that is, as a catalyst for seeing/looking/watching that enjoins
citizens of a liberal democracy in recognizing themselves as part of the narrative- part of
the problem of apartheid, and its eventual solution. By 2013, the launch of the travelling
exhibition, the project of a South African nation transitioning through juridical reform
and the reconciliation process was well underway. Rise and Fall was dedicated to a
120

The exhibition Rise and Fall of Apartheid Photography and the Bureaucracy of Everyday Life was
presented in the United States, Germany, Italy and South Africa between 2013 and 2015, accompanied by a
comprehensive catalogue edited by Okwui Enwezor and Rory Bester (New York: International Center of
Photography/Munich, London, New York: DelMonico Books, 2013).
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constitutive process of assembling a collective memory, and recovery of evidence from
the traumatic collective experience. Curators Enwezor and Bester positioned Voici Alcan
suspended in the centre of one of the exhibition rooms and surrounded by magazine and
newspaper articles, and documentary photographs concerning the death of Biko as a
pivotal event in the exhibition narrative’s historical timeline.

[fig. 3-13] Hans Haacke’s Voici Alcan displayed as part of the travelling exhibition The Rise and
Fall of Apartheid, 2013

This emplacement strikes me as an important “new move” in the transmedial
presentation of Haacke’s work. The focus here is not on Haacke qua artist, but on the
dialogue of the component of the montage work with other forms of representation of
apartheid, and to a lesser extent, the response of the international community to the crisis
of apartheid. In Rory Bester’s catalogue essay, he cites Walter Benjamin’s “The Task of
the Translator” to ask questions about the picturing the everyday as a form of
witnessing.121 Benjamin stresses the ethical and semantic difficulties in the act of
translation (in the context of translation between languages), asking “is a translation
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Rory Bester, “The Politics and Aesthetics of the Fall of Apartheid,” in The Rise and Fall of Apartheid
Photography, 508-521.
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meant for readers who do not understand the original?”122 In the context of Rise and Fall,
the documentary post-mortem image of Biko printed in newspapers in its mode as
photojournalism is “translated” by Haacke from an evidentiary role to one requiring a
broader critical framework through which to consider the entire violent project of
apartheid. Haacke migrates the circulation of the image from the everyday space of
newspapers into contemplative space of poetics. With the shift from present to past time
in this instance, there is, I believe, a shift also in how we come to understand the
contemplative, transformed from an event of awakening and call to action, as discussed
in the work of Rosler and Haacke, to another way of understanding the contemplative,
that is, as a mode of slow thought. In contradiction to the constructive nature of political
art as a call to action, slow thought is the process of healing the trauma produced by
rupture, as Vincenzo Di Nicola argues, whether it resides in an individual or a social
body. 123
In this chapter, I have undertaken a close reading of Haacke’s Voici Alcan in
order to explore how the operations of the museum intersect with the operations of
critical practice. I have proposed the term the contemplative as a performative frame
through which to anchor this discussion. I will turn next to consider a specific project by
Polish-Canadian artist Krzysztof Wodiczko, examine it as a photo-based montage in both
a graphic and filmic sense, and propose the term the interpellative to define the artist’s
performative approach working outside the museum in the literal public sphere.
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Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,’ in Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books, 1969
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Vincenzo Di Nico, “Slow Thought: A Manifesto,” Aeon February 27, 2018. Accessed February 28, 2018
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Krzysztof Wodiczko, The Bundehaus Projection, Bern, 1985
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Interpellative: Wodiczko’s Public Address

The artists discussed in the preceding chapters—Heartfield, Höch, Rosler and Haacke—are
linked by a shared strategy of detaching and reforming disparate two-dimensional photographic
images, and complementing these new hybrids with a textual component within or adjacent to
the image field. Yet, their technical approaches, staging a modality of performative speech are
each distinctive in their own way. I have discussed their projects through the Austinian lens of
proposing distinct kinds of speech acts: in the consideration of image acts, I have suggested a
new taxonomy of speech acts: the combative, the integrative, and the contemplative.
In this chapter’s discussion, I will introduce another mode of image act by examining the
ephemeral light projections of New York-based Polish émigré Krzysztof Wodiczko. I have
chosen work by Wodiczko in this study because of its unorthodox position as a multimedia,
ephemeral, extra-museal form of montage. I regard these works as instances of the rhetoric of
interpellation, or hailing, to a civil community in both literal and discursive public spaces. By
creating an oppositional public sphere in real space that attracts crowds of spectators to
projections over multiple evenings, Wodiczko’s work constitutes a particular kind of montage
practice that introduces an addressivity directed toward the collective experience rather than the
operations of individual contemplation examined in the discussion of Haacke’s work.
Wodiczko’s projections enjoin the body of architectural buildings and monuments to the body
politic: his practice also invites meetings or collisions between the timeless and the ephemeral,
the sanctioned and the forbidden, the gaze and the beholder. I argue that Wodiczko attempts to
retrieve the potency of collective agency of Giambattista Vico’s concept of sensus communis1,
lost in the spectacle of the private sphere, fetishized in the culture through enticements to be at
once solitary as the heroic individual (fashion, celebrity) or the isolated hermit (solitary
obsession with television and computer).
1

See Giambattista Vico, The New Science (1725), translated by Thomas G. Bergin and Max H. Frisch (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1948). Vico posits sensus communis as a kind of communal experience shared through
active engagement in the process of governance, later developed by Jürgen Habermas as the theory of
communicative action: The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989).
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Wodiczko has been celebrated for his activist industrial design work addressing
marginalization, homelessness, xenophobia and migration2, but his acclaim was initially based on
his projections of photographic images onto buildings, memorials and heroic statuary. Wodiczko
trained as an industrial designer in Warsaw, and like many of his contemporaries exploring
conceptual art in the early 1970s, his concerns were twofold: the poststructuralist critique of the
spectacle, politics and capitalism, and the intersection of performance, subjective experience and
the machine systems. In 1976, he was appointed artist-in-residence at NSCAD (the Nova Scotia
School of Art and Design in Halifax), and thereafter moved to Canada, working in several
established art schools before eventually relocating to New York.3
Wodiczko’s nocturnal projections of the 1980s and 1990s were carefully crafted in the
studio and projected onto public monuments and buildings he had chosen at his “subjects” at
night. He employed both covert and overt techniques in his creation of local disruptions,
inserting alternative, critical readings of each site’s ideosis, a term defined by Wodiczko as the
space where dominant political options hold sway over individual choices4, whether in Toronto,
Bern or Jerusalem. Wodiczko’s works are symbolic and literal “illuminations” which are
dramatic and spectacular in nature: they are constituted by the appearance of an ethereal, foreign
“body” or specific image(s) from a vocabulary of readily accessible visual icons (e.g., a missile,

2

Wodiczko’s exploration of object design that is at once practical, poetic and critical is featured in the Homeless
Vehicle projects: See Krzysztof Wodiczko, Critical Vehicles: Writings, Projects, Interviews (Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press, 1999); Rosalyn Deutsche, “Krzysztof Wodiczko’s Homeless Projection and the Site of Urban
Revitalization,” October 38 (Fall 1986):63-98; Adele Horne, “Public Address: Krzysztof Wodiczko,” Spot (Houston
Center for Photography) (Fall 1993):8-9.
For Wodiczko’s projects that address migration and xenophobia (discussed ahead in Chapter 6), see Marc James
Léger, “Xenology and Identity in Critical Public Art: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s Immigrant Instruments,” Parachute 88
(Oct, Nov, Dec 1997):14-21; Rosalyn Deutsche, “Sharing Strangeness: Krzyzstof Wodcizko’s Ægis and the
Question of Hospitality,” Grey Room 6 (Winter 2002):26-43; and Krzysztof Wodiczko, edited by Duncan
McCorquodale with contributions by Dick Hebdige and Denis Hollier (London: Black Dog Publishing Limited,
2011).
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Wodiczko, like the other non-Canadian artists Haacke, Sekula and Rosler discussed in previous chapters, also had
a connection to the Nova Scotia School of Art and Design as a part-time instructor and represented Canada at the
federal outreach gallery, Gallery 44, in New York. He discussed this period in “A Conversation with Krzysztof
Wodiczko,” with Douglas Crimp, Rosalyn Deutsche, and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, October 38 (Winter 1986), 42-43.
For analysis of his early Polish works, see Andrej Turowski, “Wodiczko and Poland in the 1970s,” Art and Public
Domain. Public Address: Krzysztof Wodiczko, edited by Peter Boswell (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 1992), 2635, and detailed biographical notes in the (unpaginated) appendix.
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Andrzej Turowski, “Wodiczko and Poland in the 1970s,” 27.
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a bowl of fruit, a padlock) onto buildings or monuments, themselves historicized and resonant
with cultural and mythological significance. Wodiczko has employed both covert and overt
techniques in his creation of local disruptions, inserting alternative, critical readings of each site.
His strategy is to make visible what he calls the monument’s “ideosis”, a porte-manteau term
formed from the words ideology + disease. He also makes reference to another pathological
connation in the term “necro-ideological function” referring to the dormant (dead) ideology of
monuments, which are frequently themselves addressing the subject of the dead.
We must stop this ideological ‘ritual’, interrupt this journey-in-fiction, arrest the
somnambulistic movement, restore public focus, a concentration of the building and its
architecture. What is implicit about the building must be exposed as explicit; the myth must be
visually concretized and unmasked. The absent-minded, hypnotic relation with architecture
must be challenged by a conscious and critical public discourse taking place in front of the
building.5

Long connected to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the October press group,
Wodiczko speaks and writes prolifically about his work, and his position in relation to theories of
seeing and of political structures. A former citizen of the Eastern Block, he refers in his practice
in particular to the writing of Chantal Mouffe and Michel Foucault concerning the critique of
social systems, as well as to post-Marxist critique and the writings of Antonio Gramsci, Jürgen
Habermas, Emmanuel Levinas, Étienne Balibar and Giorgio Agamben.6 Wodiczko’s work
draws on all of these writers through the pragmatic mapping of theory to practice, involvement in
the public sphere and collective engagement, and making space for the voice of the marginalized,
in projects that address homelessness and (im)migration.7
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Krzysztof Wodiczko, "Public Projections," Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory 7, (Winter-Spring
1983):187.
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Justyna Wierzchowska, “Performing the Return of the Repressed: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s Artistic Interventions in
New York City's Public Space,” European Journal of American Studies [Special Double Issue: The City] 10/3
(2015):1-14. Wodiczko’s interventions on the theme of the excluded and homeless were specifically cited as
examples of tactical media by Geert Lovink: “The ABC of Tactical Media,” Nettime (1997). Accessed June 15,
2018 https://www.nettime.org/Lists-Archives/nettime-l-9705/msg00096.html
7

Wodiczko is a voluble speaker and prolific writer: many of his earlier assessments of critical theory and
avant-garde art (as well as its successors) are collected in Critical Vehicles: Writings, Projects, Interviews
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1999).
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Much of the literature about Wodiczko emphasizes the term public address, and one can
readily locate the elastic and polysemic nature of this term. As a performative strategy, public
address refers to the live event phenomenon fostering a dialogic political discourse in the public
sphere, a speaking to an assembled crowd through a kind of visual vandalism or “graffiti” that
intercepts the rhetoric of the public space itself. Also, the sites chosen for his works, such as
Trafalgar Square in London, Bunker Hill in Boston or the Hirshhorn Gallery in Washington, are
geographically situated at real public addresses within the context of the urban organism. A
second, related term is art in the public domain, a term that Wodiczko himself has applied in
founding a graduate programme at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology with the same title.
Again, this term supplies manifold inferences. It brings to mind that the idea of public art, which
is its own specialized “department” of artistic production, and often (and notoriously)
implemented via a collective entity such as a public body or committee that makes formal
decisions on behalf of the public good on commissioning permanent installations.8 Public
address also invokes the idea of the work being in the public domain in the legalistic sense, so
that it seems free of individual intellectual property rights. For instance, when the copyright has
expired on photographs, we refer to them as being in the public domain, that is, free from the
strictures of use by a stipulated entity. Although Wodiczko’s projections have been created
through the invitation from a gallery or museum to create a site-specific project, his work
appears to possess characteristics of the practices of both public art (sanctioned) and art in
unestablished channels (forbidden). On one hand, he appropriates or custom creates each image
proposed for the work in the studio and applies for permission in advance from public or private
officials to project images far beyond the gallery walls, onto the surface of selected buildings or
monuments for an audience of passers-by. On the other, Wodiczko practices a kind of urban

8

A collection of writing about direct public engagement and the advent of critical “new genre” public art is found
in the anthology edited by Suzanne Lacy, Mapping the Terrain. New Genre Public Art (Seattle, WA: Bay Press,
1995).Rosalyn Deutsche critiques the privatizing agenda of public art commissions as part of a urban revitalization
strategy: “As a practice within a built environment, public art participates in the production of meanings, uses, and
forms for the city. In this capacity, it can help secure consent to redevelopment and to the restructuring that makes
up the historical form of late capitalist urbanism.” “Uneven Development: Public Art in New York City,” Out
There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, edited by Russell Ferguson (Cambridge, MA and New York:
MIT Press and the New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1990), 111-112.
Wodiczko’s Homeless Vehicle project critiques this phenomenon by proposing a multi-function modular mobile
“home” for the homeless: the vehicles point to the de facto privatization of public space and the creation of
homelessness as a result of systemic construction policy rather than individual social problem.
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graffiti that leaves no discernible physical trace but endeavours to alter the observer’s response to
the site and its political implications through identification and engagement of the subject. In the
examination that follows, I will draw out how public address is activated in Wodiczko’s work,
and how he uses interpellation as a political speech act.

[fig. 4-1] Wodiczko, projection on the School of Architecture Building, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1981

1. The Body
The attack must be unexpected, frontal, and must come with the night when the building,
undisturbed by its daily functions, is asleep and when its body dreams of itself, when the
architecture has its nightmares.
This will be a symbol-attack, a public psychoanalytical séance, unmasking and revealing the
unconscious of the building, its body, the ‘medium’ of power.9

In Wodickzo’s statements about his public projections, he draws attentions to the building as a
kind of “found object” entity that is the permanent physical substrate upon which his selected
images are temporarily projected. These buildings encountered at night (and sometimes also
monuments or even entire sites) are interpreted/revealed as somnolent organisms of state power,

9

Krzysztof Wodiczko, “Public Projections,” Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory 7 (Winter-Spring
1983):187.
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dreaming their nightmares of repression, and thus vulnerable to exposure. He often visually calls
attention to architecture as a “body”, revealing the innately anthropomorphic characteristics of
the built environment (head, body, limbs). It is nearly always a male, authoritarian and
militaristic persona that appears as if it was previously hidden in the inert materials. In this way,
he activates the operation of montage in the transition from dormant to animate (and eventually,
a new hybrid state: the charged afterimage).
Wodiczko’s 1981 projection onto the School of Architecture Building at the Technical
University of Nova Scotia in Halifax [fig. 4-1] consisted of projected (male) hands resting on the
cornerstones at the entrance steps, with the doorway and large Palladian window dramatically
backlit to identify the persona of the building and its larger rhetoric as the gendered domain of
architecture. This anthropomorphic conversion creates an entity with a strange head (double
glass doors) and hands resting on the arms of a massive seat. It’s (con)frontational posture,
suggesting an enthroned male authority or judge, recall the colossal seated figure of Abraham
Lincoln by Daniel Chester French situated on Washington’s National Mall. This mutation also
animates the latent codes of the campus building, so that as a body it synecdochically represents
not only the specific department (architecture) but also the school and the profession. In a later
work, Wodiczko projected an enormous hand with cuff-linked shirtsleeve onto the AT&T Long
Lines Building located in Manhattan’s financial district. [fig. 4-2]
The projected image, which appeared on the north face of the building, forty stories up on
November 2, 1984, four days before the United States presidential election, was derived from an
existing, published photograph of then-President Reagan taking the oath of allegiance. The
projection onto the building switches out the gesture of loyalty of the patriot’s beating heart for
fealty by American’s privileged class to maintain its own corporate interests. As Ewa LajerBurcharth remarks,
By creating a spectacle in which a fragment of the governing body, the presidential hand, was
asked to stand for corporate business, Wodiczko offered a suggestion about the class identity of
those forces that – hidden under the guise of God, State and Nation – are the actual receivers of
the pledge of allegiance.10
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Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, “Understanding Wodiczko,” Counter-Monuments: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s Public
Projections (Cambridge, MA: MIT List Visual Arts Center, 1987), 47.
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[fig. 4-2] Wodiczko, AT+T Building projection, New York, 1984

[fig. 4-3] Wodiczko, Duke of York’s Column, Waterloo Place, London, 1985
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The Duke of York’s Column at Waterloo Place projection that took place in London in 1985
[fig. 4-3] made reference to a bitter mineworkers’ strike in Wales in 1984 protesting the planned
closure of twenty coal mines and the loss of 20,000 jobs. The work consisted of three elements:
on the steps of the monument were projected images of crowds of British mineworkers; at the
base of the column, tank treads appeared; and above the tanks, two male hands crossed in a
gesture of (false) modesty, unmasked the towering war monument itself as a violent phallus.
Wodiczko explains his strategy in using this gesture:
The absent-minded, hypnotic relation with architecture must be challenged by a conscious and
critical public discourse taking place in front of the buildings. Public visualization of this myth
can unmask the myth, recognize it on the street, can observe and celebrate its final formal
capitulation. This must happen at the very place of myth, on the site of its production, on its body
– the building. Only the physical, public projection of the myth on the physical body of myth
(projection of myth on myth) can successfully demythify the myth.11

In this operation of arousing a somnolent sensus communis and revealing its systemic underpinnings, Wodiczko is constructing an entirely new context for the intersection of the constructed
body (architecture) with the cognitive body (community). The live event becomes the animation
of the body’s gesture to “demythify the myth” and form a powerful, new reading of both the
familiar, permanent site, and the foreign, ephemeral image which is conflated onto it.12 This
“poetics of authority”13 embedded in the myths of historic commemoration and civic purpose are
illuminated, revealed and negated, is described by Walter Benjamin in his essay “The
Storyteller”.14 Benjamin posits a role for the storyteller as the carrier of cultural truths that
exceed temporal and geographic boundaries. It is the performer whose travels transcend social
boundaries, and the artisan who employs accessible forms of communication. Wodiczko reveals
the hidden by literally shining light in the darkness of night, and profits from the absence of its
bureaucracy, asleep and unaware, unmasking the myths that arrest individual and collective
agency.

11

Krzysztof Wodiczko, Artist’s Statement, “The Method of Projection,” Between Here and There. The Memory of
Disruption. (Sao Paolo: Archimemoria, 1986).
12

See a discussion of Wodiczko’s “bodily confrontation with architecture”, see Nick Kaye, Site Specific Art:
Performance, Place and Documentation (London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 33-41.
13

This term comes from the title of Alisa Maxwell’s 1982 exhibition catalogue Poetics of Authority: Krzysztof
Wodiczko (Adelaide: Gallery of the South Australian College of Advanced Education).
14

Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Work of Nikolai Leskov,” Illuminations, edited by Hannah
Arendt and translated by H. Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 83-110.
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Wodiczko’s technique is rooted in the cultural predisposition toward the spectacle. The
dramatic nocturnal illumination is akin in technique and scale to urban billboards, neon signs,
and Jumbotron messages deployed for a mass, urban audience. Wodiczko describes the difficulty
in shifting one’s “focus”:
Slide projections mean, for most people, a ‘slide show’, a multi-image spectacle … they had to try
to see the relation between the image and the architectural form. At first, people don’t see
architectural structures as images in themselves; they seem them as physical surfaces, as screens for
the projection.15

The spectators—bystanders whose presence is a response to a notice about the event through art
and media channels, as well as passers-by in the course of their transit through the city—are
awake and aware during the monument’s nocturnal unconscious state. They are an audience to
the architectural creatures’ masked narratives. They are called to witness this unmasking, and in
so doing, to consider their own role in the denial or affirmation of the previously uncontested but
ever-present myths forming the status quo. Wodiczko’s ephemeral projections align with
Austin’s characterization that the performative work cannot be an object; it hovers, as Austin
notes, like fire between an event and a thing.16 In this way, it is the viewers who “make” the
work and in turn, are altered by the work.17

2. The Bundeshaus Projection
Wodiczko’s destabilization of the semiotically charged built environment through his
projections, also brings to mind Henri Lefebvre’s understanding of city monuments as public act,
as well as public art, and of monumentality itself as a technique for domination over human
scale:
Monumentality … always embodies and imposes a clearly intelligible message. It says what it
wishes to say – yet it hides a great deal more: being political, military, and ultimately fascist in
character, monumental buildings mask the will to power and the arbitrariness of power beneath
signs and surfaces which claim to express collective will and collective thought.18
15

Krzysztof Wodiczko, quoted in “A Conversation with Krzysztof Wodiczko”, 25.

16

J.L.Austin, Sense and Sensibilia (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 8.

17

Mieke Bal, Endless Andness: The Politics of Abstraction According to Ann Veronica Janssens (London, New
Delhi, New York, Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2013), 34.
18

Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, translated by D. Nicholson-Smith. Cambridge, MA and Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991 [1974]. The original text from section II 12 reads: La monumentalité impose toujours une évidence
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In 1985, Wodiczko was commissioned by Jean-Hubert Martin, then director of the Kunsthalle in
Bern to mount a projection in the Swiss town in conjunction with an exhibition Martin was
organizing under the title Alles und noch viel mehr [Everything and More]. Wodiczko later
recounted that he arrived in Bern and conducted his research by querying the habitués of local
bars as to their suggestions for remarkable features of the city.19 Wodiczko was struck by the
nonchalance his respondents demonstrated in recounting that all the gold of Switzerland resided
in a vault beneath a parking lot in front of the Swiss Parliament Building, the Bundeshaus, itself
a prominent tourist attraction located in a central urban area. Accordingly, he decided to
assemble his equipment, including a powerful xenon arc projector in this parking lot in front of
the Bundeshaus, which is flanked on the remaining three sides of the square by the Swiss
national bank, the canton bank, and the city bank.
On three consecutive evenings, 12–14 April 1985, Wodiczko projected just one single
motif onto the pediment of the Parliament Building, a single eye:
I figured no one would object to the image of an eye, and at the same time they wouldn’t have to
know that the eye would change the direction of its gaze, looking first in the direction of the
national bank, and then at the canton bank, then the city bank, then down to the ground of the
Bundesplatz, under which is the national vault containing the Swiss gold, and finally up to the
mountains and the sky, the clear, pure, Calvinist sky.20 [figs. 4-4, 4-5]21

lisible ; elle dit ce qu’elle veux; elle en cache beaucoup plus. Politique, militaire, à la limite fasciste, le monument
abrite la volonté de puissance et l’arbitraire du pouvoir sous des signes et surfaces qui prétendent exprimer la
volonté et la pensée collectives.” La Production de l’Espace (Paris: Anthropos, 2000 [1974]), 168. This point is
discussed by Nick Kaye in Site Specific Art: Performance, Place and Documentation (London and New York:
Routledge, 2008): “It is precisely against this masking function that Wodiczko's practice is directed. Inscribing on to
the monument that which it hides or silences, Wodiczko unveils the complexity of its architectural, ideological or
political subtexts, complicating a reading of the city's signs.” (34)
19

Krzysztof Wodiczko quoted in “A Conversation with Krzysztof Wodiczko,” by Douglas Crimp, Rosalyn
Deutsche and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, October 38 (Fall 1986):50.
20

Ibid. Note the discrepancy between the artist’s description of the sequence, and the variation presented in fig. 4-1
published in the October article.
21

It should be noted here that also in 1985, Wodiczko chose the pediment of another building upon which to project
a charged image: this projection happened in the context of a two-evening public projection on planned for Nelson‘s
Column in Trafalgar Square, London. The event was commissioned by Canada House (Canada’s High
Commission), situated in one of the stately Georgian style buildings bordering the square, adjacent to “neighbours”,
Britain’s National Gallery of Art, and across from South Africa House. I will return to this installation later in this
chapter.
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It is important to point out that, in this passage, Wodiczko’s references to “no one” and “they”
indicate the bureaucrats from whom formal permission was sought to stage the projection event:
by withholding the fact in the project proposal of the eye’s change of gaze, a gesture indexical to
the entire meaning of the work, Wodiczko was able to make the proposal for his projection
appear to be innocuous and thus evaded further scrutiny on the part of city officials. In this sense,
we can locate the juxtaposition of a visual speech act that is at once sanctioned (an image
projected onto a specific site) and yet also transgressive (by omitting the detail about projecting a
dynamic sequence of images, the message which would be apparent to spectators). In this sense,
his use of juxtaposition as a strategy is first located in the conflation of planning/implementation
and official/subversive in the very construction of the work. While the projections do not break
laws per se, they attempt to break ideosis. The visual signs themselves are not forced onto the
façades of state and corporate property, but the exposé produced by the mutability of the original
myths is enforced.

[fig. 4-4] Wodiczko, The Bundehaus Projection, Bern, 1985
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[fig. 4-5] Wodiczko, The Bundehaus Projection, Bern, 1985

Another key juxtaposition is the site of architecture/memorial as a site of the body and of
the body politic. The projection sequence creates a collision, conflates the authoritative
permanence of the substrate (the building, the monument) with the projected icon to destabilize
the homogeneity of its narrative. Juxtaposition is also located in the selection of the materials,
essentially light/stone: a mixed-media approach consisting of a series of static images,
rendered as a slow-motion animation through the projection of light onto the very material
surface of a monumental building. The work conveys a sense of stability via the physical solidity
of the substrate upon which a project is located.22 This practice of montage, between the twoand the three-dimensional, provides a new dimension to the selection of works in this study, a
new strategy in the creation of visual/physical rupture pushing the boundaries of seam and
seamlessness.23
Wodiczko, again, anthropomorphizes the building, this time by projecting a single eye,
creating a kind of architectural Cyclops. (I will refer henceforth to this monstrous eye as the
Eye—a specific, sited Eye to distinguish it from a generic or human eye.) It is important to
22

See also Rosalyn Deutsche’s commentary on another “dynamic sequence” in Wodiczko’s Homeless Projection,
38.
23

See Sophie Berrebi’s discussion of the dislocation/reinsertion of images from an originating context to projection
onto three-dimensional surface in the work of Alexandra Leykauf in “Exposing the Seams of Pictures,” Lieber Aby
Warburg Was tun mit den Bildern? Vom Umgang mit fotografischem Material. Museum für Gegenwartskunst,
edited by Eva Schmidt and Ines Rüttinger (Heidelberg: Kehrer Verlag, 2012):203-207.
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understand how this work, an image conflated onto a building, constitutes a kind of
photomontage that performs three focal points: surveillance, anxiety and blindness. Located at
the pinnacle of the bank building, and framed within its pediment, this disembodied Eye looms
over the assembled crowd and initially appears all-seeing and all-knowing, with associations to
icons of theosophical mysticism, to the signifier of gold in the Masonic symbol of the eye
imbedded in a pyramid (and prominent on American currency), as well as invoking a major icon
of Swiss identity with reference to the soaring heights of Bern’s surrounding mountains.24 The
trope of the omnipotent Eye, and the connection between the gaze and governance, is also
located in Jeremy Bentham’s perpetual surveillance tower and the ubiquity of state surveillance
in George Orwell’s novel 1984.25
Rather than being static, this Eye is dynamic: it makes physical and semantic connections
visible as it selects its field of vision. Each of these gazes, and the “blinks” that separate them,
contain a distinct significance.26 In the first part of the sequence, the Eye addresses its referents:
the objects in the periphery and directly ahead. The cyclopean Eye of the state (political power)
first shifts its gaze between the surrounding sites of commerce (economic power), and then to the
parking lot, beneath which resides the national vault containing the gold. The conflation of the
Eye onto its architectural background, and the (con)sequence of its gaze, constitutes yet another
montage between the fictive field of vision and the actual field of relations between the Swiss
parliament, and the (international) economic forces that determine the real value of the space.
The eye that surveys is rooted throughout the history of image-making as an index to both the
dominant human sense, and to divine metaphysics.27
24

Rosalind Krauss’ The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1993) is a fascinating study
about looking, subjectivity and the operations of seeing. She locates the all-seeing eye within the tradition of
Euclidean geometry, and its uptake in the composition of Renaissance painting located symbolically as the
vanishing point of parallel lines. (213-214)
25

John Tagg, The Burden of Representation. Essays on Photographies and Histories (Amherst, MA: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1988). Tagg refers to Jeremy Bentham’s 1818 proposal before a parliamentary proposal for a
model institution “in which each space and level would be exposed to the view of another, establishing a perpetual
chain of observations which culminate d in the central tower, itself open to constant public scrutiny.” (85) One also
thinks of the ubiquity of modern closed circuit surveillance, particularly as used as a deterrent to crime in Britain.
Since 1991, Canadian artist Cheryl Sourkes has been appropriating images from web cams and live video streams
found on the internet: See Cheryl Simon and Cheryl Sourkes, Public Camera (Canadian Museum of Contemporary
Photography, 2007). Finally, a kind reader of an earlier version of this chapter helpfully points out that the Great
Eye of Sauron surveilling Middle Earth is featured in the Lord of the Rings novels/movies.
27

See Bent Fausing, Synet som Sans [Sight as Sense]] Copenhagen: Tiderne Skifter, 1995). The eye as
iconographic element is found in several examples of photomontage and film of the 1920s and 1930s (Alexander
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This sequence of the Eye’s gaze can be considered as a kind of photomontage in two
ways: first, through the spatial condition of one element (an eye) conflated onto another (the
pediment of a parliament building); and secondly, through the temporal condition which suggests
kinetic sequence, a selection or ordering of a sequence of scenes, as in cinematic practice. The
very term projection itself is polysemic, referring most immediately to conflation of one thing
over another, but also to the presentation (performance) of projected slides and to film
screenings, and to psychological displacement.
In this latter instance, we can discern also an association via wordplay as homophone
projecting as Eye/projecting an I. This animated sequence of the Eye’s gaze transforms its
powerful authoritative gaze into a gesture of anxiety, the neurotic gaze of the Eye of governance
anxiously glancing around it. [Victor Burgin’s notion of oscillation is germane here: referring to
Freud’s definition of fetishism as a scopic process built around vision, disavowal, the frozen
moment, and repetition, Burgin argues that the spectator of photographs is likewise in the
position of shifting, between recognition (of the photograph as representation) and disavowal (a
belief that the photograph/projection is in some way real.28] The backdrop formed by the
brickwork seems to create a bloodshot glancing around it effect in the “white” of the Eye, further
emphasizing its neurotic state. Wodiczko himself linked this sequence back to the trauma of the
human body, likening its agency to a half dead hospital patient, completely paralyzed, and
only able to move his eyes.29 As a political body, its anxiety is borne from a recognition of the
responsibility of governance, as well as its privileges, an accountability of democratically elected
representatives referenced in the Latin inscription below the pediment “CURIA
CONFOEDERATIONIS HELVETICA” (Swiss Union Senate). Therefore, the authority of the
State is not accountable unto itself, but to the polarities of the seemingly placid yet secretive

Rodchenko, Man Ray, Herbert Bayer, Luis Buñuel). It is featured as an architectural element in Broodthaers’
sculptural construction Building (Les Yeux) (1966): the tiered structure is filled with jam jars filled with cut-out
images of eyes, resulting in a total seeing device. See Wouter Davidts’ analysis of the work in the context of
museum design as spaces for seeing in “Art Factories: Museums of Contemporary Art and the Promise of Artistic
Production, from Centre Pompidou to Tate Modern,” Fabrications [The Journal of the Society of Architectural
Historians, Australia and New Zealand] 16/1 (2006):23-42.
28

Victor Burgin, “Photography, Phantasy, Function,” in Thinking Photography (London: Macmillan, 1982):177216.
29

In conversation with Hans Baldauf, Baker Goodwin and Amy Reichert, “Projections, Kryzsztof Wodiczko,”
Perspecta 26 (1990):285.
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banking institutions on either side of the square, to the real and symbolic community of
spectator/citizens before it.
The recurring themes of surveillance, state power and anxiety also appear in one of
Wodiczko’s post-9/11 works If You See Something… (2005). [fig. 4-6] The title comes from the
oft-repeated exhortation by American Homeland Security authorities: If you see something, say
something, a motto that ostensibly encourages constant vigilance and suspicion of visible
minorities and presumed immigrants generally, and Muslims and Arabs specifically, as a
potential source of terrorism.30

[fig. 4-6] Wodiczko, If You See Something…, 2005

30

In practice this policy is a conduit to report anything about anybody. A notable example is the Texas
schoolteacher who, in 2015, reported a Muslim student’s science project (a homemade analogue clock) as a potential
bomb threat. Fourteen-year-old Ahmed Mohamed was arrested and detained by authorities after his teacher noted
that he was a “weird little kid” who could have a future in crime.
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The installation marked a departure from Wodiczko’s then-established practice of episodic
nocturnal projections onto monuments and buildings: If You See Something…— a series of
projections onto the four walls of the darkened exhibition space of Galerie Lolong in New York
City— was Wodiczko’s first large-scale indoor video projection.31 Through frosted windows, we
catch glimpses of indistinct figures and fragments: each projection (or scene) is accompanied by
an audio narrative relaying anxious and causal moments in which appeals are made or
confidences revealed, based on true experiences narrated by those who relate their experiences as
the war on terror touches the lives of thousands of ordinary people.32
In this work, listening is privileged over seeing as the principal spectator/auditor experience: the
covert surveillance of anxious governmental agencies, the overt listening of the gallery visitor,
creates a charged environment where we become implicated as both authority and suspect.
In the discussion above, I have pointed to significance of Wodickzo’s prosthetic eye as it
shifts its gaze in successive projected slides. As authoritative beholder (static slide) or nervous
observer (sequence of four slides), in either instance, the Eye is occupied with seeing. At the
same time, as Wodiczko programs the operation of the projector so that each version of the Eye
appears in sequence, there is a moment when the projector’s aperture closes, in effect, the Eye
“blinks”. This is the moment of blindness, of interiority, of selection. The blink does not fulfil
the need of the human eye to lubricate itself or to filter dirt: the blink of Wodiczko’s mechanical
Eye refers to the liminal boundary between each destination of the Eye’s gaze, its condition of

31

Nicole Leigh Mahan has argued that this controlled artistic environment resulted in greater impact than the
artist’s outdoor projections by transforming observers into complicit eavesdroppers of the recorded audio
conversations. “Krzysztof Wodiczko’s ‘If You See Something…’: Counter-Memory and the Role of the Artist in
Post-9/11 America.” Master’s thesis, Florida State University College of Arts and Sciences, 2010. As I did not
attend this installation, it is difficult for me to support or refute her well-articulated argument, but I would respond
by noting that the measuring of relative impact in itself poses substantial methodological issues, such as the
composition of viewers as a comparatively small group of self-selected gallerygoers versus large crowds that include
a substantial proportion of passersby, to name just one. Issues in the development of behavioural science instruments
through which to measure and define subjective audience experience is itself a significant area of debate within
academia and the art community.
32

See Dora Apel, “Technologies of War, Media, and Dissent in the Post 9/11 Work of Krzysztof Wodiczko,”
Oxford Art Journal 31.2 (2008), 261-280, and Nicole Leigh Mahan, “Krzysztof Wodiczko’s ‘If You See
Something…’: Counter-Memory and the Role of the Artist in Post-9/11 America.” Master’s thesis, Florida State
University College of Arts and Sciences, 2010. (At the time of this writing, in the early days of the Trump
Administration, the net is again cast wide to interrogate and disrupt the lives of American citizens as well as
students, doctors, patients, translators, temporary workers, and family members from outside the country caught in
the net of suspicion, to cite only a few of the disquieting examples covered by news media.)
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“not-seeing”.33 It is at once all-seeing and not-seeing: as Krauss notes in her remarks about
Derrida and the eidetic, this Augenblick (blink of the eye) is the realm of the unconscious, the
surreal, the locus of desire.34
I have also introduced in the above discussion the basic components, and implications, of
a specific projection by Wodiczko. I have focussed on the illocutionary construction of
Wodiczko’s visual speech act, drawing out the ways in which the anti-material montage
(projected light plus building surface) extends the promise and potency of Dada cut-and-paste
subversion discussed earlier in the examples of Heartfield and Höch as the generation of a minor
language to speak back to dominant discourse. In the next section, I will move the discussion
from message sending to message receiving and address the perlocutionary effect of Austin’s
speech act model: the experience of the spectator in this performance. I will examine the ways
through which the beholder participates in the events in which the processes of interpellation and
counter-spectacle can produce identification and activation from in its audience.

3. The Interpellative: Art that Calls Us into Community
Wodiczko summons citizens to active engagement in a democratic community, that is, to awaken
the agency of the individual in order to resume collective vigilance over civic or political affairs.
As a specific type of speech act, the interpellative has been taken up by several influential
contemporary thinkers whom I consider relevant to Wodiczko’s practice. The term is usually
linked to the writing French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser as parole interpellative:
I shall then suggest that ideology “acts” or “functions” in such a way that it “recruits” subjects
among the individuals (it recruits them all), or “transforms” the individuals into subjects (it
transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I have called interpellation or hailing,
and which can be imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other)
hailing: “Hey, you there!”35

33

Wodiczko’s projection precedes, and does not directly address, public discourse regarding the Nazi appropriation
of Jewish gold, and “sheltered” in purportedly apolitical Swiss banks, which gathered intensity around 1995.
Mounting international pressure forced the open discussion of Switzerland’s banking secrecy laws, its wartime
record, and the principle of neutrality on which its national identity is based. Nomi Morris with Jo-Anne Velin,
“Nazis, Gold—and Justice: Swiss banks confront their past,” Maclean’s (11 November 1996):32.
34

Krauss, The Optical Unconscious, 215.

35

Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Toward an Investigation),” Lenin and
Philosophy and Other Essays, translated by Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971),174.
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In Althusser’s model, the term derives from a judicial model in which a representative of the
state addresses a citizen in a way that compels a reply. Althusser develops the term in order to
demonstrate how ideology is not simply an illusion or false consciousness masking the “real”
nature of society but is instead a material system of social practices, which he terms ideological
state apparatuses.36
Interpellation is also introduced in a negative sense through literary theory in the writing
of Roland Barthes and Kenneth Burke as an alternative to persuasion: the rhetoric of
interpellation, “the ideological trick” of such a rhetoric, is that it presents that which is most
rhetorical, the existence of a community or of a subject, as extrarhetorical, that is, beyond the
argument through a presumed constitution of subjects.37
Wodiczko uses interpellation in a more positive sense of public address38. In a 2003
interview with Patricia C. Phillips, Wodiczko stressed his alignment with the ideas of Chantal
Mouffe in the belief of democracy as an always unfinished project and he positioned the role of
the artist as an abrasive actor who instigates new political frameworks.39 Wodiczko’s later
practice addressing the agency and trauma of displacement through global migration, and the
recovery of identity in projects such as Alien Staffs (1992) realizes Mouffe’s emphasis on
multivocal engagement in the public sphere, on the importance of speaking, and also of listening.
Austin’s model of a theory of action is predicated on a shared understanding of conventions,
more than this, it demands a hegemony of linguistic interaction so that speaker and hearer are
aligned in the conventions of speech, which is of course culturally determined and diverse; when
these are not contained, utterances risk going awry, or misfiring. Mouffe’s position advocates for
36

Ibid. See also Ross King, “Interpellation,” Encyclopedia of Contemporary Literary Theory, edited by Irena R.
Makaryk (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993), 566-567.
37

Maurice Charland, “Constitutive Rhetoric: The Case of the Peuple Quebecois,” The Quarterly Journal of Speech
Volume 73/ Number 2 (May 1987): 133-150. Charland cites a reference in the Petit Larousse illustré (1979) noting
that the term is also used to refer to questioning of ministers by members of parliament and to the formal address of
a judge or bailiff as part of a legal act, in both instances, the person who is interpellé is under some constraint to
respond. The term enters literary theory through Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley/Los Angeles:
University of California Press: 1950); and Roland Barthes, Mythologies, translated by Annette Lavers (London:
Grafton, 1973).
38

Krzysztof Wodiczko, “Strategies of Public Address: Which Media, Which Public?” Dia Art Foundation
Discussions in Contemporary Culture, edited by Hal Foster (Seattle: Seattle Bay Press, 1987), 187-193.
39

Patricia C. Phillips, “Creating Democracy: A Dialogue with Krzysztof Wodiczko,” Art Journal 62/4 (Winter
2003):33.
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a theory of action that consciously disrupts convention, to create an ensuing misunderstanding
which then serves as the basis for discourse and active listening. It is in this framework that I
consider the interpellative as a strategic framework for Wodiczko’s earlier projection: not calling
us into a singular or hegemonic community, in an Althusserian sense, but framing fragmented
and contested constituencies into a public space of discourse.
The use of interpellation in Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic model is perhaps the most
intriguing for Wodiczko’s practice. In considering the Lacanian model of the gaze, as interpreted
by Kaja Silverman40, I locate a number of interesting parallels with the Wodiczkean model.

Lacan’s model

1

2

subject’s gaze

object

other’s
returning
gaze

subject as
observed object

surveys the world from an
invisible transcendental
position

locates the subject
within visibility,
confirmation of self

both processes occur simultaneously:

3

other’s
returning
gaze

subject’s gaze

the object of our gaze “looks” back at us
from precisely the site of those others
whom we attempt to subordinate to our
visual scrutiny

contested
terrain

[fig. 4-7] Mapping Lacan’s model of dialogic field of vision [diagram by the author]

40

See Kaja Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the Margins (Routledge,1992) and “The Gaze” in Threshold of the
Visible World (New York and London: Routledge, 1996), 125-162.
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As Silverman argues, Lacan establishes a dialogic field of vision in Four Fundamental Concepts
of Psycho-Analysis in which the subject acts as the point of origin of the gaze, but is in turn acted
upon, or constituted within the field of vision.41 [fig. 4-7] In this paradigm, the subject, that is,
our eye constructs an image in relation to the object so that it surveys the world from an
invisible, transcendental position. [position 1] In Lacan’s alternative model, the subject (us) is
also within the field of vision in the other’s gaze: we are therefore located within visibility as a
confirmation of self. [position 2] Lacan argues that both models intersect so that both processes
occur simultaneously: “the object of our gaze ‘looks’ back at us from precisely the site of those
others whom we attempt to subordinate to our visual scrutiny”.42 [position 3] We are therefore
already implicated: as subjects under the gaze of the object, we are both spectator and image.
Let us now return to the arrangement of the Bundeshaus projection and construct a
diagram that represents Wodiczko’s model. [fig. 4-8] Here, in considering the Lacanian model of
the gaze, I locate a number of interesting parallels with the Wodiczkean model.43 Wodiczko
installs his projector in the square before the Bundeshaus; the “live” audience encounters the
projection from a position behind the projector (the aperture of the projector present as yet
another oculus) and sees the Eye projected onto the pediment of the Bundeshaus. [position 1]
Next, Wodiczko animates the montage sequence of the Eye, so that its symbolic gaze is
deployed: the Eye “looks” at the surrounding banks, at the gold beneath the Bundesplatz (and by
extension, also at us, the audience), and finally up to the sky. [position 2] In this stage, we are
within the field of the Eye’s gaze. As these two models intersect, Wodiczko develops a
discursive intersection: he has now “illuminated” the (pre-existing) ideological gaze of the Eye,
and summons us (the presence of others), imbricated through “hailing” to contest the gaze of
governance. [position 3] The Eye of the pediment finally becomes also the object of our gaze. In

41

Jacques Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W.
Norton and Co., 1978).
42

Silverman, “The Gaze,” 133. See also Slavoj Žižek for a Lacanian reading of the (dis)embodied gaze in the films
of Alfred Hitchcock: “In His Bold Gaze My Ruin is Writ Large,” Everything You Wanted to Know about Lacan…
(but Were Afraid to Ask Hitchcock), edited by Slavoj Žižek (London: Verso, 1997), 211-272.
43

I am indebted to Kaja Silverman for her helpful analysis of Jacques Lacan’s theory, Four Fundamental Concepts
of Psycho-Analysis, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1978): Male Subjectivity at the
Margins (Routledge, 1992) and “The Gaze” in Threshold of the Visible World (New York and London: Routledge,
1996), 125-162.

Chapter 4 The Interpellative

214

this way, there is a confrontation between the “living” eyes of the projector and its human
audience, and the “dead” Eye of the pediment that appears to have been arrested
photographically and mechanically reanimated.

Wodicko’s model

1

2

crowd gathered in
Bundesplatz

picture on
Bundeshaus

Wodiczko installs projector
in Bundesplatz: project Eye
onto pediment

projector

governance of bank
operations
and national assets

The Eye
(symbolic gaze
of the state)

Wodiczko animates montage to
activate the gaze in four directions
Ideological agenda of the state is
made visible

projector

“presence of others”

3

citizens
state power

the mortifying gaze of citizens contests the
ideological gaze of governance
both are hailed as actors in this
oppositionality

interpellation

[fig. 4-8] Mapping Wodiczko’s model of dialogic field of vision [diagram by the author]

Terry Eagleton’s links the Lacanian psychoanalytic model of the subject to Althusser’s
political application of interpellation through ideological state apparatuses44and this is also done
by Wodiczko: the projection at once renders openly visible operations of power (Althusser’s
ideological state apparatuses) and constitutes a means for newly (re)empowered subjects-ascitizens to speak back to them. In Silverman’s analysis of Lacan’s dialogic field of vision, the
gaze is thus transformed from a “memorializing” function into a “mortifying” gaze45; Wodiczko
wittily refers to the deadness or ideosis as “necro-ideological”.46 The beholder’s presence before
44

Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory. An Introduction, (Oxford: Blackwell/Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis
Press, 1983).
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Silverman, in reference to the films of Harun Farocki, “The Gaze”, 137.
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the Bundeshaus projection, to the illumination of the Eye and the significance of its intermittent
“blindness”, acknowledges and condemns the ideology of the state apparatus of political and
economic control.
In the Bern projection, there is, in fact, a double spectacle. The projector does its job: it
projects light but also imputes critique onto the surface of the Parliament Building. The Eye
cannot actually “see” but points to the objects of its gaze indexically throughout the
choreographed sequence. 47 Wodiczko’s projection is constructed as a narrative to be
encountered by a mass audience: the simple icon of the eye transforms the space into a text to be
“read”, for its meanings to be discerned. Wodiczko first constructs the narrative as given above,
then he reveals how this narrative is deliberately obscured and hidden from being seen.
Ironically, it is this condition of darkness that makes possible what is normally hidden during
daylight hours. The work becomes a critique of both the manifest narrative and of its occlusion
from public view: Wodiczko uses the icon of the eye and its spectatorial properties to render
visible the invisible.
In a powerful sense, the projections speak to a vox populi: Wodiczko summons citizens to
the carnival, to realize the dreadful presence of the grotesque, to acknowledge its poetics as an
active and destructive force. Wodiczko’s sign combinations awaken a dormant critique within
the mind of the viewer, substituting the visual sign with a mental one after the projection is
concluded. Something, indeed, has been broken: the spell of the myth. By gathering citizens in
the public sphere, Wodiczko attempts to revive a lost sensus communis, narcotized by the force
of spectacle, to reactivate a participation that was once dynamic and potent.48
The appeal of this approach is not limited to oppositional work. I think here of the
monumental projection I have twice visited: Fountain, by Spanish artist Jaume Plensa, is a public
space video installation/interactive fountain at Chicago’s downtown Millennium Park. [fig. 4-9]
47

One could also link this double-gaze manoeuver to film theory: the shot/reverse shot editing technique of film
theory: “The first shot as it were opens a hole in the spectator’s imaginary relationship with the filmic field. This
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(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016 [1974]), 119.
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The fountain consists of two 50-foot glass block towers at each end of a shallow reflecting pool.
The towers project video images from a broad social spectrum of Chicago citizens, a reference to
the traditional use of gargoyles in fountains, where faces of mythological beings were sculpted
with open mouths to allow water, a symbol of life, to flow out. The interaction by children and
adults alike is joyful and playful: between mid-spring and mid-fall, water pours over the flat slate
surface between the towers. (The images remain on view year round.) The vibrant sense of
community (even for out-of-town visitors) is fostered first, it seems to me, by becoming more
informal through the removal of footwear and through the physical relief of cooling water; there
is also a connection of shared sensory experience among strangers, of acknowledging one
another’s reactions, of an experience in which everyone can participate as a consequence of
thoughtful universal design, regardless of status or even physical ability, as wheelchair-mobile
persons and babies (and/or pets) in strollers sprint through the splashing water.

[fig. 4-9] Jaume Plensa, Fountain, Chicago Millennium Park, 2000
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Wodiczko’s nocturnal projections are neither designed for interactivity or play in this
way. Through hailing, he compels their response, that is, an active engagement and participation
once again in the public sphere. Indeed, this concept recalls the classical notion of the good
citizen participating in viable democracy through the principles of action.49 He endeavours to
lead his audience not to adopt or adhere to a certain proposition, although many of his “speech
acts” are specific in nature, but to a realization that their complacent silence is acquiescence, that
they can become active in choosing or refusing a poetics.

4. Counter Spectacle
Wodiczko’s interest in the oppositional potential of performance—the possibility of the
subversive, the unknown and the spontaneous associated with crowds and live events—owes
something, it seems to me, to his formation in a repressive, censorious environment, his interest
in the student uprisings of the 1960s, and his coming of age as a conceptual artist through the
phenomenon of “happenings”. (Alexander Kluge notes that the term “oppositional public sphere”
dates to the Paris protests of May 1968, perhaps more appropriately as a counterpoint to a
degraded pseudo-public sphere.50)
By introducing the technique of an outdoor slide montage and the immediately recognizable
language of popular imagery, the Public Projection can become a communal, aesthetic counterritual. It can become an urban night festival, an architectural ‘epic theatre’, inviting both
reflection and relaxation, where the street public follows the narrative forms with an emotional
engagement and a critical detachment.51

Wodiczko’s own statements are aphoristic and situate powerful systemic forces as the locus of
control in society, as in the manifesto-style writing of Guy Debord.52 This control, which is
mediated by images, is concentrated on the spectacle, that moment when commodity becomes
the total preoccupation of social life.53 In such a culture, as Wodiczko experienced in Reagan
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and post-Reagan America, capitalist-driven consumerism is evidenced in the relentless profusion
of vapid spectacle in the form of advertisement and mindless amusement.
Wodiczko has chosen as his arena solid structures in the world outside the art gallery
walls; his projections are similarly accessible and invite participation by a wide range of nonspecialists: the works are free of text and rely on simple icons for clarity, for instance American
and Soviet missiles chained together at Grand Central Plaza, a swastika on the pediment of the
South African Embassy, the Eye of the Bundeshaus projection. The projections are in publicly
accessible places, not in more specialized locations such as the art gallery or cultural centre and
are freely accessible to all passers-by.
The basis for Wodiczko’s work is the projection of photographic images, which are more
common in the daily lives of average people than are paintings or sculpture. The form of the
projections, as well as the macrocosmic subjects of the content (militarism, gentrification,
distribution of wealth, race relations), are derived from concerns articulated from, and specific
to, the local community.
Since the 18th century at least, the city has operated as a grand aesthetic curatorial project, a
monstrous public art gallery for massive exhibitions, permanent and temporary, of environmental
architectural ‘installations’; monumental ‘sculpture gardens’; official and unofficial murals and
graffiti; gigantic ‘media shows’; spectacular social and political ‘happenings’; state and realestate ‘land art projects’; economic events, actions and evictions (the newest form of exhibited
art); etc., etc. To attempt to “enrich” this powerful, dynamic art gallery (the city public domain)
with ‘artistic art’ collections or commissions – all in the name of the public – is to decorate the
city with a pseudocreativity irrelevant to urban space and experience alike.54

Rather than perpetuating a theatre of spectacle, which would only habituate the viewer further
into an apathetic delirium, Wodiczko posits his projections as counter-spectacle, as a jolt freeing
the viewer from mute acceptance of the historicizing mythologies toward revelation and
freedom. As he states, “slide projectors must be switched off before the image loses its impact
and becomes vulnerable to the appropriation by the building as decoration.”55 In this way, the
observations of M.M. Bakhtin on the role of the carnivalesque are useful to consider.56 For
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Wodiczko, as for Bakhtin, the notion of the carnival is an entirely urban phenomenon centred in
the town square. This is the public space where official culture resides, where “architecture has
its nightmares”. The periodic influx of citizens into this space constitutes a confrontation of
official with unofficial culture, indeed, where they are dialectically connected. In this
environment, we become acutely aware of the polarity that calls these two oppositions into
dialogue. In this sense, Wodiczko plays the role of Bakhtin’s jester or simplex, provoking the
crowd by revealing or unmasking the grotesque nature of official culture: by alienating the
familiar, Wodiczko exposes the normative as the truly grotesque, its excessive, unattractive
character disguised in the privileged politesse of the routine, the quotidian.
Wodiczko’s project(ions) depart from Bakhtin’s notion of the carnival in an important way
by the absence of humour to oppose the decorum of official culture. For Bakhtin, as for Rabelais
and later the Situationists, merry-making, the inversion of the high seriousness of systemic power,
is a necessary component in successful mockery or blasphemy. Although Wodiczko is personally
humorous in his direct dialogue about his work, the use of symbol itself is composed of a matching
decorum. His goal is not to invert the solemnity with which power is amassed and deployed, but
to negate its myths, to decompress them. His work does employ irony, which is effective as a
strategy of the powerless against the powerful. By using the artifacts and motifs of the dominant
culture, Wodiczko reveals and distorts the meaning of these symbols, or better put, distorts the
existing distortion to provoke spectators into dispelling the dormant but powerful mythology of
the site or building.

5. Afterimage
In her essay “Making Art as if the World Mattered”, art historian Suzi Gablik traces the
development of the role of art from a narcissistic structure of the self toward community-oriented
art production with reciprocities of a social world: she identifies the categories of art as mirror,
art as hammer, art as furniture and finally, art that calls us into community, which is where she
situates Wodiczko’s practice.57 The ephemeral occupation of the public sphere during each
projection invites an identification of a lost or compromised social identity, as well as
57
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destabilizes the authority anchored in buildings, monuments and public spaces. The ability to
project images in public spaces is dependent in large part on careful planning and premeditation,
sanctioned by the relevant authorities. The artist 1) applies for, and receives, advance permission
to use specific architecture as the basis for his work; 2) is sponsored by recognized cultural
entities who finance the events as part of their programming; 3) works within a recognized
professional discipline.
While the artist studies the local area, interviews residents to determine the prevalent
political concerns, selects a building or monument and then creates the specific photographic
images that will form the projection, he cannot control its reception once it has begun in real
time.

As he suggests, his intervention is designed to continue long after the projection event

itself:
In fact, in many ways the power of the projection can be better understood when the projectors
have been switched off. Something has been broken – at least for those who know the building,
who work in the building, who grew up looking at this building. For those who saw the projection
– even for only five minutes – the building will never return to its original power. For them, the
[building’s] mask has been stripped away; the building has lost the power of its costume. And, on
the following evenings when the physical projection is no longer there, another projection takes
place – a mental one.58

What has been witnessed by spectators/participants during the nocturnal event (and the
subsequent discourse about it, such as media attention) also harkens to a future moment: what
has been seen cannot be unseen. Once the projectors are shut off, the afterimage resides in the
consciousness of individuals, and continues to haunt the site. In this sense, Wodiczko’s event
goes beyond Austin’s total speech situation. Judith Butler, writing about performativity, notes
that the moment of performance is in itself a condensed historicity: “it exceeds itself in past and
future directions, an effect of prior and future invocations that constitute and escape the instance
of utterance.”59 Kati Röttger, writing about theories of spectacle, references the term from
classical theatre—peripeteia—signifying a turnaround or reversal in the narrative: “With this
reversal, time itself is turned around. It condenses and builds up: a time of the now, which strips
the past of its logic, leaves the future open. This moment of peripeteia can therefore be
58
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understood as an open situation, as a space of opening.” (author’s italics)60 This elasticity of
spatial and temporal dimensions, and of continuity of the agency of the event addressing both a
past and future moment, is a strategy I noted in Chapter 1 with Martin Krenn’s 2016 installation
Remembering Anti-Fascism, an intervention at the St. Lorenz (Austria) memorial space through
the installation of large metal fabric “billboard” featuring a reproduction of Heartfield’s 1933
AIZ photomontage Deutsche Eicheln [German Acorns]. Krenn has stated “[…] it becomes clear
that history politics is not so much related to the phenomenon of just forgetting what once
happened, it is an active act of remembering as well as of excluding the remembrance of certain
history events.61
History politics is also a fundamental component of Onondaga Iroquois artist Jeffrey
Thomas’ intervention pointing to historical representations of “Indianness”: his photographic
series Scouting for Indians (1992) is both a documentation and advocacy project addressing
Ottawa’s monument of Samuel Champlain and his kneeling Indigenous (Anishinabe) scout. This
sculpture was created by Hamilton MacCarthy in 1918 and portrays an imagined moment in the
“discovery of the New World”, a discovery that is dependent on guidance of newcomers from
the already-there communities. Both the figure of Champlain and that of the Indigenous scout are
occupied in the act of looking, although with culturally distinct modes of analysis: Champlain
using his astrolabe, and the scout through direct observation. In the wake of Thomas’ extensive
use of the sculpture and its prominent site as iconography in his photographic work, Canada’s
federal agency responsible for the aesthetic appeal and historical interpretation of the nation’s
capital eventually agreed to re-position the scout figure a short distance away, now framed as a
pre-colonial self-determined carrier of knowledge, looking across the cliffs to the Ottawa River
independent of Champlain’s navigation.62 [figs. 4-10, 4-11] The original plinth where the scout
60
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was situated remains unoccupied to mark the presence of absence, and acknowledges the gesture
of reconciliation in the re-siting of the Indigenous figure.
In Wodiczko’s history politics, the alien presence of counter-symbols is a strategy of
resistance, a vandalism inscribed is physically ephemeral but mentally indelible. But can this
work be considered as civil disobedience? Hannah Arendt posits that civil disobedience is

[fig 4-10] Jeffrey Thomas, Urban Scout, 2001
[fig. 4-11] Jeffrey Thomas, Hamilton McCarthy’s 1918 monument featuring Samuel de Champlain with
kneeling figure of Anishinabe scout below

enacted by the individual in the name and sake of a group, as one who disobeys publicly.63 The
notion of civil disobedience is difficult to support knowing that the projections are promoted in
advance through printed invitations produced and sent by the sponsoring institution to its mailing
list (artist, culturecrats, art patrons). For instance, a projection event was commissioned for
Trafalgar Square by Canada House (Canada’s High Commission), and formally announced. [fig.
4-12] On the second night of the projection event, Wodiczko projected an image of a swastika

catalogue and interviews with John Ralston Saul, Chantal Hébert, John Ramlochand and Marion Dewar (Ottawa:
Ottawa Art Gallery, 2003). My ASCA colleague and Ottawa friend, Brenda Lafleur, has considered Thomas’ work
in her doctoral dissertation “Imaging Settlement and Displacement. At Home in Ka-na-ta.” (University of
Amsterdam, 2013).
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onto the pediment of the adjacent South Africa House. He later recalled:
I did not say exactly what I was doing. That’s one issue. Another debatable issue is whether I
had the right to project a swastika onto the pediment of the embassy, above a relief of a boat
underneath that says ‘Good Hope’.I think I had the full right to do so, but others could debate
this, so I had a lawyer with me with a suitcase of documents. 64

Although this un-sanctioned projection lasted only two hours, images of the event were
circulated and published in the press the next day, as Ewa Lajer-Burcharth recounts, South
African officials summoned the police to stop the projection. They also threatened legal action
against Wodiczko, and demanded an official apology from the Canada House as sponsor of the
original scenario.65 There are limits to the poignancy, the barb, of his attack, so as to avoid
inciting violence, as in a particularly gentle projection of a shepherd messiah on a skyscraper in
Jerusalem. 66
In February 2018, the Hirshhorn Museum planned to restage Wodiczko’s 1988 projection
featuring images of a row of microphones flanked on one side by a hand aiming a pistol toward
the viewer, and on the other side, a hand grasping a lit candle. When bright at night, the
museum’s row of windows suggests a mouth, and with the juxtaposition of the projected images,
appears as a monumental anthropomorphized speaker with hands, positioned before microphones
to further project its utterance. The imagery projected by Wodiczko in its original context
referenced the disconnect in American polemics regarding the right wing support for the death
penalty (image of the loaded gun)—a heavily racialized issue given the high proportion of
African-American males incarcerated— conflated with condemnation of the right to choose
abortion as part of women’s reproductive rights (candle vigils held at abortion clinics). The
image of the lit candle can also circle back to suggest other “pro-life” vigils, those held by antigun, pro-choice advocates, such as those held outside prisons to protest death row executions, or
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to honour victims of (gun) violence.67 The work’s re-presentation was meant to coincide with
the opening of Brand New: Art and Commodity in the 1980s68 and was scheduled for display on
two evenings (February 14 and February 15). On the morning of February 14, a school shooting
at the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, left 17 people dead, and
many more seriously injured, due in part to the choice of a rapid-fire automatic combat weapon.
The Hirshhorn subsequently issued an advisory postponing the Wodiczko projection that evening
and the next evening and Wodiczko appeared to agree with the postponement: “To me, the
silence feels most respectful,” Wodiczko said in a statement. “In this case, not showing the
projection shows respect and sensitivity to the people who suffer from this great tragedy.”69
This example seems to me to be more about the limits of the museum and sidesteps
perhaps the ideal moment for art to re-enter this discourse. Indeed, this example return us to
where this study started, Nadia Myre’s installation of For those who cannot speak: the land, the
water, the animals and future generations at the National Gallery of Canada, where the role of
museum operations as corporate voice profoundly determines the encounter of the work.
Wodiczko’s approach is ultimately at once somewhat utopian and preposterous: as he himself
has stated, it is an impossibility today to be both optimistic and intelligent.70 For Wodiczko,
power is sinister, hidden in the systemic apparatuses that drive modern society.71 With official
approval in hand for an event, he unleashes the subversive power of the sign, inscribing the
intended site with a lethal exposé of the previously hidden relations of power. Wodiczko works
brilliantly within the deadpan Orwellian non-reasoning of bureaucracy: his project proposals are
seemingly innocuous, consisting of monotonous descriptions devoid of the cultural metatheory
packed into each projection target.
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[fig. 4-12] Printed announcement for projections sponsored by Canada House and the Institute of
Contemporary Art, London, 1985
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In a Viconian sense, Wodiczko’s true enemy is the post-capitalist military/industrial
complex72 barbarism wrought by the dominance of technology in the (post)modern world, the
dictates of utilitarianism against the sensus communis. Citizens are reconstituted in public
discourse by hailing the resurrection of individual and collective agency, a transition from
participatory observation (objectifying) and participatory seeing (self-reflexive): as Mieke Bal
argues, only the latter can be called “the political”, the literal and aesthetic space that is shared.73
He presents the dual possibilities of a powerful contestation of the public sphere and an
awakening to participate in it.74 As he unmasks presiding past mythologies, he also seeks to
provide a mechanism to encourage reconciliation and healing. In anticipating this future moment,
where the citizen embraces critical thinking to consider both dominant and contestatory
discourse, it is possible to construe Wodiczko’s strategy of projection as hopeful. In much the
way that Heartfield’s savage caricatures worked on his original audience to foster contestation
and reform, Wodiczko’s disruption creates a kind of conflation or montage between the
performativity of three entities: the original discourse, its critical (photographic) overlay, and its
radioactive pulsating residue (afterimage). Wodiczko’s interpellative strategy is ultimately
regenerative in nature, promoting the coming together in social space, rather than deploying
strategies of alienation; the roving Bundeshaus Eye looks in all directions including the plaza

72

For a more detailed analysis of Wodiczko’s theoretical formation, mapped from his origins in Communist Poland
to his disappoint with Western liberalism, see “A Conversation with Krzysztof Wodiczko,” interviewed by Douglas
Crimp, Rosalyn Deutsche, and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, October 38 (Winter 1986), 23-51. The term “militaryindustrial complex” is a term from the Cold War period of my own childhood, since outstripped by a broader
panoply of global actors identified by the current Occupy Movement. The term originates with American President
Dwight D. Eisenhower in his Farewell Address to the Nation on January 17, 1961: “In the councils of
government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the
military–industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists, and will persist.” Before
that, the concept was defined by Daniel Guérin in his 1936 book Fascism and Big Business, as "an informal and
changing coalition of groups with vested psychological, moral, and material interests in the continuous development
and maintenance of high levels of weaponry, in preservation of colonial markets and in military-strategic
conceptions of internal affairs." See C. Purcell, The Military-Industrial Complex (New York: Harper & Row, 1972).
73

Bal, Endless Andness, 8.

74

It is not clear if Wodiczko subscribes to a Habermasian concept of the public sphere as a dynamic but singular
entity, or as Nancy Fraser has argued in her critique of Habermas, a constellation of multiple spheres to form a
multiverse. See Justyna Wierzchowska, “Performing the Return of the Repressed: Krzysztof Wodiczko’s Artistic
Interventions in New York City’s Public Space,” European Journal of American Studies [Special Double Issue: The
City] 10/3 (2015):1-14, and Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually
Existing Democracy,” Social Text 25/26 (1990):56-80.

Chapter 4 The Interpellative

227

where the night-time observers of the projection are gathered, embracing the elements of the
physical space into a continuous social space.
In the discussion above, I have examined Wodiczko’s projections as 1) a strategy of
photomontage, the projection of the photograph upon an architectural substrate, operating
outside of designated art space at street level, and 2) as an interpellative mode of visual speech
hailing both an actual community of spectators (people at the evening events) and the greater
collective, communities called to critical discourses of history, myth and memory. The
interpellative works as both a form of public address, and also the incantation of social attitudes,
such as belonging. I will turn next to the collaborative practice of Carole Condé and Karl
Beveridge, Canadian contemporaries and colleagues of Wodiczko, Haacke, and Rosler, whose
complex multi-image constructions can be considered as the “I am” declarative stance of
unionized autoworkers as an already-constituted body standing ground against corporate labour
practices. Declaration, like interpellation, has its own multiple dimensions, and I will examine
this performative strategy announcing the existence of a marginalized social body, as well as
advocating that it ought to be recognized.
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Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, “Linda”, from Standing Up, 1980-1981.
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CHAPTER FIVE
The Declarative: (M)oral History in Photo Narratives by Condé and Beveridge
In this study, I have proposed how beholders may be engaged as subjects by political speech acts
in quite distinct ways: to enjoin in refusal (the combative); to admit a range of vantage points (the
integrative); to bring into consciousness through productive looking (the contemplative); and to
belong to a collective community (the interpellative). These discussions of performative images in
the form of photo-based montage works have also noted the implications of the choice of
performative venue: Dada cabaret, book jacket, magazine cover, activist pamphlet, museum
display case, modern gallery, and outdoor “happening” event. I will now introduce another visual
speech act mode: the declarative, as a mode of political performativity that asserts subjecthood and
makes space for disenfranchised citizen segments. Related to this is a consideration of the
potential for uses of space in the “everyday” world for declarative works, and an exploration of
artists specifically associated with exploiting the potential for activating non-traditional spaces,
such as the street, the labour hall, the archive.

1. The Declarative
It is useful to return to Austin’s How to do Things with Words as the starting point for
defining classes of representation as performative speech: Austin distinguishes between utterances
that describe the world in which we live (constative speech) from those which do something
(illocutionary speech). Declaration is a class of performativity that Austin calls “exercitive”, a
constitutive function such as an announcement or proclamation: “Exercitives commit us to the
consequences of an act, for example, naming”.1 Searle, as one of Austin’s principal respondents,
picks up from Austin’s preliminary distinction of speech acts, and refines the operations of the
declarative as a type of formal speech that takes the form and gravitas of an official
announcement.2 He later clarifies that declaration is a statement of collective intentionality (“we
intend”), a social act based on a socio-juridical requirement to acknowledge and accord

1

J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, edited by J.O. Urmson (Eastford, CT: Martino Fine Books, 2018 [1962].

2

John Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969),
23.
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subjecthood, and to respect stipulated conventions.3 The declarative is also a hallmark rhetorical
device throughout history of art, signifying religious and political power, for instance, through
auratic presence (“I am”) in portraiture and history painting.4
Ariella Azoulay, in her essay “The Human Snapshot”, positions Edward Steichen’s 1955
Family of Man exhibition in the context of the United Nations’ 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights: she reads the images featured in the exhibition not as descriptive statements with
universal claims, but prescriptive statements pointing to the what-could-be, the claim to universal
human rights.5 The emancipatory power is not located in what is in the photographs, but in the
collective contents of the exhibition as a whole as a new genre: an act of declaration:
“A declaration is a decree, an order, an edict, or a ruling … it is a verdict made public, a
pronouncement, a promulgation … an assertion, an insistence, a claim, an affirmation, an
assurance, a protestation, an objection, a complaint, a disapproval, a challenge, a dissent, an
outcry, a remonstration.6

The declarative has a particular role in constituting the self, derived from the Cartesian
claim to consciousness as a way of invoking the individual being to calling into existence a
collective. I would argue that declaration does not invite itself so decorously into discourse,
seeking to draw its audience into acceptance of convention. Rather, it proclaims and insists on
space being accorded to it. The announcement of “We are” commands inclusivity and lays claim
to the discursive space where previously there was negation or neglect of the addressor’s right to
occupancy. “The politics of identity,” states Henry Louis Gates Jr., “starts with the assertion of a
collective allegiance. It says: This is who we are, make room for us, accommodate our special
needs, confer recognition upon what is distinctive.”7 Judith Butler identifies declaration as a
radicalizing speech act that asserts the social existence of a being; it is within the possible circuit

3

John Searle, The Construction of Social Reality (New York: Free Press, 1995), 23.

4

See Artistic Strategy and the Rhetoric of Power. Political Uses of Art from Antiquity to the Present, edited by
David Castriota (Carbondale and Edwardsville, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1986).

5

Azoulay “‘The Family of Man’: A Visual Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” in The Human Snapshot, edited
by Thomas Keenan and Tirdad Zolghadr (Fedlmeilen, Switzerland: LUMA Foundation, 2013), 20. For a discussion of
the political implications of descriptive and prescriptive, see Jean-François Lyotard and Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just
Gaming (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985).

6

Azoulay, “‘The Family of Man’”, 37.

7

Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “A Liberalism of Heart and Spine,” The New York Times, March 27, 1994.
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of recognition. The declarative is the creation of a legitimizing platform, an invocation of the
subject’s identity in the public sphere, at once enlarging its own sphere of being and, possibly,
concomitantly diminishing the competitive or negating forces already occupying the discursive
space.8 In this way, I see a link between acts of declaration and Butler’s notion of precarity as
communities claim a portion of social space.9 Groups may organize to assert recognition in the
political process (creating a platform for advocacy) or to form a new political entity (statemaking). For this reason, I recognize the declarative as a recurrent strategy of constitution and
recognition chosen by contemporary image-makers in the public assertion of marginalized
identities: examples that come readily to mind using photo-based images/montages include
Guerrilla Girls’ activism protesting inequality of women in the arts; the ACT UP campaign
seeking engagement to combat AIDS; and more recently, EqualHumanity’s iconic portrait of a
woman wearing an American flag as a hijab to protest the anti-Muslim and anti-immigration
stance of the Trump administration.10

2. The Oshawa Project
The examples cited above share a certain mutability in the total speech environment,
morphing in the public realms between billboard, poster, postcard, magazine graphic and social
media meme. This fluidity of communication modality creates both a discursive and physical
condition of making space for, and is a little-explored aspect of Canada’s most prolific artists
working in the declarative mode, Toronto-based Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge. Oshawa. A
History of Local 222 United Autoworkers of America, CLC11 is a complex work created in
8

Judith Butler, Excitable Speech. A Politics of the Performative (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 5. See
Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Cambridge, MA and New York: Zone Books, 2008); Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory, edited by Patrick
Williams and Laura Chrisman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 66-111; and Jean-François Lyotard, and
Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just Gaming (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985).

9

Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2009).

10

Guerrilla Girls. Confessions of the Guerrilla Girls (New York: HarperCollins, 1995) https://www.guerrillagirls.com
Guerrilla Girls’ activism protesting inequality of women in the arts; Avram Finkelstein, After Silence: A History of
AIDS through Its Images (University of California Press, 2017) http://www.actupny.org the ACT UP campaign
seeking engagement to combat AIDS; and EqualHumanity’s iconic portrait of a woman wearing an American flag as a
hijab to protest the anti-Muslim and anti-immigration stance of the Trump administration.
https://amplifier.org/campaigns/we-the-people/

11

“CLC” refers to the Canadian Labour Congress.
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collaboration with the union local over a period of three years (1982–1984); I will examine images
from the final form of the project, a four-part series of 16” x 20” Cibachrome prints12, synthesizing
interwoven components: recorded oral history interviews conducted with unionized autoworkers;
photographs of staged scenes with actors representing moments in the history of Local 222; within
the scenes, embedded “frames” in the form of props with textual references or iconic historical
images to create a composite made by combining transparencies, masking, and re-photographing
the collages. I will then trace the migration of this body of work between the union meeting hall,
the street, the museum and the archive, which invites exploration of the declarative as political
insistence across a sequence of culturally encoded environments.
Condé and Beveridge lived in New York from 1966 to the late 1970s, and through their
participation in politically oriented discussion groups which raised questions about the artists’ role
in society, they began to consider ways to produce works that reflected this discussion.13 They
returned to Canada after exhibiting their Mao-inspired call to arms, It’s Still Privileged Art, a
series of socialist-realist style frames shown at the Art Gallery of Ontario in February 197614 and
later, in Toronto, participated in emergent artist-run spaces such as the Centre for Experimental
Art and Communication (CEAC).15 They maintained their commitment to explore the
collaboration process by anchoring their practice to sites of economic production, specifically

12

As discussed in the discussion of Wodiczko’s printed documentation, Cibachrome is the brand name of a
photographic support that enables positive colour film-to-positive colour print. The substrate is made of a stable
polyester base rather than a traditional (and permeable) paper base, resulting in superior image clarity, colour accuracy
and long-term preservation.

13

In the late 1960s, Condé and Beveridge were colleagues of Martha Rosler and Allan Sekula in the exchange
between Toronto and New York art circles, and also with British colleagues working with staged and montaged
scenes, Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn. See Martha Fleming, “The Production of Meaning. An Interview with Carole
Condé and Karl Beveridge,” Afterimage 10/4 (November 1982):10-15; and Dot Tuer, “Is it Still Privileged Art? The
Politics of Class and Collaboration in the Art Practice of Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge,” But is it Art? The Spirit
of Art as Activism, edited by Nina Felshin (Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1995),195-220. For commentary on the role of
Condé and Beveridge fostering political discussion, see 3-part video documenting a one-day workshop about the
legacy of their work, Public Exposures. The Art Activism of Condé and Beveridge (1976-2016)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aXLJ8ov2328.

14

Dot Tuer, “The CEAC was Banned in Canada”: Program Notes for a Tragicomic Opera in Three Acts,” Mining the
Media Archive: Essays on Art, Technology, and Cultural Resistance (Toronto: YYZ Books, 2005 [1986]), 74.

15

Dot Tuer, “The CEAC was Banned in Canada,” 73.
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forming links between workers in the manufacturing sector, and the idea of artists as cultural
workers.16
In creating the Oshawa project, to be explored in close detail below, the artists worked
with former and current union members to create a historical narrative about the struggle to form
and maintain Canadian Auto Workers Local 222, Canada’s largest private sector local union,
known for integrating progressive politics into policy and community. Oshawa, a small city east of
Toronto along Lake Ontario, is the home of the Canadian division of the U.S. auto manufacturer
General Motors and the anchor of the local economy. The project constitutes a contestatory
“micronarrative”, constituting an illustrated narrative of the union local arranged as several series
representing specific periods of time. Within each series, specific issues are foregrounded, such as
the impact of time-motion studies to improve industrial efficiency in the 1930s or the acceptance
of women in non-traditional occupations in the 1970s. Each series is composed of a sequence of
individual photographs of staged tableaux, which in themselves are constructed as an interplay of
theatrical sets, props, posed actors, appropriated images and first-person quotations transcribed
from interviews conducted with union members by the artists. In order to understand the workings
of the declarative in the Oshawa project, I will consider the workings of narrative and performance
in selected staged episodes or photomontages that challenge the dominant (corporate) discourses
about the labour movement by making space for the workers’ voices.
As Condé and Beveridge state about activating the picture: “The job of producing images
of our recent history has been left, for the most part, to the executives of mass media. The effect of
this monopolization has been to anaesthetize social memory and to make the active subjects of
history into passive consumers of human nature. Real subjects (working people, women, races,
minorities, etc.) are replaced by the self-image of media entrepreneurs and the corporation they
represent.”17

16

Condé and Beveridge’s subsequent projects constitute critical responses to healthcare, the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the Occupy movement and planetary water ecology. They have also been active fostering
artists’ collective bargaining rights, artists’ rights, such as the standardized consultation, exhibition and reproduction
fees to compensate artists in recognize of providing professional services. See Greig de Peuter and Nicole Cohen,
“The Art of Collective Bargaining: An Interview with Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge,” Canadian Journal of
Communication 40/1 (April 2015): 333-346.

17

Condé and Beveridge, “Some Notes about Work in Progress,” Mannersm [sic] A Theory of Culture (Vancouver:
Vancouver Art Gallery, 1982), 32.
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The project’s narrative is executed through critical narratival elements: a narrator who
speaks (source of the utterance), a focalizer (the perspective through which the narrative is
presented) and actors acting out the key moments or events contained in the history (fabula).18 In
the Oshawa project, I identify the narrator as the voice of the individual members quoted from the
oral history recordings and presented as textual statements within the image panels; the focalizer is
the Union as a collective, who presents the workers’ perspective in the story of their interaction
with both GM management, and the powerful umbrella United Auto Workers (UAW) union; and
the fabula is the sequence of key events (struggle, strike, collective bargaining) that are presented
as texts and as mise-en-scène.
In their polysemic layering of texts and dramatic photomontage technique adapted from
Heartfield’s oppositional practice, Condé and Beveridge’s photo narratives invite comparison
formally and thematically with critical projects by Martha Rosler in Bringing the War Home
(House Beautiful) (1967–1972) discussed in Chapter 2, as well as The Docklands Project (1980–
1988) by British collaborators and community activists Lorraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, a
similarly multidimensional project that I will address below.19
The scenes are also supported by textual elements. Condé and Beveridge wrote a synoptic
introduction to each series, in order to provide historical details prior to the sequence of photo
narrative tableaux: for the first series, entitled 1937, the text reads as follows:
On April 23, 1937, the United Auto Workers won its first contract from General Motors in
20
Oshawa, which marked the entry of the CIO into Canada. General Motors itself had come to
Canada in 1918, when it bought out the McLaughlin Motor Co.
The first serious attempt to organize the plant came in 1928. After a week out on strike, the
workers returned with the promise that GM would negotiate. While GM did grant some
concessions, it also succeeded in buying off or firing the leadership and the financial secretary
disappeared with the Union funds. To complicate matters further, the Trades and Labour

18

For more discussion about the components and operations of narrative, see Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the
Theory of Narrative (Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 1985) and with co-author Norman
Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” Art Bulletin 73/2 (June 1991): 174-208.

19

See Rosler, Positions in the Life World (Birmingham, England: Ikon Gallery, 1998); Peter Dunn and
Loraine Leeson, “The Changing Picture of Docklands,” Cultures in Contention, edited by Douglas Kahn & Diane
Neumaier, 14-25. Seattle, WA: Real Comet Press, 1986. [published originally in Photography Politics: Two, edited by
Patricia Holland, Jo Spence and Simon Watney, 102-11. London: Comedia/ Photography Workshop, 1985.]
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21,

Congress, an affiliate of the AFL
result of all this was no union.

insisted the Union be split into separate craft unions. The net

It’s important to remember that during the 1920’s and 1930’s, the auto industry only hired from
late December to late May of each year. This became particularly severe in the thirties when little
or no work was available during the lay-off period.

This introductory text marks the liminal point where the declarative voice begins: it
establishes the moment and place where the story will begin, and, in a sense, introduces the
dramatis personae, the focalizers who will represent the oral history voices in the narrative. This
text, like the Greek chorus in theatre productions, provides an “external” narratorial voice to
establish a specific framework prior to shifting to the “internal” storytelling of the workers. The
sequence of images is uniform, showing a domestic interior “stage set” which is consistent from
frame to frame except for changes in the gesture of the actors, the placement of props, and the
insertion of texts. The work relates strongly to both the history of agitprop theatre and also to
amateur theater, both marked by low budget production values and populated with references to
the “everyday” world.
There is also a cinematic dimension to staged scene approach. Each image is referred to as
a numbered frame, as if a still from a film. The coherence of a moving film is arrested, requiring a
concentrated gaze at each “frame” in order to behold the polysemic elements from which it is
composed. These moments become, in effect, stills excerpted from a putative filmed production.
The staged gestures of each actor, and the deliberate presentation of props and containers for the
recombination of images, such as calendar images, newspaper headlines and window, contribute to
a denial of real space in favour of a constructed pictorial and narrative space. In addition, the first
print in the Oshawa project portfolio provides the “screen credits”, listing all participants in the
artists’ production, and further pointing to the artifice of the production.22

21

“AFL” is the acronym for the American Federation of Labor.

22

Simon Watney, “Making Strange: The Shattered Mirror,” Thinking Photography, edited by Victor Burgin
(London: Macmillan, 1982), 154-176.
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[fig. 5-1] Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, Frame 17, Part 1, Oshawa. A History of Local 222 United
Autoworkers of America, CLC, 1982-1984

In Frame 17 [fig. 5-1], a particular narrative moment is enacted: the first attempt to form a
union at the Oshawa GM plant. The narrative printed at the bottom edge of the image was
extracted from recorded interviews with real workers who had participated in the 1937 action and
reads: The women did a lot of the sandwiches and paperwork during the strike. We knew what we
were fighting for. This Eve came over from the States and she was the one that said we should
have a Ladies Auxiliary.
In the scene, several people in 1930s-era clothing are clustered at the left of the domestic
interior, demonstrating solidarity as well as expressing numerous union activities—bullhorn
exhortations, telephoning members, carrying signs, sharing a meal (sandwiches, thermos) and
keeping financial records. The image also features a panoply of graphics and props. For instance,
the newspaper headline reads Oshawa Situation “Grave” – Woodsworth, a reference to J.S.
Woodsworth, the founding leader of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation and one of
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Canada’s most vocal union advocates of the 1930s. A framed picture in the background is a
montaged group portrait, possibly a union portrait from the period; another archival photograph
occupies the space within the window frame featuring a smiling woman serving sandwiches; a
picket sign that reads “There can be no power anywhere greater beneath the Sun”; a man calls out
with a bullhorn; and a Plymouth Binder Twine advertising calendar features the image of a
wholesome looking blonde woman in the foreground and a man haying in the background.
I read these as extra-narratival elements in the sense that I consider them to represent the
artists’ participation in the development of a metanarrative. Condé and Beveridge, working five
decades after the events they portray, are interpreters creating a symbolic visual language that
augments the originating oral history record. The placement of these referencing expressions and
the stage blocking of the actors reinforce and extend the literal statement extracted from the firstperson testimony.
This narrative transitions from the experience of a single individual to a declarative “We
are” utterance of the collective portraying the first crucial moment in the fabula, the birth of the
first UAW local in Canada: the portrayal of the success of the organizing action and its
dependence on the active role of women; the organized and purposeful manner of conduct during
the strike; and the assistance of the American section of the union to bolster the efforts of the
striking Canadian workers. As visual symbols these elements are embedded within the
composition of each individual image. In the declarative operations of Condé and Beveridge, these
visual symbols can also be linked to elements of speech act theory as utterances performed
according to “referencing expressions”, which serve to identify or point to any thing, process,
event, action or any other kind of particular.23
Although the composition seems cluttered and chaotic with overlapping fragments that
recall Höch, there is a discernible structure in the triangular positioning of three figures whose
gaze addresses ours as viewers. The first is the woman at left wearing a coat with a fur collar and
holding the Power/Sun sign, which can be read as the personification of This Eve who came over
from the States, the instigator of the formation of the Ladies Auxiliary. The second is the smiling
woman with sandwiches, at a much larger scale than that of the actors’ figures in the domestic
setting. In the right half of the pictorial space, we can discern the third figure who addresses our

23

Searle, Speech Acts, 26-27.
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gaze, the ghostlike double-exposure figure of a man, wearing suit and tie and carrying a briefcase.
This omnipresent apparition of Management assumes an authoritative, frontal stance with clenched
fist, apparently keeping surveillance over the activities of the union organizers.
Beyond the iconography of the narrative there is also the critical component of the
approach to the staged mise-en-scène. The complex synthesis of actors, props and “dialogue” in
Frame 17 makes evident reference to theatrical tableaux and cinematic constructions of narrative.
From the outset of each story in the overall narrative, then, we as viewers are aware of the
denaturalized aspects of its telling.
At first glance, Frame 17 purports to represent “real space”, a domestic interior of the
1930s, with period props such as gas cooking range, patterned linoleum flooring and an upright
piano. However, the camera frame displays “slippage”, allowing the viewer to see the limits of the
stage set and how it is, in fact, constructed within the larger space of the artists’ studio. At the
upper edge, we can see where the domestic walls of the set end and how the curtains are clamped
into place. The denial of naturalized space and the use of actors to stand for the originating oral
history interviewees is also a strategy to avoid the standard tropes of social documentary
photography. The actual persons involved in the narrative never appear in the project: actors are
cast in the tableaux to prevent our evaluating gaze on individual union members and carefully
choreographed to present various personae in the narrative.
This approach brings to mind the acclaimed project undertaken by Jean-Luc Moulène entitled 24
Objets de Grève.24 First exhibited in 1999, Moulène’s project was to create a photographic archive
depicting a variety of products made by striking French workers. [figs. 5-2, 5-3] As occupiers of
the factories during the strike, they construct a physical intervention within manufacturing space,
disrupting the usual management/worker hierarchy: they take control of means of production in
order to produce alternative objects. The workers also displace manufacturers as author of the
object depicted in each image: they are the designers and sole master of its manufacture. Moulène

24

The number of objects/images in this series changes over time. The original number was 24 for the premiere of the
series at La Galerie, the art center located in Noisy-Le-Sec, in 1999. For installations at the Centre Pompidou (2003)
and the Musée national d'art moderne (2014), the total number was 40, composed of the original 24 images plus an
additional 16. In 2000, the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA) showed 39 images from the series.
As Sophie Berrebi has explained, the number of objects is not fixed, as some objects disappear over time, and others
appear, whether found by the artist, new sources suggested to the artist, or donated items. Sophie Berrebi, personal
correspondence with the author, November 22, 2018. “Jean-Luc Moulène: Photography as a Training Manual,”
Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context, and Enquiry 28 (Autumn/Winter 2011):34-41.
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documents what the workers have made (appropriated commodities), and also creates a metaobject through the arrangement of these in aesthetic spaces.25
Like the staged tableaux of Condé and Beveridge, Moulène’s photographs of workerobjects constitute a practice of “photographic action” (staged for the benefit of the camera) rather
than “photo-documents” (documentation of performance).26 Moulène also shares with Condé and

[fig. 5-2] Example of objects collected and photographed by Jean-Luc Moulène for the Objets de grève
project: a Parfum de solidarité, made by workers at Bourgogne Applications Plastiques (France); b
Chomageopoly, made by workers at Lip (France); c Les souliers de la lutte

25

Forty objects from the series are now preserved by the Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail.

26

These distinctions were coined by Moulène’s colleague Michel Journiac, discussed by Sophie Berrebi, “Jean-Luc
Moulène: Photography as Training Manual,” Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context, and Enquiry 28 (Autumn/Winter
2011):34-41. See also Jean-Charles Leyris, “Objets de Grève, un patrimoine militant.” In Situ 8 (2007).
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[fig. 5-3 ] View of Vingt-quatre objets de grève and Seize objets de grève installed at the Galerie de
Noisy-le-Sec, showing the accompanying pallet of stacked copies of the newspaper La Nouvelle vie
ouvrière, 2003

Beveridge the practice of distributing work across multiple performance sites: labour hall or trade
union journal, art gallery, museum and archives. In this way, the works perform in a variety of
total speech environments, each with its constituent forum and audience. There is also a
temporal dimension of the address as Moulène, like Condé and Beveridge, presents the works
across a number of years: this temporal dimension creates the possibility of new contexts, as well
as power of accrual in deploying the message.
Paolo Magagnoli has linked Moulène’s approach to addressing and representing unionized
labour to Jacques Rancière’s notion of the emancipatory value of a work of art. 27 For Rancière, it
is not in the radical content of work of art itself (in the context of this discussion, the symbolic
27

See Paolo Magagnoli, “Moulène, Rancière and 24 Objets de Grève: Productive ambivalence or reifying opacity?”
Philosophy of Photography 3/1 (2012):155-171.
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representation of unionized workers) per se but is achieved through its conditions of production.28
Following this connection, I would argue that the worker-collaboration projects undertaken by
Condé and Beveridge and Moulène, as well as two previously mentioned projects by Martha
Rosler—The Bowery in Two Inadequate Systems (1974-1975) and If You Lived Here (1989)29 —
innovate strategies for the visual representation through the introduction of a new vocabulary of
signifiers, empowering marginalized constituencies as speaking subjects through the collaboration
of artist and worker (or resident). As speech acts, the works cited above create a new, unfamiliar
universe of conventions through the introduction of an alternative and unexpected language that
bypasses the tropes of realism and documentary photography. They also express the emancipatory
declaration I am/I exist in the public sphere that Rancière lauds. I would add to this that Condé and
Beveridge’s staged scenes, accompanied by first-person statements, are arguably more accessible
as recognizable utterances to audiences composed of their originating constituents (workers) than
the less-familiar language offered by 24 Objets de Grève and If you lived here. In this sense, the
emancipatory value is as much in the production as in its reception.
The second reading from the Oshawa series is based on an image selected from Part III of
the Oshawa project, 1949—1964. In this series, the overall compositional structure is maintained,
and the series as a whole is introduced by the “external” narratorial voice:
After World War II, a new generation of workers – many of them veterans of that war – began to
express a new militancy. In a wave of bitter strikes, the late 1940’s witnessed the consolidation of
industrial unionism. It was also a period of fierce political struggles within the labour movement
itself. Although the United Auto Workers had been established in Oshawa prior to the war, the new
militancy surfaced in the 1949 wildcat strike.
In 1950, the UAW International negotiated a five-year agreement with General Motors, which
included, for the first time, pensions and the 40-hour work week. But as production expanded, so did
the cost of living and the 3¢ an hour increase won in that contract meant that real wages were
actually falling behind. In Oshawa, the new militants (dubbed the “Young Turks”, but officially
named the Democratic Right Wing), already dissatisfied with an entrenched administration, took over
power in the Local.
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Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible (London and New York: Continuum,
2004).
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Discussed in Martha Rosler and Brian Wallis, If You Lived Here: The City in Art, Theory, and Social
Activism (Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1991).
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In 1953, the UAW re-negotiated the five-year agreement and won an additional 5¢ an hour. The
Oshawa Local, under its new leadership, refused the new offer and began what was to be a long fight
for local autonomy within the International Union.
With the exception of the war and a few isolated cases, GM had a policy of not allowing married
women to work in the plant. In 1954 a married woman took GM to arbitration and won that right.
In 1955, Oshawa stayed out on strike for five months to make up what they had lost in the previous
contract. Although the Oshawa Local was separated from the other Locals during negotiations, the
UAW established the master agreement which meant all the Locals received the same basic wage and
benefit package. It was this strike that set the basis for the major economic gains of the next two
decades.

Tension and oppositionality are present in the discursive space of this scenario, portrayed by
multiple conflicts and focalized by one of the “young Turks” referred to in the synoptic text: 1)
between the Oshawa local and the powerful UAW umbrella management based in the United
States; 2) between the old leadership and the young members; 3) between the union local and local
corporate management; and (4) between the choice for women to remain single and working
versus married and illegible for work.
This prefatory narrative establishes the fabula that will be enacted in the scenarios of
individual photographic images. As in the earlier series, the tableau for Frame 5 [fig. 5-4] is
arranged as a domestic interior, this time, a typical 1950s living room with period props: sofa,
coffee table, lamps, knickknacks, a banjo and a new container device for situating symbolic
images—a television set. The foreground is dominated by the apparent courtship of a man and
woman. The background is populated with various representations of union activities. Unlike
Frame 17 from the 1937 series, the viewer is not shown the “slippage”, the seams where the
constructed scene ends and the “real” studio space begins. However, the naturalism of the
domestic interior is interrupted by the apparent construction of a factory setting in the background
spaces, represented in this series in Constructivist-style by oversize silhouettes of manufacturing
machinery and gears.
I read the principal fabula in this section of the narrative as the environment of tension
between conflicting forces established through the confluence of the introductory text, the oral
history excerpt at the lower edge of the composition, and the interplay of elements represented within
the scene:
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[fig. 5-4] Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, Frame 5, Part 2, Oshawa. A History of Local 222 United
Autoworkers of America, CLC, 1982—1984
We mobilized enough young people in the plant to control the caucus. The old leadership walked out
and I’m the only one on the platform. I said, ‘Well, if they think that’s the backbone of the Union,
they’re wrong. It’s right here.’

Tension between the American and Canadian management of union operations is referenced by the
figure at the extreme left of the frame (Canadian branch of the union) who appears to be in
discussion with an unseen entity positioned “off stage” (American branch of the union). Conflict
between veteran and younger members of the union caucus is portrayed by the two figures at left
wearing shop coveralls and discussing a pamphlet that reads “PROGRESS”. As cast by Condé and
Beveridge, it is difficult to read any significant age difference between these two figures, who may
represent a younger and older union member differing over union policy, pointed to by the text, or
a younger union member convincing his peer to join in a new direction. The third conflict is
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represented by the presence of a figure wearing a suit standing in the door frame. Like the
evanescent figure in Frame 17, this figure also serves as an allegorical figure of Management: in
this composition, he is fully materialized and positioned in a liminal space surveilling the union
discourse. The fourth tension is presented in the foreground as the apparent harmony of courtship.
The couple at the centre of the scene represents the construction of heterosexuality and divided
gender roles. Depicting the rituals of dating, the suitor, dressed up formally in a suit, conceals the
gift box of chocolates behind his back while greeting his date with a decorous kiss on the cheek.
The woman reciprocates the protocol, receiving the kiss with a smile, while chastely ensuring
physical distance by placing her hands on his chest as a barrier for closer contact. In the
construction of this narrative in Frame 5, we recall the introductory text’s description of the
struggle for married women to keep their jobs; the sofa is not only the site of the courtship ritual
but is also a place where various work-related papers are on view. In this scenario, then, the
depiction of the happy courtship portends the eventual socio-economic conflict that awaits the
woman, to marry or to keep her job at the car manufacturing plant.
The insertion of signifying elements by the artists to extend the narrative has been updated
to display references of the 1950s, namely the production and distribution of mass media,
consumer products and advertising. The stage management of Frame 5 affords an opportunity to
look at these phenomenon as texts: the complex arrangement of message containers, in this
example, through the positioning of magazines, the presence of decorative objects, the graphic
design evident on the box of chocolates, and the television broadcast, will appear familiar to
viewers in a visually saturated consumer culture. Condé and Beveridge have expressed their
particular interest in analyzing advertising and modes of mass communication, and their conscious
appropriation of advertising conventions includes stylized full-colour compositions featuring
actors to represent “everyday” people and the inclusion of “testimonial” first-person texts.30
The allusion to the ubiquitous power of media, then, creates a fifth site of conflict in this
image, imbedded in the mass-media representation of union/management relations. In using visual
constructions imported from advertising, Condé and Beveridge enhance the existing dialectic in
the work explored above (naturalism/stylization) by invoking another axis of tension: the
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Condé and Beveridge quoted in “The Production of Meaning. An Interview with Carole Condé and Karl
Beveridge,” [interview with Martha Fleming] Afterimage 10/4 (November 1982):11-12.
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conflation of the iterative “I am” with the “I should be” (prescriptive) drawn from the rhetoric of
persuasion. In terms of speech act theory, the opposition is between an iterative illocutionary
statement juxtaposed with an affective perlocutionary utterance. The date of the scene in which the
photo narrative’s events take place is announced at the top centre of the composition as “1953”,
but the date of the magazine positioned on the coffee table, Canada’s national news magazine
Maclean’s, reads “1959”. The discrepancy is not merely in the factual difference of date, but in the
symbolic difference in “filter”. While “real” events in the history of the union are taking place
enacted through the gestures of the actors, another mass-distributed history appears to be being
written through the portrayal of union/management relations in the media. Both the magazine and
the television broadcast are powerful media “containers” dependent on advertising revenue from
corporate sponsors. In this way, both are predisposed to be, and proved to be in actual practice,
biased in favour of the corporate perspective, or at the very least, toward the maintenance of social
stability through promulgation of the status quo. The oral history interviews make numerous
references to ways in which the press attempted to smear initiatives by trying to stage violent
fights to counter picket line conduct: “There was a reporter came in from the (Toronto) Telegram
and he offered 5 bucks a piece if they’s (sic) put on a scuffle so he could get some pictures.”31
Other incidents included red-baiting during the McCarthy hysteria of the 1950s to make
communism synonymous with the labour movement in the public mind.
Another troubling reference to the corporate bias of media is constructed by the artists in
their selection of the image that appears on the television screen. The image depicts reporter Foster
Hewitt with hockey player Ted Lindsay wearing his Chicago Blackhawks uniform. Lindsay was
traded to that team from his home team, the Detroit Redwings, in the mid-1950s as punishment for
his attempts to unionize the Detroit team.32 (The point is not lost in the composition that Detroit
was (and is) the head office of the international UAW union.) Finally, iconic messages throughout
the Oshawa project make reference to corporate interests that have seeped into the home through
consumer activity, such as the Plymouth calendar, T. Eaton’s catalogue, and numerous
advertisements for cars. The latter case is ironic as the oral history interviews make reference to
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Condé and Beveridge quoted in “So what’s so important about culture?” Our Times (March 1984): 12-13.
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I am indebted to my former colleague in the Photography Collection at the National Archives of Canada, Peter
Robertson, older and wider with first-hand experience of the 1950s.
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the fact that most of the UAW workers in the car assembly plant could not in fact afford to own a
car.33 Close examination of the chocolate box suggests it is produced by Ganong’s, then Canada’s
leading commercial chocolatier, a famous non-unionized enterprise which prided itself on its
paternal care for its workers.
Herein lies an important component of the photo narratives of Condé and Beveridge: by
presenting a chronicle of Local 222’s history they are in fact producing an anti-history, an
oppositional narrative to counter the mass-diffused and unsympathetic versions that portrayed the
bitter strikes of earlier time periods. In their ongoing practice with the labour movement, they
encourage union members, who are well aware of being surveilled by management and the press,
to photograph and document back events on the picket line and other sites of union/management
conflict as a refutation of corporate-driven media portrayals.
The third reading from the Oshawa series is based on Frames 4 and 5 from the fourth series
1970s. This series is presented through the narratorial voice of women who struggle to break out
of gender-specific jobs and take higher paying non-traditional jobs in the plant, which create
conflict not only with management but also their union brothers.
The 1960’s and 1970’s were decades of growth for the auto industry and of relative stability for
union members. The workforce at General Motors in Oshawa grew from 8,000 in the late 1950’s
to 16,000 by the late ‘70’s. There were a series of tightly run, well-organized strikes in 1964, ‘67,
and ‘70, through which the Union achieved major wage gains and benefit packages.
The political divisions which had characterized the local’s politics during the early years
disappeared, and while there were still antagonisms, these centered on specific bargaining issues.
A new caucus, the Autoworkers, was formed in 1964, but the Democratic Right Wing remained
in power under a single president until 1977. The local, however, became increasingly involved
in social service projects – senior citizen housing, co-ops, drug and alcohol programs – and put
its full weight behind the New Democratic Party politically.
In 1964 a Women’s Committee was formed. Through the ‘60s, they fought for the right of women
to plant-wide seniority, which would allow them into non-traditional areas of work. It wasn’t until
1970, however, when the Canadian Government passed equal opportunity legislation that, with
the exception of World War II, women began to take jobs throughout the plant for the first time.
An important development during this time period was the formation by General Motors of a
labour relations department. This saw both the attempt at a more ‘personalized’ approach by
management to the workers, and the introductions of production incentives – the use of a ‘pride’
car, small prizes, etc. – for ‘zero’ defects in the finished product.
33

Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, OSHAWA. A history of Local 222 United Autoworkers of America, CLC
(Toronto: A Canadian Fiction Magazine publication, 1984), 3.
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The images in this series are presented through one of two possible frames: through the frame of a
bureau mirror (home) or through the lateral view of a car door (plant). These contrasted
environments, as we have seen in earlier examples, are replete with iconic references. The
allegorical figure of the Woman Worker is positioned in her home environment. [fig. 5-5] The
bedside alarm clock reads 1:08 a.m., and the woman is positioned with her hands on the collar of
her Local 222 bowling league jacket as she checks her reflection in the fictional mirror: it is
unclear if she is returning from a union function or about to leave for a shift. Her partner lies in
bed and avoids her gaze, watching television which in this frame broadcasts a commercial pitching

[fig. 5-5] Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, Frame 4, Part 4, Oshawa. A History of Local 222
United Autoworkers of America, CLC, 1982—1984

Chapter 5 The Declarative

249

cars for women (the slogan reads “To Each her Own”) and reading a newspaper with the headline
“Two Incomes Needed to Support Average Family.” In the immediate foreground positioned on
the bureau’s top is the blurred motion of a hand, one of several gestures in this series, such as
balled up fists, connoting frustration. The text positions the conundrum:
You walk into the plant and there would be a hundred guys just gaping. You feel like if you
pick up something, you’re going to drop it. Somebody’s always watching you. You can’t get
over it, no matter how long you’re there.

This is one of the most developed insertions of the artists as extra-narratorial interpreters who
“envision” the total speech environment of the quote cited above. They stage the female worker
“caught” between the apathy of her husband at home (behind her), and her apparent reflection in a
mirror, according to the logic of the space. However, according to the logic of the image, it is we
who are the beholders, and in this way it is we who are now identified with the “hundred guys just
gaping”.

“In a bound volume,” Sekula writes in Class Works, “every recto has its verso.” The

pictorial and semantic implications of this conflation of actual and reflective space can be related
back to Manet’s late work A Bar at the Folies-Bergère (1881–1882), also portraying a sexualized
work environment. The barmaid, Suzon, stands at the counter and seems to address our gaze, but
in following the logic of the reflective space of the mirror behind the counter, we (the beholders)
seem to occupy the space/body of the male patron who ostensibly orders a drink, and beyond that,
is the dominant figure who controls a possible sexual liaison.34 In actuality, the barmaid faces

34

There has been much discussion about “artificial space”, the “spectral domain of the mirror”, the “discontinuities
between actual and reflective realms”, and so on. See “The Spatial Ambiguity of Manet’s A Bar at the FoliesBergère,” adapted from Malcolm Park’s doctoral dissertation Ambiguity, and the Engagement of Spatial Illusion
Within the Surface of Manet’s Paintings (University of New South Wales, 2001).
The conflation of real space/artificial space is also, of course, a key strategy practiced by many artists, from
Velasquez’ Las Meninas (1656) to Jeff Wall’s Picture for Women (1979). The interpretive exhibition label for the
latter ties the work back to Folies-Bergère:
In Manet’s painting, a barmaid gazes out of frame, observed by a shadowy male figure. The whole scene appears to be
reflected in the mirror behind the bar, creating a complex web of viewpoints. Wall borrows the internal structure of the
painting, and motifs such as the light bulbs that give it spatial depth. The figures are similarly reflected in a mirror, and
the woman has the absorbed gaze and posture of Manet’s barmaid, while the man is the artist himself. Though issues
of the male gaze, particularly the power relationship between male artist and female model, and the viewer’s role as
onlooker, are implicit in Manet’s painting, Wall updates the theme by positioning the camera at the centre of the work,
so that it captures the act of making the image (the scene reflected in the mirror) and, at the same time, looks straight
out at us.
From gallery text for the exhibition Jeff Wall Photographs 1978–2004, Tate Modern, London, [October 21, 2005 to
January 8, 2006], quoted by David Campany, “‘A Theoretical Diagram in an Empty Classroom’: Jeff Wall’s Picture
for Women,” Oxford Art Journal 20/1 (2007): 12–14.
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directly across the bar, but seen in the mirror’s reflection appears to be facing and interacting in
some way with the gentleman. As T.J. Clark has claimed, “we must be where he is. But we cannot
be.”35
The real threats presented in this image, visually and textually (Somebody’s always
watching you) are the woman’s male peers: her partner who ignores her, and her coworkers who
harass her and undermine her confidence: “You feel like you’re going to drop it.” The interplay
between literal and semantic space is again activated in a series of six images entitled “Linda”,
from the project Standing Up (1980—1981). [figs. 5-6 and 5-7] The introductory first-person
narrative text presents Linda as a stock-handler in a warehouse (her first full-time job) who has
participated as a union member in a nearly year-long strike.36
In her statement, she references: escaping the eye of management during her shift by
smoking in the bathroom during breaks; friction with her husband pertaining to her membership in
the union; her newfound political voice; and recollections of violent incidents during the strike, as
well as her evaluation of the media’s biased portrayal. As a constructed representation by Condé
and Beveridge, the scenes are set in the warehouse washroom where an actor in the role of Linda is
taking a smoke break; in “her” space we see a discarded business magazine presumably with a
manager in a suit o the cover; behind her head a message from management “THIS IS YOUR
BUILDING KEEP IT CLEAN”; and to her left, between the sinks, a workers’ graffiti scrawled on
the wall that reads “TAKE THIS JOB AND SHOVE IT”.37 In this illusionistic portion of the
pictorial space (rendered in colour), then, the figure of the actor/Linda is positioned between
management and union positions.

Linda Hutcheon discusses Picture for Women as an ironic reconstruction of Manet’s work, noting that the irony can
only work if the beholder knows the historical antecedent in As Canada As … possible… under the circumstances
(Toronto: ECW Press and York University Press, 1990), 26.
35

T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and his Followers (London: Thames and Hudson,
1985), 250.
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The Standing Up series was published as First Contract: Women and the Fight to Unionize, a book created with the
help of the United Steelworkers.
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It is worth noting that this use of all caps to indicate emphasis pre-dates its later use as shouting in social media.

Chapter 5 The Declarative

251

[fig. 5-6] Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, “Linda”, from Standing Up, 1980—1981.
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[fig. 5-7] Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, narrative text for “Linda” series, from Standing Up,
1980—1981
Another scene takes place in the “artificial” (black-and-white) space of the mirror, which
actually serves as a window into a scene from Linda’s personal life. In this space, the bathroom of
her own home, a subdued Linda brings in freshly laundered towels while her husband studies his
face in the mirror during a shave. Like the Manet work discussed above, in the logic of the
mirror’s spatial relations, we are positioned to the right edge of the composition, with “our right
hand” in a portion of the “real” space of this second view, holding a razor. The juxtaposition of the
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two spatial realms operates to superimpose the figure of Linda over her husband’s implied figure
(and our presumed identity) at the right. As the introductory text narrative states, there is strife in
Linda’s marriage, as her husband considers her “changed” as a result of her union activism, and
becoming “mouthy”. The image presents both Lindas as pensive and worried, and silent. I read the
image as also presenting the potential for violence on both sides of the looking glass: corporate
harassment on one side; domestic violence on the other. Other images in the project are of street
scenes and picket lines; through car windows and rear-view mirrors are glimpsed scenes of fright
and action. However, over the six-image sequence of Linda, the graffiti text on the wall is slowly
altered to become TAKE THIS JOB COMPANY AND SHOVE UNIONIZE IT, with a second
hand affirmatively writing “right on!” beneath the text.

[fig. 5-8] Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, Frame 5, Part 4, Oshawa. A History of Local 222 United
Autoworkers of America, CLC, 1982-1984.

Chapter 5 The Declarative

254

Returning to the Oshawa series, one of the other images reverses the position of home and
factory. [fig. 5-8] Now the scene represented in the mirror space is the assembly line:
The Company uses psychology; give us little prizes if you haven’t had a defect. But they don’t
really give a damn who the hell you are. If you missed a screw-nail, they’re right down you. It’s
just like you’re still a kid.

In this scene, the woman responds to conflict on two fronts. First, a supervisor points out mistakes
in her work, reinforced by the text “If you missed a screw-nail, they’re right down on you.” The
second attack comes from the woman’s coworkers: one retreats in the background behind a car
door; the other smirks in smug satisfaction. Behind the woman is yet another site of conflict,
which the recorded oral history interviews reveal as image warfare in which women contest the
display of pin-up photographs of women on the assembly line with corresponding images of nude
men. The woman’s other domain (home) is referenced by objects on the bureau surface: dried
flowers, interrupted embroidery, cosmetics, a shopping list. (In other frames in this series, the
shopping list is exchanged for a printed announcement for the election of the women’s committee.
Here the home is not a refuge but a source of conflict as the woman endeavours to maintain
competence in the arena of homemaking and sexual relations.)

3. Constructing the Intertextual Voice
Through a close reading of specific frames, I have explored in the discussion above how the union
and artists collaborated to construct a narrative and series of images for the Oshawa project. The
scenes present various fabula (past and present moments) and environments (home, factory, picket
line). There are a number of voices in play and it is useful to identify these specifically and showed
how they are linked. This section then explores how an intertextual voice is constructed, a network
of narratival voices: individual union member, collective union voice, the utterance of inserted
props and mass-media images, and the artists as co-authors. Each voice is knitted into the resulting
visual frame, and sequence of frames, and this intersection in itself alludes to montage practice as
a collage of fragments. As Graham Allen notes, the act of reading plunges us into a network of
encoded relations such that the text becomes the intertext.38

38

See Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), which traces the development of
intertextual theory through M.M. Bakhtin, Ferdinand de Saussure, Julia Kristeva, Roland Barthes and others.
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The Oshawa series, arranged as four chronological sections, deploys its declarative
utterance dialectically between the individual testimonials and the collective force of their
statements. The first set of voices is derived from individual oral history interviews with union
members conducted by Condé and Beveridge: individual voices, although unnamed, appear as the
first-person utterances of workers focalized through typeset texts at the lower margin of each
frame. Christine McLaughlin observes that oral history contains an inherent criticality as method
to collect, preserve and analyze challenges to the “official” narrative: “Resistance is a paramount
theme in working-class history in Oshawa; many oral narratives stress events where working
people empowered themselves by direct action, and through challenges to corporate, government
and legal authority.”39
By studying the transcripts of recorded interviews upon which the narrative is based, it is
clear that Condé and Beveridge have taken liberties as editors in how they “quote” from their
interviews with union members. As Condé has noted: “If you work with a union, you have a
structure. Through that, in our practice, we can go in and meet with working people. We can get
their stories, come back, show them our work, get their critique, make changes. It’s a back and
forth – that’s the important part.”40
First, while specific statements from the photo project are located in the interviews, they
are rarely contiguous or even derived from the same informant. Secondly, the statements are edited
to produce a generic narrative voice: each individual’s grammatical mistakes (most informants had
not had the opportunity to undertake or complete high school education) and particular dialectic
are minimized in favour of producing a consistent narratorial voice. The originating performative
acts–the recorded utterances of the originating speakers, including the cadences, hesitations,
accents, expressions of anguish or pride–is thus excised and replaced with a translation that
visually presents representative moments. The same strategy is produced by the visual substitution
of the actual informant with an enactor, allowing a single persona or allegorical figure to embody
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Christine McLaughlin, “Producing Memory: Public History and Resistance in a Canadian Auto Town,” Oral
History Forum d’historie orale 33 (2013), 1. McLaughlin mentions the Oshawa series by Condé and Beveridge as a
project of “staged photographs [combined with] workers’ oral histories” in a footnote, but interestingly, does not
explore the potential of this form of oral history within her main discussion about worker resistance.
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Quoted in Greig de Peuter and Nicole Cohen, “The Art of Collective Bargaining: An Interview with Carole Condé
and Karl Beveridge,” Canadian Journal of Communication 40/1 (April 2015): 335.
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the statements of various union informants without invoking confusion on the part of the viewer as
to the source of the statement.
The collective voice of the union is formed as a summary by the artists in the textual panel
that introduces each section. In this way, the Oshawa project is evidentiary as a narrative,
expanding the arena of public discourse, amplifying the strike/bargaining activity between union
and management, to speak to society at large about the union perspective about these things. In
this way, the oral history recordings along with the folio of images attract interest as permanent
memory-keeping exercises and thus are historically significant and of interest to archival
collections.41 Condé and Beveridge create a matrix, which one reads along a horizontal axis
consisting of a conflation of texts that compose each single image/statement across a narrative, and
along a vertical axis, telescoping the narrative of each of the chronological series to link them as a
metanarrative of four decades of union history.
Additional, non-union voices (for instance, public opinion, media reporting and
management perspectives) are inserted into the visual composition as signs, newspaper and
magazine covers, and graffiti. In this way, Condé and Beveridge conflate at once a historical
narrative viewed in the spectators’ present time, and a contemporary narrative linked to the
recollections of union narrators as they recalled them. By doing so, historical actuality is
“performed” through flagrant artifice visual/verbal ironic juxtapositions, staged tableaux, collage,
and citation of iconic historical images such as the 1919 Winnipeg General Strike (one of the most
widespread and influential union actions in Canada’s history). In her discussion of Condé and
Beveridge’s images, Linda Hutcheon notes that by mixing “high” art, and popular and commercial
visual codes in their complex tableaux, they construct a clearly theatrical artifice invoking
Brechtian distanciation to subvert a mis/reading of a naturalized historical actuality. Graham Allen

41

As will be discussed in depth below, the complete archive of the project was acquired in 1986 and 1987 by the
National Archives of Canada (now Library and Archives Canada), and includes recorded interviews with past and
present workers at General Motors of Canada in Oshawa, Ontario who are associated with Local 222, United
Automobile Workers. The collection [LAC R9079-0-3-E] takes the form of 71 photographic prints comprising the
series Oshawa, a history of Local 222 and an illustrated guide with the background of the project and the sequence of
the images, as well as 40 audio recordings with transcripts.
Although not discussed here, the collection also includes two photo sequences relating to women and labour, one
sequence entitled A Work in Progress pertaining to the changing material and ideological roles of women in the
twentieth century (produced in 1980), the other sequence entitled Making Up the Difference pertaining to females
members of Local 222, United Autoworkers, Oshawa, Ontario (produced in 1983).
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notes that this inclusion of period media (photographs, magazines) realizes the potential for even
further disruption by pointing to the ideological agenda embedded in purportedly neutral,
transparent and even naturalized media.42
Condé and Beveridge themselves act as narrators of the stories of others. In this way, they
reference narratorial modes familiar to Walter Benjamin (the role of storyteller as truth teller),
Bertolt Brecht (as constructor) and Erwin Piscator (reworking micronarratives).43 Allan Sekula
directly links Condé and Beveridge with Piscator not only in the theatre-based use of actors and
sets as the basis for their photomontage works, but in the very construction of the narrative itself,
as Piscator also interrogated the whole notion of a single imaginative creator by basing theatrical
presentations on the recorded speech and documentation of originating narrators, and putting the
author/artist in the position of an organizer of given material.44 Through the Standing Up series, in
the hands of the artists the operations of the declarative “I am” of the workers are portrayed in a
way that is constructed through the recombination of staged images. The pictorial logic of the
series shows the context and implications of labour relations at home and at the warehouse; the
performative staging offers realizes the “obvious construct” encouraged by Brecht, a work that is
at once fictional and evidentiary. In this way, Condé and Beveridge are overtly working in a
Marxian mode, as in their earlier drawing work It’s Still Privileged Art (1975); their work is not
only a translation of the voices of workers, but also working in the Brechtian mode as a didactic
intervention, as Adorno describes, “to translate the true hideousness of society in theatrical
appearance by dragging it straight out of its camouflage.” 45 For Adorno, criticism of Brecht cannot
overlook the fact that he does not fulfill the norm he set himself, as if it were a means to salvation:
42

Linda Hutcheon, “Glances Askance: Visual Ironies,” Splitting Images. Contemporary Canadian Ironies (Toronto,
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“The process of aesthetic reduction that he pursues for the sake of political truth, in fact gets in its
way. For this truth involves innumerable mediations, which Brecht disdains.”46 This returns us
again to Rancière, who shares Adorno’s view of so-called “committed art”: it is not the office of
act to spotlight alternatives, but to resist by its form alone the course of the world.47
This exploration of the declarative voice in the Oshawa project as a kind of internodal
rhizome now turns from an analysis of the construction of this body of work to a consideration of
its cross-modal performativity, in the fluidity of stages through which the work is encountered. As
Searle contends, in his support of Austin’s concept of the total speech environment, a theory of
language is a theory of action, and the site of the declaration performs the utterance before an
audience as the final level of text.48 The performative modalities chosen by Condé and Beveridge
comprise the labour hall, the national art collection, the national archival collection, and the
collective forms a metaframe for reading the work. This aggregate metaframe where
photomontage acts of declaration are performed in itself invites comparison with strategies
explored by British artists Lorraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, and American artist Barbara Kruger,
in contemporaneous projects.

4. Metaframes: Sites of the Declarative
Condé and Beveridge have staged their performative works in both traditional and non-traditional
venues. Their approach to producing work is not only collaborative in the sense of working
together as co-artists, but also collaborative as a lengthy interaction with the people who become
the subjects of their project, such as unionized workers. In fact, the point of departure is often an
organized labour chapter as the sponsor of the project commissioning not only a visual speech act
outcome, but also document an oral history comprising individual and collective narratives as a
permanent record. The status of the creators as artists entitles the work to circulate also as cultural
commodity and accrue value to the status of the artists in the canon of contemporary art.
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The presentation of the resulting body of work as directed by the artists is activated over
time across several sites, each with its own encoded operations. This cross-modality, or variable
emplacement (reception in another context), carries with it a number of implications pertaining to
conditions of staging, expectations and behaviour of audience, physical and intellectual ownership
of the work, and the decisions about its ultimate permanent disposition. As Su Braden aptly
demands, who controls the photograph?
Is it the Photographer, or the subject, or the manufacturer of the camera or film? Or is it the publisher
and distributor […] It makes more sense if we ask, “Who could control the photograph?”49

The Community
The labour centre or union hall is usually the first point of reception for the photo narratives of
Condé and Beveridge. Here, the declarative utterance performed by the source voices of the
declaration, namely the workers interviewed by Condé and Beveridge, performs as a complex
orchestration of the original oral history statements. The display of the photo narratives provides a
first opportunity for members of the union to see how their participation in the collaborative
process has been transformed into an allegorical narrative. The labour union hall as site of display
also meets the objectives of the artists to break away from the insularity and elitism of the art
world establishments in favour of building a bridge between communities, that of industrial
workers and cultural workers.
Condé and Beveridge seek to blur the traditional social division between manual workers
and artists by removing the museum atmosphere of privilege and intellectualism in viewing the
works. In this sense, their aims are most closely Marxist in attempting to make an art by and for
the people. In an exhibition catalogue produced for a showing of Condé and Beveridge’s work by
the Art Gallery of Ontario, curator Barbara Fischer praises their choice of sites:
Instead of showing their works only in the context of the gallery or museum, the artists have
developed a forum for their work in the context of community spaces and union meeting halls, in
collaboration with those whom they represent.50
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See Su Braden’s discursive primer on approaching photography as community action, Committing Photography
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Fischer’s words connote an unresolved tension, pointed to in the words “instead” and “only”,
which clearly privileges the more traditional museum site. The statement also makes clear that
while the artists may forge a bridge between communities in the making of the work, they do not
necessarily do so in the subsequent showing of the work. It is unlikely that the artists succeeded in
convincing Toronto’s cultured gallerygoers to trek out to the union meeting hall in Oshawa, or that
union members attended the sophisticated opening party hosted by the upscale downtown Toronto
art institution. It is perhaps most useful to view that the transparent aggregation of multiple
display contexts can be viewed in itself as a performative utterance by the artists, declaring the
mutable status of the image object as a commodity. Likewise, as in the cases of many works
discussed in preceding chapters, the multiple forms of visual communication referenced in each
frame themselves point to and announce modes of image (re)production.
In the context of the union meeting hall, the force of the declarative utterance is powerful.
The “I am” statement is transformed from a discourse among peers, or the debate between union
and management, to a comprehensive and dramatic presentation. The physical presentation of the
installation and its accessibility to all members offers a new move in the language game, for the
union members to see/hear their own voice presented in a legitimized, even prestigious, format.
Working with “real” artists also validates workers and provides a certain cachet that results in a
production that is legitimately authored by the union itself.51
Like their counterparts and close colleagues Condé and Beveridge, British communitybased photomontagists Lorraine Leeson and Peter Dunn work in several East London activist
projects in a collaborative structure and synthesize the narratives that are collected. They discuss
rough drafts and approaches with their collective members.
Passing the Buck [Games for Multinational Drug Companies] is one of a series of
photomontage posters produced by Leeson and Dunn in collaboration with the East London Health
Group between 1978—1980. [fig. 5-9] These were widely distributed within the health sector,
which was politicized in the wake of severe national funding cuts that affected in hospital closures,
mental health programs and health services to women in particular. Like the work of Hans Haacke,
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Beyond launch events in union settings, the projects of Condé and Beveridge have become permanent installations
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[fig. 5-9] Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, Passing the Buck, 1978—1980

the work consists of a central image (in this case, a complex photomontage) with a didactic text
below the image. The textual component is organized as three columns of bullet lists under the
headings: The Transfer Price Game, The Third World Game and The Control Game. A besuited
line-up of “capitalists” passes banknotes beside a castle constructed of brightly coloured pills,
while the detailed text explains and expands the problematic between multinational “Big Pharma”
capital and the pressure on doctors to prescribe drugs to patients.
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[fig. 5-10 a,b, c ] enlargement of texts printed below the image, Passing the Buck

The work of Lesson and Dunn, and for that matter that of Condé and Beveridge, is overtly
referential to the photomontage practice of historical avant-garde through both the approach to
pictorial composition and the reference to Marxian content. As example is readily found in one of
Heartfield’s most reproduced images, the October 16, 1932 AIZ cover with the text Der Sinn des
Hitlergrusses: Kleiner Mann bittet un grosse Gaben. Motto: Millionen Stehen Hinter Mir! [The
Meaning of the Hitler Salute: Little Man asks for big Gifts. Motto: Millions Stand Behind Me!]52
[fig. 5-11] Heartfield combines this verbal reference ostensibly to the millions of citizen supporters
to the ubiquitous gesture of Hitler before his audiences, transforming the motto from an
amorphous figure of speech to a literalized picture of big business. Hitler is recognizable by
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The image, sometimes titled Millions Stand Behind Me! The Double Meaning of the Hitler Salute, references
Hitler’s electoral successes and the unseen backers representing business interests. See David Evans, John Heartfield.
AIZ 1930-1938 (New York: Kent Fine Art, 1993), 94.
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[fig. 5-11] John Heartfield, The Meaning of the Hitler Salute: Little Man asks for Big Gifts. Motto:
Millions Stand Behind Me!, cover of AIZ, 11/29 (16 October 16, 1932)
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physiognomy, costume and gesture; unlike the anonymous backer, the body of Hitler is the “face”
and “voice” ofcorporate interests. As Hitler’s arm raises and his hand is poised toward his
characteristic salute, a stage gesture intended to thrill and terrify his followers, Heartfield pauses
this moment with the open hand above his head, and transforms the performance of spectacle into
a performance of a deceit, converting Hitler’s authoritative declaration to hidden corporate
interests.53 The financial backer is represented in disproportionately larger scale in comparison to
the diminutive Hitler and this discrepancy of size is reinforced by the subtitle “Little man asks for
big Gifts”. In addition to the scale of a fairy tale giant, the financial backer, although faceless, is
represented as the source of wealth through evident girth and a double chin, the prominent display
of a diamond ring and suit and, last but not least, in his gesture of proffering the banknotes to
Hitler’s backward reaching salute.
Like the contemporaneous collaborative photomontage projects of Condé and Beveridge,
Leeson and Dunn’s work endeavours to bring the declarative “I am” of a marginalized voice into
public discourse to contest the corporate voice, and to make space for visual communication that is
not linked to advertising and consumption.
We began working with trade unions and activist groups in 1977 in the belief that cultural
production has a strategic role in social change. But the question of how it may act as a
progressive or reactionary force is not simple or clear-cut; ‘good intentions’ may be
misdirected, and contradictions are endemic.54

This is distinct from worker-camera initiatives of the 1930s, as Leeson and Dunn do not facilitate
the creation of images by members of the community but use their design skills to shape a visual
image for the narrative voice. As they later recalled: “The role of each member was to share their
specialist knowledge – the health representatives did not attempt to make aesthetic judgements,
and we, as artist did not assume expertise in the issues […] it completely contradicted the ‘design
by committee’ criticism often directed at collectively produced artwork of the time.”55
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The construction of the declarative “I am” is extensively developed in Leeson and Dunn’s
project The Changing Picture of Docklands—which unfolded over a seven-year period (1981—
1988) and presented, among other tanglibles, city billboards on six sites around London’s
Docklands district as building development and gentrification threatened the affordable housing
for local residents—from the inception of the gentrification project What’s Going on Behind our
Backs? and The Big Money is Moving In, and then to community resistance as Shattering
Developer’s Illusions and Our Future in Docklands. As the artists state: “The area has a history of
social deprivation and militant struggle, not only by the dockworkers but also by the communities
surrounding the docks; the local women have their own tradition of activism, and it was here that
the early suffragette movement enlisted most of its working-class support.”56 The process began
with workshops around these and other issues through close collaboration with local tenants and
action groups, sympathetic planners, and economists.57 The resulting representation, in works such
as The Big Money Is Moving In, features photomontage technique paired with first-person text.
[fig. 5-12]
Recalling Heartfield’s Millions image, the use of disjunctive scale signals the inequity
between the interests of the developers and the vulnerability of the working-class community.
Large towers made from stacked coins dwarf the public housing building below; gigantic stacks of
bills “flow” onto the site like heavy construction equipment; new structures of tower blocks,
members of the community try to hold back a stack of coins falling onto them, some pushed over
the edge into a landfill (Docklands is not about land, it is about people). The large red subtitle
exhorts: DON’T LET IT PUSH OUT LOCAL PEOPLE. As I have shown in discussing Condé and
Beveridge, as well as work of Hans Haacke and Allan Sekula, the proposition created by the
assembly of image fragments is supplemented by evidentiary text. Here, the fine print text reads:
Massive luxury riverside development – public housing cut to nil/ Large enterprises
moving in (bringing their own workforce/ get incentives while small local firms are
squeezed out – few new jobs will be created.

http://cspace.org.uk/category/archive/east-london-health-project/
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Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, “The Changing Picture of Docklands,” Cultures in Contention, edited by Douglas
Kahn & Diane Neumaier (Seattle, WA: Real Comet Press, 1986), 24.
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Carole Condé, “The Changing Picture: What’s going on behind our backs?” [interview with Loraine Leeson and
Peter Dunn], Fuse (September 1982): 96-100.
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[fig. 5-12] Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, The Big Money is Moving In, from The Changing Picture of
Docklands project, 1981—1988

[fig. 5-13] Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, billboard from The Changing Picture of Docklands project,
1981—1988

Chapter 5 The Declarative

267

The diffusion of images across multiple distribution streams was intended to foster “Community
Fightback” resistance and cohesion: pamphlets, postcards, posters, billboards and demonstrations
were strategically deployed across the duration of the campaign, in addition to the creation of a
documentary archive of oral history recordings and photographs of demonstrations and changes to
the environment.58
The choice of billboard spaces as the site for the “I am” declaration is interesting as a
privately controlled space in the public sphere. The everydayness and accessibility of billboards
had immediate advantages: As Leeson and Dunn have stated, “our billboards are located where
people are likely to congregate regularly; near where they live, where they will be on foot and are
able to spend more time looking at images.”59 Presented in a neighbourhood about to undergo
gentrification, and at a massive scale of 3.6 high by 5.5m wide, the performative utterance of these
images was designed to encourage emotional affect of collective resistance and foster
empowerment for generally powerless residents.
The choice of billboard as performative stage was also identified as an effective site for
resistance because it is associated with dominant capitalist representation.60 Condé and Beveridge
also note the potential for co-opting commercial space, in public view, but privately controlled:
“Using public space has always been one of our concerns, because if you leave the space empty
someone else will fill it, probably with something less critical.”61
The potential for uses of space in our “everyday” world by artists for visual acts is
attractive, and a number of artists are specifically associated with the interruption of media in
public spaces using diverse strategies, and with exploiting the relationship between what Michael
Auping calls “the graphic and the grammatical.”62 For instance, Jenny Holzer’s signature medium
is the LED (light emitting diode) sign, like those used in supermarkets, airports [baggage
58

This archival material is now housed in the Docklands Museum, with photomural artwork. See Leeson and Dunn
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carousels] and banks for information or advertisements. [fig. 5-14] Her caustic aphorisms as first
appear to be words of wisdom or the wise words of a proverb, but actually undermine the authority
of the speaking voice, and provoke dissonance and anxiety. Her messages do not exhort us to buy,
but to think, and have appeared on posters, T-shirts, tractor hats, stickers, metal plaques,
monumental electronic signs, magazines, park benches, sarcophagi, billboards, television.63
Martha Rosler, whose photomontage-based work was discussed earlier in Chapter 2, used
letter dot text on a Jumbotron screen for her installation in her 1989 project Housing is a Human
Right (1989). [fig. 5-15] The screen was installed on New York’s Flatiron Building, originally
called the Fuller Building, a triangular 22-storey steel-framed landmarked skyscraper deeply
associated with iconic photographs by Alfred Stieglitz and Paul Strand. A third example is the
outdoor installation of montages by Barbara Kruger. [fig. 5-16] She has displayed her montaged
exhortations in multiple “public sphere” spaces such as parks, train stations, bus stops, newspapers
and magazines (and like Jenny Holzer, has licenced her work for reproduction on merchandise).64
Her rhetorical strategy is the inverse of the “I am” declarations of Condé and Beveridge, and of
Leeson and Dunn: her frequent use of the imperative (Don’t Be A Jerk; Why Are You Here?) and
use of pronouns (Your Gaze Hits The Side Of My Face; Your Comfort Is My Silence) constitutes a
linguistic destabilization of the (gendered) voice and violence of authority, calling attention to acts
of exclusion, rather than inclusion.
The advent of billboards for commercial advertisement is itself concomitant with the rise of
highways and congested urban freeways, directed toward motorists rather than street-level
pedestrians.65 However, in the three examples of public address modalities cited above, the work
forms a “street talk” relationship with the audience, and the presence of language acts as a kind of
63
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[fig. 5-14] Jenny Holzer, PROTECT ME FROM WHAT I WANT, from Survival series, 1985-1986
[fig. 5-15] Martha Rosler, Housing is a Human Right, 1989, installed on Spectacolor board, New York
[fig. 5-16] Barbara Kruger, Surveillance is your Busywork, billboard for Film in the Cities, 1985, Minneapolis

intrusion into coded spaces in the guise of text as a machine-generated lettering for mass audience
dissemination. (The use of graffiti as a handmade, gestural insertion of language into the street will
be discussed in the chapter ahead.)
The collaborative nature of the projects undertaken by Leeson and Dunn, and Condé and
Beveridge, as they have recounted, involves an interplay of skills between artists and expert
informants. In the union and community space examples discussed above, the emphasis of “I am”
declaration is the voice of this expert information, namely the collaborating union workers or
Docklands residents, as the speaking voice. What are the implications of the situatedness of these
projects in designated art spaces, where the emphasis is on the creative role of the maker, rather
than the declarative voice of the speaking subject?

Art Spaces
As artists, Condé and Beveridge also consider art spaces as performative stages, such as artist-run
spaces, museums and special exhibitions. Once shown before the union audience, Condé and
Beveridge’s works are usually presented by a number of institutions in the bona fide art
community, and as projects are typically funded by art councils, rather than labour organizations
per se, this seems logical.66 Condé and Beveridge have stated that they do not participate in
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showings with private galleries, which are spaces designed to present works of art “at the point of
sale” in marketing parlance. They do show their works in non-commercial spaces, such as artistrun galleries like Gallery 44 in Toronto and Dazibao in Montreal, and have participated in
photography festivals and international exhibitions, for instance, representing Canada in the 1990
Rotterdam Biennale, and showings in several Mois de la Photo festivals in Montreal. They also
permit sale of their works as complete portfolios for permanent preservation (the Art Gallery of
Ontario, and the (former) Canadian Museum of Contemporary Photography67, are two examples)
and, in this way, recall the practice of collaborative artists Christo and Jeanne-Claude, who initiate
projects within a community construct and post-installation and realize revenue from the
subsequent sale of documentation. Condé and Beveridge are also founding members of the
Labour, Arts and Media Working Group (LAMWG), sponsor of the Mayworks Festival of
Working People and the Arts, held annually in Toronto since 1986.68 Finally, it should be
mentioned that after more than five decades of production, Condé and Beveridge are considered
senior figures in Canada’s visual art community, and as such have been featured in many surveys
of contemporary Canadian photography and the focus of retrospective exhibitions and
documentary film.69
The condensed résumé given above is significant because it is important to note that there
is a fluidity of the role of the artists as they traverse across performative venues. They move from
their originating roles as facilitators within a larger multisectoral collaboration facilitating the
construction of the declarative voice of their union worker partners, to that of artists, a category of
sacralized creators working within the operations of a very different, and arguably, more
exclusive, language game. Hutcheon reverses the sequence of actual venues as a way of
underscoring the political value in addition to the aesthetic value of Condé and Beveridge’s work:
67

The CMCP closed its doors in 2009, when its program was integrated into the photography program of the National
Gallery of Canada.

68

Tuer, “Is it Still Privileged Art?” 207.

69

Powerplays: Contemporary Photography from Canada (Edinburgh: Stills Gallery, 1989); Modern Narratives and
Other Tales (Toronto: Gallery 44, 1990); Acting the Part: Photography as Theatre (Ottawa: National Gallery of
Canada, 2006); Get Hold of This Space: A Geography of Conceptual Art in Canada (Canadian Cultural Centre
(France), 2014); and anthologies such as Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999).
As well as retrospective projects such as Condé and Beveridge: Class Works (Agnes Etherington Arts Centre, 2008)
exhibition and Public Exposures: The Activist Art of Condé and Beveridge (Toronto, ON: A Space Gallery, 2016),
films, Portrait of Resistance: The Art and Activism of Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge. Directed by Roz Miller
(Toronto, ON: Anti-amnesiac Productions, 2011).

Chapter 5 The Declarative

271

“What is also important is that this series has been shown not only in museums (it has been
purchased by the Art Gallery of Ontario), but also in union halls, community centres, libraries – in
other words, in public sites that signal its social and political intent.”70
Condé and Beveridge maintain that although one is limited to working within dominant
institutions, they hope to “display” the contradictions the institutions embody. They state:
It does not mean that those institutions are unchangeable. In fact, we would argue that there is not
real choice about working within or outside a given institution. The choice is working for or against
it and it is this that determines the nature of one’s work.71

As part of their work with art institutions, Condé and Beveridge make installation decisions that
are designed to subvert the sacralization of the work, such as hanging the frames at staggered, nonuniform heights on the wall, or avoiding the use of protective and privileging picture frames.
Encountered in museum, with the artists as the designated authors, the declarative “I am”
statement of the Oshawa project can succeed by using highly artificial means to convey historical
actuality, the technique of denaturalization advocated by Brecht and others in theatrical
performance, and as I have argued in my discussion of the contemplative and Hans Haacke’s Voici
Alcan. I would add here that twin roles of Condé and Beveridge’s authorship, first as
facilitator/partner staging the work for worker/community audiences, then as artist/author staging
the work for cultural audiences, do not carry the same the perlocutionary effect. There is an
implied ennobling effect in foregrounding the work as art qua Art, which brings to mind Allan
Sekula’s essay “The Body and the Archive”, where he writes of three distinct judgement positions
or “gazes” performed by audience in response to visual works: the familiar gaze, as in the
emotional gaze in looking at a photograph of a beloved friend or family member; the “look up”
when we view portraits of heroes and other members of society we perceive to be superior to
ourselves; and the “look down” which we reserve for the pitying or repugnant gaze accorded to
portraits of criminals, the poor, the starving, the insane, etc.72 So although the body of work may
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be fixed across its multiple instances of display, the meaning of the encoded spaces exude in
framing its reception is flexible.

The Archive
During an earlier time in my own academic work, I investigated ways in which multiple
perspectives were—and more significantly, were not—preserved through institutional archival
acquisition decisions and unacknowledged biases of individual archivists as gatekeepers. Alice
Walker’s resonant statement about the plurality of truths seemed particularly to both art and
archival records:
I believe that the truth about my subject only comes when all the sides of the story are put together,
and all their different meanings mean one new one. Each writer writes the missing parts to the other
writer’s story. And the whole story is what I am after.73

What is the “story” referred to by Alice Walker, and what is the responsibility of the archivist in
locating it, in gathering it, in preserving it? Historically, archives have collected the “official” story
through the acquisition of public records and specific fragments of the “unofficial” story in private
collections. The resulting tendency has often been an inadvertently monolithic representation of
complex concerns, a preservation of a “uni-verse” or a “mono-verse” rather than the preservation
of a “multi-verse”.74 Archivists are, by definition, experts in the precise labelling, arranging and
filing of documentation. Their daily endeavours revolve around putting order to chaos, and
language to order. But the continuous multiplication of social identities and the representations of
them require accommodation to existing acquisition policies to meet an array of emergent
perspectives and avenues of research, and to welcome new constituencies as clients.
The perspective of “mainstream” records creators, that is, government departments, big
business and publishers of newsmedia, is well enshrined within archival institutions and will
continue to be. The records created by individuals and organizations that reflect so-called
Contemporary Art in 1987, critiqued by Richard Bolton, “In the American East: Richard Avedon Incorporated,” The
Contest of Meaning, 261-282.
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“alternative” or “minority” positions, particularly cultural minorities, are less prominently within
view: too often, archivists have actively neglected making contact with such records creators, and
the resource pressures which bear on these generally underfunded sources make their records scant
and sometimes vulnerable. The viewpoints of such records creators, often critical perspectives, are
hardly “minor” or “marginal” at all, but form an integral part of the whole story, or in this case,
history. Acquired by the National Archives of Canada in 1987, the Oshawa project was purchased
directly from the artists, in addition to the original cassettes and transcripts of the oral history
interviews. The series was collected for its evidentiary value because it was considered to hold
national significance, and to tell a story that would otherwise not be located in the archival
documentation of either the management or union side of the equation.75
Archival operations generally go on behind the scenes at the “back of house” and are not
visible or accessibly to the researchers who consult records in the reference room. Usually, the
Oshawa series is not on display but is maintained in storage until requested by a researcher. At the
National Archives of Canada, the researcher has multiple options in determining how s/he will
explore the Oshawa series: s/he may consult the printed photographs only, or in conjunction with
recorded oral history interviews recorded by Condé and Beveridge, or with the typed transcripts of
the interviews, or either oral history element alone without viewing the photomontage series.
However, the preservation of the oral history archives for access by researchers is not only a
selective repository of memory, the very act of acquisition also represents a declarative
pronouncement. For Jacques Derrida, the archive still shelters within it the memory of its root,
arkhe, which comprises two concepts: the commencement and the commandment. It is the place
where official documents are filed and official interpretations are given – the intersection of both
place and law, both a sheltering and a concealing.76 Historically, the inverse of preserving the “I
75
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am” declaration has been to assert the historical “truth” of dominant entities within culture, such as
government, police, corporations. The “fever” referred to by Derrida is the sickness, the delirium
that assails a culture that depends on archives. In her essay “The Human Snapshot”, Ariella
Azoulay reads the value of archives in a very different way. She positions Edward Steichen’s
1955 Family of Man exhibition in the context of the United Nations’ 1948 Universal Declaration
of Human Rights: she reads the images featured in the exhibition not as descriptive statements with
universal claims, but prescriptive statements pointing to the what-could-be, the claim to universal
human rights.77 The emancipatory power is not located in what is in the photographs, but in the
collective contents of the exhibition as a whole as a new genre: an act of declaration: “A
declaration is a decree, an order, an edict, or a ruling [….] a verdict made public, a
pronouncement, a promulgation [….] an assertion, an insistence, a claim, an affirmation, an
assurance, a protestation, an objection, a complaint, a disapproval, a challenge, a dissent, an
outcry, a remonstration.78 In this important way, the location of the both the recorded oral history
and the constructed photographic series at Library and Archives Canada points not only to the past
moments of the Oshawa union, but also looks forward to its role in the future protection of
workers. This was a key piece of my own work in the 1990s at the National Archives’ collection
of historical and contemporary photographs, considering the spectrum of potential records
creators/perspectives, and to proactively seek to secure permanent records from more vulnerable
(i.e., non-corporate) sources. My team, located at the national level, also advocated a rethink of
collection policies across all archival institutions, to break the Darwinian passive collecting
attitude of archives generally and the subjective stance of individual archivists specifically: the
archivist responsible for war records should also seek to safeguard records of peace activist
groups, etc.; the records of nuclear power should include protest groups in addition to records from
national research councils and manufacturers.
I see three important distinctions in the archival encounter of the Oshawa project from its
location in union space or art space settings. First, in the archive, the performance “stage” is not
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Azoulay, “‘The Family of Man’: A Visual Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” in The Human Snapshot, edited
by Thomas Keenan and Tirdad Zolghadr (Fedlmeilen, Switzerland: LUMA Foundation, 2013), 20. For a discussion of
the political implications of descriptive and prescriptive, see Jean-François Lyotard and Jean-Loup Thébaud, Just
Gaming (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985).
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Azoulay, “‘The Family of Man’” 37.
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fixed and curator directed, as it would be in a museum or union hall environment, but is flexible
and user directed. Archival materials are generally not displayed but requested for occasional
inspection in a special collections reading room. With this “unstable” performance environment,
the operations of the declarative are fluid: the presence of originating voice (workers) or
interpretive focalizers of the story (Condé and Beveridge) are not firmly established; the order of
consulting the constituent elements is determined by the researcher; the differentiation between the
“true” or “authentic” (the voices of workers on tape or on printed page) and the “constructed”
(posed images with text overlays created by the artists) is blurred. This change of both the
environment of performance stage, and its fixity, affects our possible readings of the visual speech
act. Instead of “reading” images arranged along a wall, the sequence and choice of “text” in our
beholding of the total archival record is entirely dependent on our own selections.
Secondly, there is a significant shift from encoded cues associated with aesthetic display:
as we are not in an art gallery or museum, we may not frame the works as fictitious and poetical,
but as documentary in nature and, in being preserved archivally, significant as evidence
documenting the history of a nation. Finally, it is important to note that there is the risk of an
incomplete performance of declaration, in the Austinian sense of potential speech act failures:
researchers who choose to consult only the recordings or transcripts of interviews with workers,
and not the photo narrative series, will experience the narrative of the history and struggles of the
union as “unfiltered”, prior to an interpretive intervention staged by the collaborative artists.
Finally, it should be pointed out that as archival documents in permanent storage, the exploration
of these photo narratives is entirely dependent on an active request made by an interested viewer,
such as an academic researching the history of labour in Canada; there is no chance the works
would be encountered “accidentally” or passively as one visits a labour hall or museum in the
course of other business, or is exposed to the series “by force” in passing frames from the series
reproduced on a giant billboard. The audience of this storytelling is extremely specific and, most
likely, one already well aware of the political nature of this discourse. In the archival environment,
the “I am” declaration is no less potent, but is significantly altered. While the “I am” is
“legitimized” as an integral voice through the process of acquisition and preservation as part of the
national narrative, I would argue its power of performance is less visible as the documents lie in a
dormant stage awaiting active beholding in the reference rooms, and more fluid as specific kinds
of readers make individual selections in the sequence and media of the total narrative.
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This discussion has explored the strategy of the declarative through an examination of the
manifold meanings and experiences associated with the pluralism (and instability) of narratorial
voices and performative stages through the examination of one single body of work. I would argue
that the declarative, as expressed in the installations and events discussed above works, operates in
two ways. First, it works as an artist-mediated exhortation to the community directly addressing
the affected residents of Docklands, an interpellative mode of address discussed in the previous
chapter concerning work by Krzysztof Wodiczko. Secondly, the presence of citizen representation
against systemic forces through an artist-mediated “I am” declaration makes visible and tangible
vulnerable citizens who refuse to be silenced. Jo Spence, a contemporary colleague of Leeson and
Dunn, is best known for her autobiographical photographic practice in reconstructing the self, a
term she referred to as “putting myself in the picture”. Her lifetime body of work interrogates
photographic conventions and her role as author/subject, and explores the potential of photo-based
narrative as a kind of radical therapy:
Though the project offers a starting point from within photography, it allows us to move beyond
the eternal textual analysis to ask questions about what is not being shown or said; what cannot
be said (what is visually unsayable); and what is being displaced or rendered structurally absent.
[…] that which in terms of class/power relations is rendered invisible, not named/discussed/
shown and often actively suppressed.79

Once the artist is no longer the primary agent responsible for the artwork but must engage with
others, the artwork becomes less a “work” than a process of meaning-making interactions. The
innovator of 1960s “happenings”, Allan Kaprow asks, in his haunting recollection of a utopian and
practical project called Project Other Ways, which brought arts tools to underserved school kids in
strife-laden Berkeley (California): “Was the experiment a success? It depends on our criteria.
Conventionally, in our culture, something is either art or it’s something else; either a poem or a
telephone call to a relative.”80 He then discusses the inevitability of collaborative community
projects eventually seeking to be, or reluctantly being, “recoded” to admit them to the framework
of art discourse (as objects).81
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Jo Spence, Putting Myself in the Picture: A Political Personal and Photographic Autobiography (Seattle, WA: Real
Comet Press, 1988), 121.
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Allan Kaprow, “Success and Failure when Art Changes,” Mapping the Terrain. New Genre Public Art, edited by
Suzanne Lacy (Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1995), 154.
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The declarative, I have argued, asserts subjecthood and makes space for disenfranchised
citizen segments. In the close reading of work by Condé and Beveridge, I have explored the
mutability of display spaces in the “everyday” world, such as the street, the labour hall, and the
archive, and how non-museal performative stages play a role in audience reception. In the next
chapter, I will reverse this vector and look at the implications of bringing “the street” into the art
space, and how the use of the imperative challenges museumgoers in their peregrinations through a
cultural institution.
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Gilbert and George, Are You Angry or Are You Boring?, 1977
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CHAPTER SIX
The Imperative: Gilbert and George in Thatcher’s Britain
In my discussions of the modes of performative speech in the preceding chapters, it is possible to
consider different groups. The first group— the integrative, the contemplative and the
interpellative—may be considered as an argumentation that is decorous and “co-operative” in
nature. By contrast, the combative and the declarative may be regarded as insistent and
confrontational. In this chapter, I will introduce one more Austinian mode as a way to explore the
political in art: the imperative. In argumentation theory, the imperative mode belongs to a class of
exercitives or commanding expressions (accusatives, hortatives, admonitives) that express desire
on the part of the speaker for an action to be performed by the speaker, addressee, by both, or
perhaps by another party.1
At the beginning of this study, I cited Umberto Eco’s framing of Genesis 1:3,4, observing
“thus Creation itself arose through an act of speech,” and continues with a citation from Genesis
2:16-17, noting God’s first words to Adam and Eve commanding them not to eat of the Tree of
Knowledge.2 Austin credits a theory of the origins of the imperative to Danish linguist Otto
Jespersen, who conjectured that all utterances must have first begun as imperatives or as swear
words.3 When survival is at stake, speech that commands is, indeed, useful: for instance, to
demand resources, to give instruction, or to warn of imminent danger. In this context, directives
and exercitives move beyond the requirements for survival and are fundamental elements of
promoting mutually amenable social space, such as resolving conflict. For this reason, the
constitutive nature of exercitives has found a central place in political theory, in the writings of

1

John Searle, Expression and Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1979), 8. Frans van Eemeren et al use the term “directive” characterized by the attempt to get the
receiver/beholder to do something or to refrain from doing something and includes requests, commands, threats,
prohibitions, etc.: See Frans van Eemeren, Rob Grootendoorst, Sally Jackson and Scott Jacobs, Reconstructing
Argumentative Discourse (Tuscaloosa and London: The University of Alabama Press, 1993), 29.
2

Umberto Eco, Serendipities: Language and Lunacy (New York: Harvest Books, 1999), 30.

3

J.L.Austin, How to Do Things with Words, edited by J.O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa (Oxford: Oxford University
Press,1982 [1962]), 72. He is referring to Jespersen’s work Language. Its Nature, Development and Origin (London:
George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1922).
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Friedrich Nietzsche, Paul de Man and Jacques Derrida as examples: the imperative in its positive
character exerts juridical force in concepts of justice and the protection of identity.4 Conversely,
Jean-François Lyotard warns that exercitives may also operate as oppressive and normativizing
prescriptives (“should” or “ought”) rather than a pluralistic, descriptive (“is”) model. In Excitable
Speech, Judith Butler argues that in both linguistic and political domains, the imperative model
contains the power to injure through speech. In this way, utterances render violence and are,
therefore, prosecutable as hate speech: Butler cites African-American author Toni Morrison’s
contention that “oppressive language does more than represent violence, it is violence.”5
This chapter considers the huge multi-panel photographic installations produced by the
collaborative duo known as Gilbert and George. Their high-profile professional and personal
partnership was formed in 1967, and Gilbert and George have since then explored conceptual
premises that interrogate the mechanisms of art world systems and the privileging status of the
artist: their works have taken the form of performances as living sculptures, mass-disseminated
posters and postcards, and monumental photographic installations called Photo-pieces produced
and exhibited between 1977 and 1983. I have selected a number of these for a close reading,
specifically images from a series of exhibitions: Dirty Words (1977), Postcard sculptures (1980),
Modern Fears (1980-1), Crusade (1982) and Modern Faith (1983). I argue that these
constructions enter the grammatical, procedural and political spheres of the imperative through
interventions that disrupt dominant, oppressive discourses of poverty, nationalism, homophobia
and racism. As generators of critical interventions, their indecorous visual utterances mark both
their presence and absence/abjection in the colonized rhetoric of the public sphere during the
Thatcher years. Their word/image constructions are purposely designed to outrage and to disrupt
in confrontational installations featuring graffiti-rendered titles with hortatives such as Suck or
Lick or the citation of epithets (“words that wound”6) such as Paki, Queer or The Alcoholic. Their
exercitives do not solicit harmonious social relations, rather they (re)frame the toxicity of hate

4

Notably, see Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” Limited, Inc., edited by Gerald Graff and translated by
Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988).
5

Judith Butler, Excitable Speech. A Politics of the Performative (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), 6.

6

Richard Delgado, “Words that Wound: A Tort Action for Racial Insults, Epithets, and Name-Calling,” Harvard
Civil Rights– Civil Liberties Law Review 17 (1982): 133-181.

Chapter 6 The Imperative

282

speech from the street and spew it directly into the more socially and spatially exclusive social
space of museums, art galleries and private collections. These works operate as aggressive
confrontations in the British public sphere and invite linkages that will be explored in the
discussion that follows to marginalization in the films of Stephen Frears/Hanif Kureishi (My
Beautiful Laundrette, Sammy and Rosie Get Laid), to archetypes of “laddishness” and the
disturbing phenomenon of mass rioting by British football fans, intermixed with rabid neo-Nazi
youth (disturbingly chronicled by former GRANTA editor Bill Buford), and to the explosive
eruption of punk as a form of cultural attack by the marginalized on the rhetoric of tradition.

1. Gilbert and George
The art and life partnership began in 1967 when Gilbert Proesch and George Passmore met at St.
Martin’s School of Art in London.7 Their early collaborative works were based on postDuchampian conceptual approaches to the mechanisms of art and language systems, such as
performance events in which both artists performed in galleries as living sculptures. They
eventually came to define their exploration of the role of the Artist as both a privileged social
construct and as agency of socially purposeful visual by appearing consistently in the “bourgeois”
uniform of slightly ill-fitting suits, which they referred to as the “responsibility suits of ART.”8
Gilbert and George were initially known for their conceptual living sculpture performance singing
Bud Flanagan and Chesney Allen’s classic music-hall song Underneath the Arches for hours and
hours on end, while moving robotically, with their hands and faces covered in metallic paint. First
performed literally underneath the arches in 1969, both in Charing Cross station and Cable Street,
in London’s East End, it has been repeated many times since in venues around the world.9

7

Anders Kold, “Facts and Vision,” Gilbert and George. New Democratic Pictures (Denmark: Aarhus Kunst
Museum, 1992). The artists have been referred to (and refer to themselves) variously as Gilbert and George, as well
Gilbert & George, throughout the literature. For the sake of consistency in this discussion, I have chosen to Gilbert
and George, the form used by the artists as their stamped “signature” on prints.
8

John T. Paoletti, “Gilbert and George,” The Critical Eye/I (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale Center for British Art,
1984), 17.
9

This work is discussed by Wolf Jahn, Gilbert and George: Monarchy as Democracy (London: Anthony d’Offay
Gallery, 1989). See a video clip of Gilbert and George performing the work around 2012:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CsuHpi2gcGY
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In three decades of image production, they have displaced self-referential, interiorizing
aesthetic concerns of modernist art in their early parodic performances as living sculptures with
combined images featuring portraits, iconic monuments, urban graffiti, and documentary
snapshots of street life to create a “fusion of sacred and profane pictorial elements in an
interchangeable strategy of terrorism.”10 Gilbert and George are life-long residents of London’s
East End. This is where the Photo-pieces were produced from 1976, through Thatcher’s tenure as
prime minister, as specific interventions engaging with the deteriorating living conditions for the
UK’s working class and poor residents. Streets and landmarks of the East End photographed by
Gilbert and George themselves, are combined with studio-made images: the resulting conflation
of disjunctive elements, like Heartfield’s critical practice, is invoked as a strategy to create critical
propositions. Their approach to street photography deliberately attempted to avoid the predatory
tropes of journalism and documentary narrative practices, deploying the candid “street” shots
(derelicts, youths, city scenes) as focalizers in a critical confrontation with regressive discourses,
rather than the usual solicitation of sympathy for the “deserving poor” objects of our gaze.

2. The Imperative and Thatcher’s Britain
Aspects of the political environment in Britain during this period bear some reiteration
here prior to linking the Photo-pieces to specific political propositions. In 1975–1976 under
Labour Party rule, shifts in economic policy, seeking to establish monetary control, produced a
dramatic restraint in public spending for social programs: in the resulting recession, the Sterling
pound fell below a value of $2 USD precipitating still further cutbacks in public spending and
Britain’s abrupt dependence on credit from the International Monetary Fund. In the wake of these
conditions, the nation underwent a worsening recession, increasing adult unemployment, and a
rising call for stringent law-and-order measures to stabilize dissent. Political and social policy was
further radicalized in reform measures enacted following the election of Margaret Thatcher’s
Conservative Party government in 1977: as British economist Peter Riddell observes in his study
The Thatcher Era and its Legacy, Thatcher campaigned on a populist platform promising
“renewal at every level, and in every profession, of our old vigour and vitality”11, and once
10

Mark Holborn, “Gilbert and George Storm America’s Citadels,” Aperture 97:2-5.
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Peter Riddell, The Thatcher Era and Its Legacy (Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1991), 7.
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elected, her government placed priority on fostering private sector growth to the detriment of
funding education, culture, and research initiatives. While middle- and upper-class Britons
prospered in the wake of the new private sector profit ventures, the bottom tenth of the British
working population suffered a drop in real income of 9.7% between 1979–1985. In sum, the
nation was better off but its citizens were more unequal. The most intractable problem facing the
Thatcher government was the unabated rise of the welfare state: the number of people with
income below the poverty line rose 55% to 9.4 million, or 17% of the total population in the same
period12, and disturbingly, the number of homeless “households” rose from 68,000 to 163,000.13
The inner city of London as a contested terrain for the intersecting manifold interests was
addressed by numerous artists in this time period, picturing the contiguous neighbourhoods along
the Thames River of the City of London, and the East End London borough of Tower Hamlets.
Tower Hamlets was created in 1965 from a fusion of Stepney, Poplar and Bethnal Green and,
including the Docklands and Spitalfields, it was considered to be one of the most racially and
culturally diverse areas in London. Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, whose work I have discussed
in the preceding chapter, worked with community groups in Docklands to resist the gentrification
of “post-industrial wasteland” to create the new upscale inner city of Canary Wharf. In My
Beautiful Laundrette (1986) and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (1987), written by Hanif Kureishi and
directed by Stephen Frears, the inner metropolis of London, including both declining and
prosperous neighbourhoods, is the locus for a post-colonial kaleidoscope of ludic and tragic
clashes between characters representing various configurations of class, race, sexual orientation
and nationality. As Leslie Brill concisely summarizes in an essay about Sammy and Rosie Get
Laid:

12

Riddell, The Thatcher Era, 155-156.

13

Riddell, The Thatcher Era, 174. It is worth mentioning here that the cultural sector also suffered severe reductions
in government support during Thatcher’s governance. Cultural critic John Roberts observes that the widespread
notion of Thatcherism as “hegemonic” is unduly “ideologist” (assumes a coherence and manipulative power to
ideology that just isn’t there) and excessively discontinuist; essentially Thatcherism represented an extended control
of the ideological apparatuses of the state by the ruling class, making the process of capitalist cultural colonization
more unpalatable and less negotiable than it might have been. In this way, Thatcherism furthered weakened the
possibility of art’s place within a new counter-culture sphere. See John Roberts, Postmodernism, politics and art
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1990), 57-59.
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Volatile slums sink into chaos while stable middle-class neighborhoods persist unchanged.
Wealthy white businessmen bulldoze mixed-race, classless settlers off an area moneyed interests
wish to develop. The grandiloquent oratory of Margaret Thatcher regarding “the big job to do in
some of those inner cities” is heard as “domestic colonialism” by those who dwell there and feel
they have no way in running their neighbourhoods.14

In Derek Jarman’s film The Last of England (1987), the Docklands is presented as a
liminal space where the past and present collide, an endpoint of modernity, as well as a place of
departure for those set adrift in the film’s conclusion, as Mark Turner comments, brutal, spent and
undergoing the radically damaging forces of neoliberal ideology.15
With these elements in mind, we can turn now to the analysis of specific works of Gilbert
and George produced in response to this economic and political climate. The series Dirty Words
was first exhibited in 1977.16 This series is an early example of Gilbert and George’s
characteristic Photo-piece construction which are formally consistent as black-and-white
photographs combined as a grid measuring approximately 241x 201cm, with yellow and/or red
tinting of specific images. In each work, photographs of the figures of Gilbert and George flank a
changing selection of their own street images of London, portraits of residents, and “found object”
images of graffiti with “dirty” words, such as “suck”, “cock”, “cunt”, “shit”, “piss” and
“bollocks”.17 The titles are derived from the featured graffiti in each composition, and form an
aggressive challenge to the beholder through a combination of the affront of the graffiti as “rude”

14

Leslie Brill, The Ironic Filmmaking of Stephen Frears (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 51.
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See Mark W. Turner, “Derek Jarman in the Docklands: The Last of England and Thatcher’s London,” Taking
Place: Location and the Moving Image, edited by John David Rhodes and Elena Gorfinkel (Minnesota, MN:
University of Minnesota, 2011), 77-97. Usage of the term “England”, whether by white pride groups or oppositional
artists, is intentional, signalling the historical (and nostalgized) origin of the nation. Gilbert and George themselves
refer to “England” in their spoken dialogue and as the title of one of grid works from the Thatcher era.
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Dirty Words was reprised at London’s Serpentine Gallery in 2002, the “silver” anniversary” of the series’ debut,
and coincident with the 60th anniversary of Queen Elizabeth II’s ascent to the throne. In his review of this installation,
Adrian Searle noted that it was the first time the complete series was shown in one space, and that he felt it created a
very melancholy gravitas pointing to the reality of social inequity in the UK then, and in the present moment. “What a
State,” The Guardian, June 11, 2002.
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I note here the comparison of Gilbert and George’s own photographs with London photographer Nigel Henderson
in his own 1950s-era photographs of East End streets, including images of young boys and youths in the street with
graffiti-laden walls in the background. See Nigel Henderson’s Streets. Photographs of London’s East End 1949-53,
edited by Clive Coward (London: Tate, 2017).
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street language (and gesture), and the towering presence of each grid over the height of the
viewer. [fig. 6-1]
We didn’t want to be like a photographer or like a newspaper photographer with one image, because
that belonged in photography history. We wanted to make an artwork in a gallery or museum
representing a work of art not a photograph, and the only way we could find in the first place was to
make a group of photographs which looked like an object on the wall. Then very, very slowly this
came together into shapes [….] we used a rectangle, like any classical picture, then we lost the gaps
in between the sections; toward a single picture away from the idea of a group of separate images. In
1977 because we did The Dirty Words we realized we could do images which crossed sections of the
picture. So, slowly, they became a single picture.18

[fig 6-1] Installation view from the exhibition Gilbert & George: The Dirty Words Pictures, Serpentine
Gallery, London (6 June – 1 September 2002)

18

“Boot, Blood Heads, Tears, Seen, Eight, Attacked,” 1995 interview with Keith Pointing reprinted in the anthology
The Words of Gilbert and George (London: Violette Editions, 1997),198. Originally exhibited in three groups in
Amsterdam, Düsseldorf and New York in 1977 and 1978, all 26 pictures of Gilbert & George’s The Dirty Words
Pictures were brought together at the Serpentine Gallery for the first time in 2002.
https://www.serpentinegalleries.org/exhibitions-events/gilbert-george-dirty-words-pictures-1977-gilbert-george-dirtywords-pictures-1977
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This focus on graffiti as street statement operates on several levels. First, the frames that
feature the graffiti words are in themselves evidentiary of real-world expressions of resistance to
polite, decorous society. It is parole, everyday speech as an anti-authority expression, and also a
criminal intervention as defacement of private or public property. The originators of the graffiti
create a form of vernacular, street-level intervention to exert voice in the public sphere, and use
language to fight back against cultural and economic hegemony, as Ivan Illich writes “to secure
political or participatory space for forms of governance that enable exceptions to nationalinternational forced development [….] and the totalities of the left and right ideology.”19 From
the perspective of Austin’s concept of a total speech environment, the variables in the
performance of an utterance provide a context for its reception; in the case of spoken English in
the UK, this touches on concepts of social status in socio-linguistics: Received Pronunciation (RP)
is an accent associated with a higher social and educational background (posh), the class level
associated with power and influence; by contrast, localized accents and dialects are associated
with lower economic status speakers. This binary is most familiar in George Bernard Shaw’s My
Fair Lady, where a Cockney accent is remade into Received Pronunciation.20
Before continuing to discuss the specific operations of the imperative in Dirty Words, it is
important to consider how the citation of the graffiti is, and is not, productive. Gilbert and George,
sympathetic inhabitants of this very neighbourhood, act not as outsiders showing a parade of
naughty expletives, but position their photographic documentation from the perspective of
insiders with what is generally an undervalued, inner-city mode of expression. However, their
intervention as artists also includes picturing graffiti epithets, such as “paki”, “the alcoholic”, and
“faggot”. Here, they quote hate speech, words that wound, as Judith Butler has argued.21 Like
19

Quoted by Trent Schroyer, Beyond Western Economics: Remembering Other Economic Cultures (New York and
London: Routledge, 2009). More recently, there has been academic interest in exploring related concepts such as dirt,
punk and trash as manifestations of dirty art, dirty media, dirty words and trash culture and the overall rhetoric of
“waste, dirt and shit”: See the announcement for a 2016 workshop hosted by the Amsterdam School for Cultural
Analysis.
20
See William Labov, Sharon Ash and Charles Boberg, The Atlas of North American English (Berlin: Mouton-de
Gruyte, 2006). While the origin of this idea of RP is specific to Southern England, there are variations elsewhere: the
English used in theatre and radio broadcast is generally mid-Atlantic, a fusion of RP and North American English;
distinctions are also made geographically, within a city such as Brahmin spoken English (educated) and “Southie”
(Irish working class), or across regions, such as the consideration of English spoken in the southern United States
sometimes regarded as inferior, connoting an unsophisticated person.
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Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997).
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Gilbert and George, Jean-Luc Moulène has also photographed urban graffiti as visual utterance,
and points to a different reading, from that of criminal acts against private property to the
condition of incommensurability of their disenfranchised authors. Jean-Luc Moulène series of
photographs, Le Tunnel, depicts graffiti messages by unknown authors along the walls of the
tunnel at the Boulevard de Bercy in Paris.22 Moulène combines the visual documentation of
“found objects texts” with their transcription as typographic text: the images of the originating
graffiti expressions capture the Austinian total speech environment through gestural handwriting
and syntax signifying anguish, despair, violence and philosophical reflection; in “translating” the
words as machine-produced text, readers are denied a reading of the statements as poetic gestures
of suffering, and are instead confronted with the impact of what is being said. I also refer back to
Martha Rosler’s later Bringing the War Home series, with the appropriation of the Abu Ghraib
image showing Lynndie England torturing an Iraqi prisoner. In her essay “Objectification,”
Martha Nussbaum considers several modes of objectification, drawing examples from literary
sources: texts from D.H. Lawrence, James Joyce, Playboy magazine, hard-core pornography, and
bathhouse memoir.23 Her examples position objectification as the transformation of someone into
something, and examines how the meaning of this transformation is dependent on context, one
component of which is the location of the narratorial voice residing in a character, in an implied
author, or in a real-life author. Here Nussbaum’s approach is helpful in the consideration of the
role of artists in the detaching and re-presenting instances of real-world objectification from their
points of originating utterance. As narrators, the implied authors of informal trophy shots of
humiliated prisoners, of evidence of apartheid police brutality, of racist and homophobic street
graffiti, are superceded by artists (Rosler, Haacke, Moulène, Gilbert and George) as meta-authors,
who restage these iterations as citations, which require critical reading. In the case of Gilbert and
George, they are the originators of their appropriated photographs, working as both intrepid
documentarians as well as meta-authors. Consider these statements from a single interview with
Carter Ratcliff:

22

In the published collection, Le Tunnel (Paris: Éditions Al Dante, 2005) Moulène identifies the dates of the
photographs as 1996, September 8, 1998, May 31, 1999, May 4, 2000, and March 3, 2001.
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Martha C. Nussbaum, “Objectification,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 24/4 (Autumn 1995):219-291.
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The human figures […] were taken very shyly and very frightenedly (sic) from the first-floor
window at Fournier Street […] After a time we ventured out of the house with a camera, but only
with a long lens, so we could take people’s pictures at bus stops and things. One or two we asked.
We thought of the figures as representative persons. Six different individuals became Patriots
(1980).24

Here, the artists point to their struggle with adopting the practices of other photo genres (street
photography, photojournalism, social reform documentary) by their reluctance to objectify by
“taking” images of individuals, as well as their willingness to do so through the transformation of
photographed individuals into representative types.
Mieke Bal, writing about the politics of citation in her review of a volume featuring
historical photographic images of African subjects, draws attentions to the ethical implication of
re-presenting the gesture of appropriation and exploitation: “The reproduction, even in enhanced
form, of the objectionable images is a gesture of complicity, no matter how critical the text that
accompanies them. The stare of the critic [author/reader] is caught, and he cannot help but be
entangled in what he has set out to do."25 Viewed from another perspective, the use of citation in
above-mentioned examples makes visible invisible social space: as Henri Lefebvre notes in The
Production of Space:
What is different is, to begin with, what is excluded: the edges of the city, shanty towns, the spaces
of forbidden games, of guerrilla war, of war. Sooner or later, however, the existing centre and the
forces of homogenization must seek to absorb all such differences, and they will succeed if these
retain a defensive posture and no counterattack is mounted from their side.26

The citations of image fragments are not only of other voices (urban graffiti), but also a kind of
quoting from other modalities of photography (“trophy” snapshots, photojournalism, commercial
magazines and advertisements). The integration of these non-art source images is then
recuperated as components in the art object. It is useful to divide the discussion into two major
sections: 1) grammatical strategies used by Gilbert and George to create narrative voices
(identifying modes of imperative speech, the speaking agents and the addressed in the
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“The Fabric of Their World,” 1986 interview with Carter Ratcliff reprinted in the anthology The Words of Gilbert
and George (London: Violette Editions, 1997), 159.
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Bal, “The Politics of Citation,” Diacritics 21/1 (1991), 39.
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Lefebvre, The Production of Space, translated by D. Nicholson-Smith (Cambridge, MA and Oxford: Blackwell,
1991 [1974]), 373.
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construction of the works); and 2) pictorial strategies through which the polysemic readings are
produced (spatial organization of multiple images and iconic referents).

3. Speaking Through the Grid
Admonition
The Alcoholic, a mammoth grid photo installation is an example of the admonishing narrative
voice created by Gilbert and George in 1978. [fig. 6-2] The pictorial space is divided into a grid
pattern of sixteen frames; the upper twelve frames form a continuous image showing the
theatrically lit profile faces of George (left) and Gilbert (right); the lower register of four frames
forms a continuous horizontal image of an indigent man sleeping on the street. The lower right
frame displays the authorial data typically associated with fine art production: the title of the
work, the signatures of the artists and the date of production. Through monumental scale, dramatic
“theatrical” lighting signifying the artists’ performance as actors, and the reduced scale and
compositional containment of the object (the alcoholic), Gilbert and George invoke the
constitutive power of the imperative.
Gilbert and George perform similar strategies positioning the subject/object/viewer in Paki
(1978) in which nine frames (181 x 151 cm) are arranged into three vertical registers: red-hued
full-length allegories performed by the artists in their customary “responsibility suits” flank the
smaller-scaled black-and-white portrait of the central figure. [fig. 6-3] The term “paki”—
derived from the nationality Pakistani—is the epithet that labels and frames the racial humiliation
of its pictorial referent. In both examples, Gilbert and George activate the imperative
performance through both pictorial and the textual components. They position their own portraits
as massive flanking figures dressed in suits staging the images as though they observe each other
gazing, but their line of vision does not really allow them to see the man placed between them. 27

27

Museumgoers may or may not recognize the two artists as posed figures for the portraits: either way, the artists
perform as massively-scaled stock “everyman” characters attired in their habitual and banal “responsibility suits”
performing the work of entitled white patriarchy through surveilling and judging others.
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[fig. 6-2] Gilbert and George, The Alcoholic, 1978
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[fig. 6-3] Gilbert and George, Paki, 1978
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There is at once a kind of detached apathy in this refusal to “see” the Other, while at the same
staging of ménage à trois that physically pins and dominates the titular figure. Carter Ratcliff
observes that this pictorial structure performs (as) a kind of architecture with the figures of Gilbert
and George as classical caryatid sculptures.28 As allegorical figures, Gilbert and George are
positioned as figures of judgement over the dispossessed or non-citizen, and this is a pictorial
strategy that recurs in their grid work across many series. This startling (forced) framing of the
gaze and the operations of gazing takes on narrative “voice” in the filmic version of the same
body of images in their 1981 film The World of Gilbert and George, extensions of their earlier
performance work as “living sculptures”, in personae that function at once as political artists and
as generic privileged figures of “authority”.29 The voice-over narration given in the published
script articulates first-person utterances for these disparate conditions:
Scene 80: Mad Text (read by uneducated person)
I am the mad man that nobody loves. My hair is filthy with grease because no one cares for me.
My mother has left me behind in this wonderful state to look at you like this. My teeth are rotten
and I don’t have nothing to care because I stumble to corner to corner and every place is my place
of rest. The eyes are bad and I cannot see very well but it doesn’t matter because I have nothing to
care. I was in the war and got hurt twice, but I had no friends. But I love my Queen and Country
and I don’t hate anyone because I don’t know anyone so how can I?
Scene 94 Text (spoken alternately by Gilbert and George)
We are unhealthy, middle-aged, dirty-minded, depressed, cynical, empty, tired-brained, seedy,
rotten, dreaming, badly-behaved, ill-mannered, arrogant, intellectual, self-pitying, honest,
successful, hard-working, thoughtful, artistic, religious, fascistic, blood-thirsty, teasing,
destructive, ambitious, colourful, damned, stubborn, perverted and good. We are artists.30

The title of the work serves as the invocation of epithet as abusive invective as well as the
visual presentation of the flanking figures of Gilbert and George in their customary suits. The

28

Carter Ratcliff, “Gilbert and George: The Fabric of Their World,” Gilbert & George. The Complete Pictures,
1971—1985 [exhibition catalogue] (New York: Rizzoli, 1986), xvii.
29

Of particular interest in this production is the addition of Gilbert and George in performance, some of which is
(un)intentionally amusing, and provides an alternative view of the static grid works by presenting a kinetic version of
the artists/giants.
30

The World of Gilbert and George [69 minutes] (London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 1981). This text
is reproduced in the book version The World of Gilbert and George (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997),
108-109.
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viewer, whether they recognize these figures as the artists, or not, are nevertheless presented with
men wearing suits as allegories of the powerful who preside in judgement over the derelict and the
immigrant. Their dispassionate expressions both literally and symbolically loom over the pathetic
“Other” commonly associated with journalistic practices. Deploying the authority of this scrutiny
and the admonitive labelling of “the alcoholic”, “the paki”, the work of Gilbert and George
performs as a visual proposition addressing disparate social relations and suturing the addressed
audience into its framework: we cannot ourselves narrativize the compressed images of the abject,
according to our own moral apparatus and position of relative comfort, because we are confronted
with the oppressing judges doing this for us. This in turn is discomfiting; there is now no
“comfortable” point of identification. Rather than neutralizing or naturalizing the “documentary”
image, this strategy repels our habitual reading of the social documentary discursive space. Here,
we can draw again on the distinctions made by Allan Sekula in his germinal essay “The Body and
the Archive”. He identifies three significant gazes that we perform on photographs of people: the
ennobling gaze (the look up), the intimate gaze upon the beloved, and the pitying gaze (the look
down).31 It is Gilbert and George who act out or “perform” this judging or pitying gaze and frame
it, precluding the possibility of our doing so. The installation also focalizes our cultural practice of
choosing these gazes, specifically, it points to the normative practices in the construction of
difference. In the installation of large-scale constructions, this Other then confronts us in life or
larger than life so that we deny, escape or “minimize” the incommensurability. The proposition
performs as an imperative to confront us (and defamiliarize) the habits of our social relationships.
In this way, Gilbert and George insert and therefore reinscribe the exiled figures of the
“the alcoholic” and “the paki”, formerly invisible and unvoiced subalterns, into the discursive
space, or at least, the privileged space of the museum/gallery. The Alcoholic, then, is not merely a
descriptive declaration inciting us to “Look, there is an alcoholic man” (emphasis on adjective)
but an admonition “There is the alcoholic” (emphasis on article and noun) which positions our
gaze down. The grammatico-pictorial strategies of Gilbert and George, in focalizing poverty,
alienation, racism and homophobia, invite comparison to the collaborative films of Stephen Frears
(director) and Hanif Kureishi (writer). My Beautiful Laundrette (1986) and Sammy and Rosie Get
31

Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” The Contest of Meaning. Critical Histories of Photography, edited by
Richard Bolton (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1989), 343-389.
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Laid (1988) explore the brutalization of life in the United Kingdom under Thatcher marked by
racism and social injustice: the films openly place the responsibility of a deteriorating national
condition at the feet of Thatcher in an ironic pre-credit long shot of muddy waste ground
accompanied by a voice-over of the plummy arrogant tone of Thatcher welcoming a Tory election
victory and speaking complacently of the Conservative Party’s program for transforming inner
cities.32 Frears’ cinematic technique also compares to the pictorial strategies of Gilbert and
George: use of split screen, rapid rhythmic cross-cutting, shock cuts, vivid colour (especially use
of red filters) producing films replete with privileged and abjected characters from the crossroads
of modern London.

Exhortation
Suck (1977) is one image in the Dirty Words series that I would argue may be considered as a
“hortative”, as class of verbs that urge, exhort or encourage. [fig. 6-4] The allegorical presence of
Gilbert and George is inserted as small images in the lower register; surrounding them are stock
traders (possibly a direct reference to the operations of the London Stock Exchange) , who buy
and sell corporate shares and “move” the money of the nation. In the centre of the grid is the
image of a destitute man curled up, sleeping on pavement. In this large-scale multi-image grid
(measuring 241 x 201 cm), the imperative command “suck”, inscribed as text in the top register,
embodies several associative meanings. As (transgressive) graffiti lettering on a building surface,
the “street” connotation of “suck” refers to a sexual command commonly associated with the
“servicing” role of fellatio.33 Scrawled by the marginalized as a hortative against private property
owners, or perhaps the public sphere in general, it reverses the normativizing power relations. The
visual reference to the stock market opens another reading, positioning the constitutive power of
disenfranchised classes. Other meanings are suggested by the title: as an infinitive, “to suck” is an
32

Leonard Quart, “The Politics of Irony: The Frears-Kureishi Films,” Re-Viewing British Cinema, 1900-1992. Essays
and Interviews, edited by Wheeler Winston Dixon (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1994), 246.
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Allen Kaprow reminisces taking sixth grade kids on a field trip: “On the way, they took pictures of each other
making faces, of their shadows, of helicopters in the air, of army tanks and cops; but mostly, they seemed to prefer
graffiti on the sidewalks and walls of buildings. Allan Kaprow, “Success and Failure when Art Changes,” Mapping
the Terrain. New Genre Public Art, edited by Suzanne Lacy (Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1995), 153. I draw attention
also to Martha Rosler’s interest in epithets, dirty words, graffiti and street life, not only in her image/text series The
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[fig.6-4] Gilbert and George, Suck, 1977
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the imperative more pointedly to siphoning the flow of economic profits away from idiomatic
expression meaning repellent or disgusting; “to suck in”, meaning to cheat or deceive; the
antonymic references; “to give suck”, “suckle” or “succor”, all associated with the relief that is
clearly denied by the framed proposition; and as a reference to an economic system “sucking”
away resources from the poor.34
Lick, another grid construction from the Dirty Words series, positions images of a prison
exercise yard and a black man with dreadlocks, positioned in the centre of the 241 x 201 cm
composition, flanked by the red-hued figures of Gilbert and George. [fig. 6-5] The graffiti
exhortation of the title “lick” is augmented by additional graffiti text in the lower register “shit to
every baby”. The total proposition points to a reading of the inevitability of a “dead end” social
position for Great Britain’s black citizens, where they are forced to “lick” (as in the idiomatic
expression “to lick someone’s boots” meaning to act in a servile manner before an oppressor) in
obeyance to institutionalized sites or “be licked”, as in beaten, by systemic operations, observed
by an indifferent white privileged class. Bummed presents six red-hued images of Gilbert and
George positioned in the centre, surrounded by images of soldiers on manoeuvres and images of
rusted corrugated metal. [fig. 6-6]
The “bummed” of the graffiti title in the upper register suggests polysemic possibilities:
sodomic practices; destitution or a depressed or discouraged mental state; any disappointing or
unpleasant experience; or to borrow or cajole something with little intention of returning it. The
past tense conjugation of the title verb also suggests something that has already transpired rather
than an action about to be performed.
An integral aspect of the total speech situation over which Gilbert and George preside is
the rude shock of indecorous speech in a (sanctified) museum or art gallery environment, or
church, as the composition of the grid formations—highly coloured patterns, with the images
separated by a black border— is also suggestive of the stained glass windows used in
ecclesiastical architecture, usually also in the form a narrative featuring figures and scenes from
religious texts.35
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[fig. 6-5] Gilbert and George, Lick, 1977

[fig. 6-6] Gilbert and George, Bummed, 1977

The titles of the Dirty Words series (Lick, Cunt, Shit, Scum, Prick Ass, Queer, Bollocks,
Bummed, etc.) are in themselves aggressive and transgressive, imposing sexual, rude or phobic
language into the space; the physical dominance of the works in gallery spaces tower over the
beholder, framing an unavoidable confrontation with “the street”.36 The very sign/ing of graffiti is
in itself denotative of disenfranchised speech forced into the interstices of discursive space by
trespass and vandalism. In reviewing the Gilbert and George works, critic Mark Holborn
questioned the strategy of making art (in his words “slick and expensive art”37) by means of
disenfranchised subjects: who is finally exploited, the people photographed by Gilbert and George
and their camera peregrinations through the East End or the gallery-goer made uneasy by the
ethical propositions?

36

I have seen the series installed at Serpentine Gallery in London’s Hyde Park (2002), as well as part of a blockbuster
retrospective at the Tate Modern (2007).
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Mark Holborn, “Gilbert and George Storm America’s Citadels,” Aperture 97 (1984):2.
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Interrogation
In a third focalizing move, Gilbert and George activate the imperative through the use of the
interrogative sentence. The usual intent in asking a question is to solicit information. However, the
operation of interrogation is laden with other characteristics wherein the real intention of the
speaker in posing a question is to pressure or accuse, or to express sarcasm or anger. Let us
consider a specific work that literally poses a question in its formulation Are You Angry or Are
You Boring? [fig. 6-7]
The question can be considered rhetorical, as in the example of the Guerrilla Girls
campaign Do women have to be naked to get into the Met. Museum? Through the inversion of the
grammatical components, the question is revealed as an accusatory statement: “you are angry or
you are boring” and “women have to be naked to get into the Met. Museum.” The question mark
is also potent in its role in interrogation, an insistent cross-examination, in contrast to a request.
Here, the graffiti exhorts us as viewers, punctuated by a question mark, in French le point
d’interrogation: the pronoun “YOU” is an address by the artists to us as audience, forcing our
own moral stance as the subjects of the question are we angry? (meaning the current system that
produces incommensurability is unacceptable and must be challenged) or are we boring? (that is,
passively accepting the conditions presented as apart from and beyond its negative consequences).
Are You Angry or Are You Boring? positions the imperative as intrinsically dialogic. The
formulation of a question condition presupposes the participation of a respondent, so that a
question/answer dialectic is invoked, linking the strategy to the “Hey, you!” address of
Althusser’s policeman.38 It sutures our complicity as audience into the work by addressing us
specifically as unavoidably present in the proposition. The interrogation invokes participation
with the proposition to a higher degree than we have seen with other modes of visual speech acts,
such as the contemplative, interpellative or declarative.

38

Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Toward an Investigation),” Lenin and
Philosophy and Other Essays, translated by Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1970), 174.

Chapter 6 The Imperative

300

[fig. 6-7] Gilbert and George, Are You Angry or Are You Boring?, 1977
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As in the previous examples, this graffiti text is sprawled across a brick wall, the “sign” of
marginalized speech of the inner city. The recombinant images continue the cross examination:
dramatically lit images of Gilbert and George as allegorical figures form vertical columns which
restrain red-saturated images of black men, skyline views of the city and street scenes. This
containment is both a framing device that serves to display and focus our attention on these
scenes, as well as a negation of the imposing white faces, who refuse to “see” the inner city
problems.
In the next section, the discussion turns from the deployment of the imperative through the
Dirty Words image/text combinations to Gilbert and George’s use of heraldic symbols as figures
of speech.
A Frame for Viewing
In the same period of time that Gilbert and George were exploring the potency of “dirty words”,
they also undertook an exploration into the symbols and myths of a vaunted British patriotism.
Although these Photo-pieces were not presented by the artists as a specific series, I will refer to
them as “Britisher” works, linking this identity of Anglo-Saxon traditionalism to rising incidences
of neo-Nazi and homophobic violence. The term “Britisher” (the actual title for one of the
immensely scaled multi-image grids) seems apt to me for its polysemic connotations: 1) as a noun
pointing to the terms 19th century historical origin in the context of colonialism as an appellation
of implied superiority of British subjects residing in South Asian or African territory, to
distinguish an upper-class from non-British “locals”; 2) as a contemporary synonym for
“Britishness”, that is, referring to citizens of Anglo-Saxon ancestry in contrast to immigrant
citizens from South Asia and the former West Indies; and 3) as a comparative term, being more
British or extra British, again, a term to imply racial superiority, and inversely, as a demarcation
from those deemed less British. 39 The grammatical possibilities of these propositions are again
presented syntactically as a grid pattern, providing not only the pictorial/semantic possibilities of
conflations, repetitions and continuous abutments, but also the liminal spaces of thresholds and
boundaries between independently framed visual elements.
39

The term is also used by Joyce in Ulysses (Episode 1: Telemachus): “Of course I’m a Britisher,” Haines’s voice
said, “and I feel as one.” Joyce, Ulysses [Volume I] (New York and London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1986), 39.
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The grid structure focalizes the aggregation of images as a construction, and the clearly
evident boundaries of each image against its neighbour prevent any reading of an illusionistic,
naturalistic space. This produces, I would argue, another kind of montage, a kind of lenticular
view, oscillating between the refusal of a graphic strategy employing receding depth toward a
vanishing point, and the reference to the origins of pictorial construction as a means of doing so.
As I discussed in reference to the work of Hans Haacke and Allan Sekula in an earlier
chapter, the grid format is an oft-used installation format by many post-Conceptual
artist/photographers, such as Martha Rosler, Bernd and Hilla Becher, Jan Zimmer, Arnaud Maggs.
I read their use of ordering images in a grid as a device to invoke the idea of the evidentiary, of
rationalism, of the orderly and the objective, and to point to the fact that this spatial organization
as a construction. Rosalind Krauss takes care to show how this operates as a device of
modernism:
Flattened, geometricized, ordered, [the grid] is antinatural, antimimetic, antireal. It is what art looks
like when it turns its back on nature. In the flatness that results from its coordinates, the grid is the
means of crowding out the dimensions of the real and replacing them with the lateral spread of a
single surface. In the overall regularity of its organization, it is the result not of imitation, but of
aesthetic decree.40

Krauss argues that the Albertian lattice, such as that used by Dürer to create perspectival studies,
is not really a grid as it supports rather than denies naturalism. The advent of Alberti’s method to
map three dimensions space onto a two-dimensional surface divides a scene, such as an ideal
Renaissance townscape, into a tool to map, square by square, what the eye sees. The end product
does not “announce” these points of orientation but performs a “slight of eye” representing real
space as if seen through a window. This grid method is also closely connected to the origins of
photography through the use of en plein air devices such as the camera lucida for rendering
scenic views. Given that my study implicates this history of the grid, and its application in the
prehistory of photography, I am not in agreement. Either by modernists, or their predecessors, the
creation of a visual image is already a kind of frame defining either the real or the theoretical. In
this way, I read this kind of ordering as a device to invoke the idea of the evidentiary, of
rationalism, of the orderly and the objective, while at the same time presenting an entirely
40
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subjective perspective.
Gilbert and George subvert the naturalizing operations of camera-based documentary by
creating multi-image grids that show the “hand” of the artist duo through arrangement,
discontinuity and juxtaposition. Their contemporary, David Hockney, like many artists of the
time, was keenly interested in the instantaneity afforded by Polaroid images. Through his
experimentation, principally in the early 1980s, Hockney also employs the grid structure to refute
illusionistic space and photographic verisimilitude. 41 In his Portrait of David Graves (1982) [fig.
6-8], Hockney arranges a grid-formation composite of Polaroid SX-70 instant photographs, each
image becoming a fragment combining to create a single pictorial scene. The syntactical strategy
of “framing” each constituent photograph with defined borders produces a dialectic tension
between the desire to perceive the multitude of fragmented parts and the desire to create a
continuous and coherent pictorial illusion. The result is a large cubistic grid featuring disjointed
relationships of scale, spatiality and temporality, a body at once constituted and fragmented,
temporally fixed yet fluid. The instant exposure and production of the image is subverted as a
collage of 120 “fragments” created in succession and built up to compose an aggregate image.
Each fragment of the whole composition represents its own non-contiguous moment in time, and
moreover, as a recombinant image, in fact created at a later point in time through the arrangement
of the pieces. Here Hockney shares with Gilbert and George an interest in the grid as a graphic
and a theoretical device of the imperative: their use of photographic montage as a minor language
points to the hegemonic social construction of (sexual) identity through forced fitting, as well as
to the dismantling of this normative categorization through breaking the pictorial rules of
naturalism and resisting/exceeding boundaries.
Another strategy explored by Hockney was his “joiners”, images created by breaking away
from the structured grid and overlapping fragments (this time, photomat-developed prints) one
upon another. By continuously changing of each image frame during the original photography,
Hockney sutures the beholder into the pictorial proposition through the creation of multiple and
relational perspectives that appears to extend outward toward the beholder rather than away as in
Alberti’s singular vanishing point. [figs. 6-9 and 6-10]
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[fig. 6-8] David Hockney, Portrait of David Graves, 1982
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[fig. 6-9] Leon Battista Alberti, diagram showing perspective lines leading to
a vanishing point, Della Pittura, 1435

[fig. 6-10] David Hockney, Pearlblossom Highway, 1986
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Hockney’s construction of a vanishing point that is, in fact, us as beholders, refutes the symbolic
reference of the vanishing point as the locus of the divine God’s Eye, widely held by artists of the
Italian Renaissance. This transition is not only one of medium, from imaginary eye to camera eye,
or from sacred to secular conceptions of the representation of space, but it is also a significant
move from a theoretical absolute eternal to a perceived provisional present. Gilbert and George
construct a pictorial grid that forms a template for representational space that is subjective and
relational.
The grid as employed by Gilbert and George is not only a method for displaying distinct
images as a physical graphic multiplicity, but is also an aggregation or accrual of individual
components to produce a collective proposition, and in this way, it performs the politics of
montage. Their framework of multiple “voices” and vantage points avoids the trope of figuring
the object of inquiry as a “naturalized” camera subject, as in documentary photography, a move
that Martha Rosler was also able to circumvent in her image/text mapping of the marginalized
residents of New York’s Bowery district. Beholders must survey the possibility of propositions
towering before them and create meaning from a vocabulary that is at once familiar, but also
disorienting.42
The use of the grid to suggest stained-glass windows is also a deliberate strategy that is
evident in images from Photo-pieces, especially in the works 1981-1983 that directly reference
religious themes through iconography and titles. Hence Crusade (1982) emphasizes the crossshaped pattern of chairs clutched by the artists (and in other works, the cross shape suggested
through the pattern of coloured frames). The title itself refers to the religious expeditions to
Jerusalem by Christian Europeans in the 11th through 13th centuries, and the violent mission to
convert Muslims and others. In addition to the allusion to the stained glass of a medieval church,

42

This methodology has been utilized in David Opdyke’s wall piece This Land, created from hundreds of overpainted
postcards from the early 20th century, each portraying a distinct slide of idealized Americana. From close range, each
coloured “pixel” is a vintage postcard; from a distance, the mammoth grid (over 243 cm high x 487 cm wide) reads as
a bird’s eye view of a valley, with the sun rising in the pristine distance. The lower portion of the grid begins to break
apart with postcards seeming to fall away from formation, an augur of future environmental chaos. Lawrence
Weschler, “To get this artist/s message, you have to look really closely,” The New York Times January 18, 2019.
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the triptych form references, like Haacke’s Voici Alcan, a religious altarpiece. Through the
massive scale of the work, the imperative is employed to create a deictic experience which
dominates the viewer. While Brenda Richardson argues that Gilbert and George’s Crusade “casts
the artists in the role of Christian contemplatives, looking toward both world and afterlife
salvation,”43 I would argue that their works in the Modern Faith series (1983) present a clear
condemnation of the role of the church as moral and sexual repressor, and the source of forced
conversion, in homoerotic content as well as blasphemous titles: Cabbage Worship, Armed Faith,
Death Faith.
The concept of religious conversion is also an instance of the imperative and can also be
linked to the forced conversion therapy used to convert the sexual orientation of homosexuals to
heterosexuality. Katherine Bourguignon reads the employment of the grid as a metaphor for the
closet, and the works of the 1977-1983 as the artists coming out of it.44 In this reading, the grid
structure serves not as a connector of disparate propositions, but a latticework of boundaries that
constrain gayness into compartmentalized lives. The sexualized graffiti drawings of Dirty Words
reference contemporary gay slang (bugger, cock, queer, prick ass) and well as other titles in the
Modern Faith series (Holy Cock, Winter Tongue Fuck, Reaming, Sperm Eaters).
I will now explore specific works produced by Gilbert and George after the Dirty Words
series in the wake of Margaret Thatcher’s election as Prime Minister. These “Britisher” works
appropriate images derived from pictorial codes representing the mythology of nation and
tradition derived from heraldic symbolism, official portraiture and public commemorative
sculpture. Images are used iconically to refer to British identity, such as views of famous London
monuments (Trafalgar Square, Tower Bridge) or allegorical statuary (lion or dragon rampant).
These traditional motifs are interwoven with a new, vernacular vocabulary of charges: candid
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views of people (citizens) in crowded neighbourhoods; figures of British youths (warriors); signs
of social decay such as indigents, dilapidated buildings and the unemployed standing in queue;
and the allegorical figures of the artists themselves in their trademark “responsibility suit”
uniforms ironically signifying their genteel social standing. The overt invocation of heraldic
pictorial language is more than an appealing compositional device: the use of ordinaries and
charges imported from medieval battle discourse into photographic grid fields mobilizes new
ideological battlegrounds in which the artists may stake/state their claims.

4. Imperial Iconography
In addition to the references to pictorial systems through the use of the grid, Gilbert and
George refer also to another, pre-technological convention of picture-making and proclamatory
address, namely heraldic visual language. Heraldic symbolism, which reached its fullest range of
expression in medieval England, is a complex and vivid picture language exerted in military and
political operations and serves multiple signifying functions: to challenge or assert identity, fealty
or territory in the field of war; and to propagate hereditary continuance through genealogical
lines.45 An explicit functioning sign system in its historical manifestation, the contemporary
popular interest in and usage of heraldic languages serves to nostalgically enshrine the myths of
feudalistic England, of particular significance during Thatcher’s Tory administration. According
to art theorist John Roberts, during this period, British national identity was framed in part
through a central-core traditionalism manifested in public celebrations, petit-bourgeois taste, the
rituals of royalty and country house life, as well as the continuing denigration of cultural
peripheries.46
One of the basic operations of heraldic pictorial language, used for instance in the
fabrication of military shields, is the division of the pictorial surface (referred to as the “field”)
into shapes. The simple, flat bands or “ordinaries” which divide and create specific patterns such
as “pale” (trisection of the field vertically), “fess” (trisection of the field horizontally) and “cross”
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[fig. 6-11] Gilbert and George, Elizabeth and Philip Potent, 1981
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(a cross shape ordinary across the pictorial centre). Another heraldic practice is to “charge” the
field with iconic emblems or “devices”: in traditional heraldry, common devices are lions, birds or
hybrid winged creatures, cosmological, botanical and agricultural symbols, and icons referring to
military engagement.
The use of heraldic language is explicitly constructed by Gilbert and George in the
“Britisher” installations: the photographic fields comprise ordinaries created through bands of redtinted photographs contrasted with regular black-and-white sections in pale, fess and cross
configurations. Elizabeth and Philip Potent (1981), part of a series of Postcard pictures is
composed as a square grid pattern known in heraldic design as “potent”, that is, having a
crosspiece at the extremity of each arm. [fig. 6-11] The pattern itself is comprised of alternating
colour photographs, official portraits of Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip produced for the
celebration of the 1977 Jubilee, with the placement of the reigning Queen as the centrepiece.
The repetition of these smiling faces transforms the image of reverence and celebration of
monarchy into an inane decorative pattern. This installation also operates as a ludic performance
of the power and authority of monarchy itself: rather than “potent” as the name of the heraldic
pattern would suggest (as well as the obvious sexual connotation of male erection and
propagation), it foregrounds an insecure and waning central identity for traditional (imperial)
Great Britain during the economic crisis of the 1970s. [Note also the etymological connections
stemming from the Latin word imperare in the modern English words imperative (to command,
order), imperial (pertaining to sovereign, empire) and imperialism (extending power and influence
through diplomacy or military force).] In public life, the Queen plays a dual role as figurehead in
her role as the secular head of nations as “the Crown”—a term I discussed in in the preface to this
study in reference to the display of Nadia’s Myre’s work at the National Gallery of Canada — as
well as her role as the head of the Church of England. Placing upbeat promotional postcard copies
of her portrait, juxtaposed with that of her royal consort Phillip, in a cross formation invites a
reconsideration of this double function. While their smiling portraits composed as a heraldic
arrangement capture the spirit of the Silver Jubilee anniversary, they are also characters cast by
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[fig. 6-12] Gilbert and George, London, 1980
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the artists portrayed as seemingly oblivious to the trauma associated with their own inheritance
through royal lineage, as perpetrators of subjugation and exploitation across Great Britain’s
imperial history and to the suffering Christ on the Cross.47
The lost “potency” of the UK is asserted in London (1980) as a mammoth square grid
presenting a single continuous image of a dragon statue marking the boundary of The City of
London at Blackfriars Bridge. [fig. 6-12] The winged hybrid creature, a traditional “charge”
device in heraldic design, connotes potency in its “rampant” or active physical stance, erect on
two legs with phallic tongue and tail emphasized in the profile view. The field is bisected
vertically into red and white zones as established “pale” format. The incorporation by Gilbert and
George of images of lion and dragon sculptures in situ around London as part of a pictorial
framework to dismantle myths of nationalism bears further examination. Within the vocabulary of
heraldic design, these animal figures are avatars performing as both markers of sexual power and
political power. In their dominant stance, they exert a forceful stride representing of the male
erection, and this posture is described in heraldic terms words as “rampant” and “potent” as
synonyms of state authority and power. Both specifically mark sites associated with the historical
origins of both city and country.
In London, the dragon operates synecdochally for the manifold connotations of the word
“London”: the locus of the hub of Empire, hegemonic colonialism and the historic glory of a great
city. Dragons are a recurring motif in Gilbert and George’s work, including a variant of this grid
entitled Nationalism, similar grid treatment of other dragon statues on view in London, and handdrawn graphic dragon monsters. Traditionally, the dragon is associated with the legend of St.
George and has served as an emblem of London since at least the early fourteenth century. The
dragon sculpture featured in London (and in variant works entitled Go to Hell, and Living with
Fear) is one of a pair of ornamental boundary sentinels, each clutching the heraldic shield of the
City of London. The lion is a common symbol in heraldry, traditionally invoking not only its
dominance as “king of the beasts”, but is also a synecdoche for the state and monarchy. The Royal
Coat of Arms represents the British monarch and is arranged as a quartered shield supported by a
crowned rampant lion and chained rampant unicorn, both male. The arrangement of large grids in
47
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Dirty Words with the figures of Gilbert and George “rampant” flanking left and right reiterates
and interrogates this performance of power, and raises the question whether they, as well as the
monsters of heraldic symbolism, are protective or threatening, or perhaps both.
Citations of British heraldry also form the images of young British men, as in Cocky
Patriot (1980) and Britisher (1980), both grid compositions trisected vertically. [figs. 6-13 and 614] In the former, the centre image of a Caucasian male youth is flanked by photographs of the
Union Jack flag, thus creating a meta-flag field invoking the sexual potency (“cocky”) of Great
Britain and a renascent British nationalism. The latter image consists of three views of a
Caucasian male youth, whose overcoat bears a Union Jack emblem. The composition resembles
the frontal and profile views associated with “mugshot” police photographs, while conversely the
title “Britisher” refers not only to someone who is British, but to someone who is British-er, that is
to someone who is authentically British, or hyper-British, in comparison to merely or
conventionally British, such as Celtic minorities, non-Caucasian or immigrant Britons. In this
way, the composition points to the dual condition of both entrapment and supremacy for young
Anglo-Saxon males in the UK. Related to this image is Patriots (1980) in which the photographic
grid is divided into a series of frontal full-length portraits of young males standing against various
building backdrops, compressed into a shallow pictorial space. [fig. 6-15]

[fig. 6-13] Gilbert and George, Cocky Patriot, 198
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[fig. 6-14] Gilbert and George, Britisher, 1980

[fig. 6-15] Gilbert and George, Patriots, 1980
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The work seems nearly identical to Britisher, with a marked exception: the occupation of
the third image by a youth of South Asian descent which disrupts the uniformity of the police
“line-up” of sallow, disaffected expressions. The “otherness” of this youth, the focus of attack of
racist bully groups, operates against the rhetoric of who may or may not be considered as a
“patriot” or entitlement to English identity, bringing to mind Theodor Adorno’s urging that if we
want to counteract anti-Semitism we must not depend on the belief that it has something to do
with Jews, but instead “turn toward the subject—the anti-Semite, the other who hates the other
man.”48 Contestations regarding the manufacture and performance of British identities during the
Thatcher era point the way to intertextual readings of the Gilbert and George “Britisher” works.
At the core of these contestations (in this discussion demonstrated in linkages to radical films and
punk music) is the struggle to inscribe or extinguish a pluralist vision of contemporary society.
These cultural expressions take the form of angry attacks at the social foreclosure of choice and
tolerance produced by economic recession and ascendant nationalism, as well as the promulgation
of us versus them positions: fascism, racism and homophobia.
This discussion has explored the grammatical and pictorial strategies pointing to
transgressive speech (Dirty Words) and to physical violence (“Britisher” works). The exploration
now turns to related works in other media that support the “speaking roles” introduced by Gilbert
and George to represent the positions of contestation.

5. Laddishness
The “Britisher” installations by Gilbert and George discussed above (Are You Angry or
Are You Boring?, Bummed, Suck, Paki, etc.) all demonstrate direct reference to the presence of
young men as threatened (impotent) and threatening (potent) focalizers; the heraldic symbolism of
the works points to confrontational aspects of militancy and territoriality. It is particular of
significance that these productions place the fomenting and explosive rage of young men at the
centre of their narratives. “Laddishness” refers to a particular form of boorish heterosexual
masculinity, originating as a derogatory term with working-class associations, and later
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[fig. 6-16] Gilbert and George, The Queue, 1978
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appropriated by the middle class as a kind of “cool”.49 During the time of Gilbert and George’s
use of the laddish type in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the term primarily referred to
disaffected, unemployed young men, to followers of white supremacist groups, and to tough
hyper-masculinized subordination of gay men.50
In The Queue (1978), Gilbert and George arrange the grid pattern into three distinct
horizontal registers. [fig. 6-16] The upper register is a four-panel photograph of the unemployed
standing in a long welfare queue; the middle register presents a close-up shot of two young men
with tense, mistrustful facial expressions; the bottom register with the impassive and harshly lit
faces of Gilbert and George, again as allegorical figures of complacent British society which
refuses to “see” the dangers posed above. Like the figures of young men in the police “queues” of
Britisher and Cocky Patriot, the protagonists of The Queue represent both thwarted potential and
impending destruction through their frontal (accused and accusative) stance.
Bollocks (We’re All Angry) (1977) points to both the inclusion of their voices as well as to
the chorus of frustrated and fractured constituencies under pressure in Thatcherite Britain. [fig. 617] Who is the collective “we” referred to in this title? We are reminded here by historian Peter
Riddell that Thatcher announced in 1968 “there are dangers in consensus: it could be an attempt to
satisfy people holding no particular views about anything.”51 The multiple frames that are
combined to form the graffiti-titled Bollocks include street views of a bobby in a multiracial
district, black residential and commercial areas, a homeless man sleeping on the street, as well as
youthful photographs of and George flanking the graffiti text “We’re All Angry”. While the
imposing declaration can be construed to emanate from the artists as social critics, or any of the
citizens depicted in the street views, in comparison with the installations featuring young men, it
could also stand for the voice of British male youth alienated in a fracturing culture.
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[fig. 6-17] Gilbert and George, Bollocks (We’re All Angry), 1977

This is demonstrable in the film version of these installations, The World of Gilbert and
George, which features on-camera revelations by anonymous British youths, National Front bully
boys whose very future is foreclosed, attempting to articulate this condition with considerable disease and self-consciousness in flatly delivered phrases such as “I am angry”. Racism and
homophobia are not overtly articulated by the camera subjects, but the evasive nature of their
responses suggests direct linkage to other, stylized scenes in the film: soldiers marching, emphatic
choreographed clenched fist gestures, audio track with military marching music, etc.52 (Notably
and hilariously, scenes of Gilbert and George in their suits acting out the banal rituals of
52
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observations of weather conditions, pouring tea, shopping lists, is interspersed with the mobilizing
forces of the angry young men.) The potency of this anger is documented in Among the Thugs by
GRANTA literary magazine editor Bill Buford, tracking the confluence of football match riots
with the recruitment of National Front white supremacists. In his harrowing, though fascinating
account of mob violence by football fans, Buford describes his experiences interviewing his
informants, who regard football less as a pastime than as a religion, cult or firm: the young men
are candid about their investment in (“It makes us somebody”) and capacity for violence (“We’ve
all got it in us”).53 Buford then documents how the nascent violence of the football grounds is
tapped and manipulated by National Front organizers recruiting new members.54 The targets are
located both on the field, as fans grunt like apes when a black player has the ball, and outside the
stadium where “pakis, blacks, jews, wogs and fags” may encounter the roving gangs of “thugs”
post-match. The “racialist” expressions, as the informants themselves refer to their actions, are
supported by the production of White Power music with deracination song titles such as “Young
British and White”, “England belongs to Me” and “British Justice”55, echoing the blunt force of
the graffiti drawing epithets appropriated in the Dirty Words series, and the sarcasm of the Photopieces I discussed as the “Britisher” works. Buford’s closing assessment renders into words what
is visually portended but not decisively concluded by Gilbert and George in the photo
installations: “a bloated code of maleness, an exaggerated embarrassing patriotism, a violent
nationalism, an array of bankrupt antisocial habits.”56
Despite the intolerant hatred fostered in this culture, particularly toward non-heterosexual
orientation, Gilbert and George do not appear to condemn the young men they portray. The
“queue” portraits demonstrate a certain tentativeness about how these youths might operate in the
public sphere; the titles give “voice” to their own sense of fears; and the overall tentative approach
reveals a certain insight into the unarticulated homoerotic nature of their explosive violence in an
all-male “packs”. A possible reading is an acknowledgement of the intersection of homosexual
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and homosocial culture, in this instance, both on the margins of the mainstream. The violence of
contemporary neo-fascism meets the homoerotic culture of skinheads in disturbing large-scale
paintings by Canadian-born artist Richard Attila Lukacs, working in West Berlin in the latter part
of the 1980s as part of a group of artists known as the Young Romantics.57 In his mural-size
paintings, such as The Young Spartans Challenge the Boys to Fight (after Degas’ Young Spartans
Exercising and Caravaggio’s The Calling of St. Matthew) (1989) [fig.6-18], Lukacs stages
ambiguous or openly homoerotic scenes, featuring young leather-clad or nude skinhead models
posed in fictitious subterranean netherworlds replete with motifs of sadomasochistic practices.

[fig. 6-18] Richard Attila Lukacs, The Young Spartans Challenge the Boys to Fight – after Degas’ Young Spartans
Exercising and Caravaggio’s The Calling of St. Matthew, 1989

The “Britisher” works open the possibility of intertextual reading to another forum of
young male anger during Thatcher’s tenure: the concomitant rise of punk as a narrative voice of
opposition to the authority of the British traditionalism. In 1977, the same Jubilee year to which
the ludic Elizabeth and Philip Potent refers, the Sex Pistols recorded the cri du coeur punk
anthem God Save the Queen. Although lyrics in themselves cannot do justice to the wrenching
nihilism of the recorded performance, they do convey a sense of a foreclosed future for Britain’s
youth:
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God save the queen
The fascist regime
They made you a moron
A potential H bomb
God save the queen
She’s not a human being
and There’s no future
And England’s dreaming
Don’t be told what you want
Don’t be told what you need
There’s no future
No future
No future for you
God save the queen
We mean it man
We love our queen
God saves
God save the queen
'Cause tourists are money
And our figurehead
Is not what she seems
Oh God save history
God save your mad parade
Oh Lord God have mercy
All crimes are paid
Oh when there's no future
How can there be sin
We're the flowers
In the dustbin
We're the poison
In your human machine58

The anarchic impetus of punk music, at least in its early expressions, was aggressive toward
systemic apparatuses of any kind, the established commercial music recording industry as much
as social norms in general. Especially, punk shared with the cultural practices of Gilbert and
George the capacity to produce offensive attacks against the failure of the benign liberal
conscience to produce social reform. Rather than coalescing as a collective force of victimization,
as with the National Front bullies, punks manifested their rage through extreme and militant
individualism, particularly performed through abdication from social mechanisms such as school
and job, non-participation in the cash economy, and adoption of “extreme” approaches to personal
58
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appearance as a visual protest in the public sphere (body piercings with safety pins, torn clothing,
startling and brilliant-hued hair arrangements set with shoe wax).59 Although punks are not
explicitly present among the dramatis personae of the “Britisher” images, their inventive
strategies of non-compliance and outrage, as well as acceptance of the marginalized, bears marked
comparison with the artistic practices of Gilbert and George.
Arguably, the most conducive correspondence to the fluctuating social and moral arena
upon which the “Britisher” works of Gilbert and George are deployed is found in the independent
films of the same period. Derek Jarman’s film, The Last of England (1987), is a personal
meditation on Britain as a ruined and repressive society that mixes theatrical performance, home
movies and footage of urban decay. The themes and cinematic techniques of the films of Stephen
Frears and Hanif Kureishi mentioned earlier in this essay, such as My Beautiful Laundrette (1986)
and Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (1987), compare to the pictorial strategies of Gilbert and George:
use of split screen, rapid rhythmic cross-cutting, shock cuts, vivid colour (especially use of red
filters) producing films replete with privileged and abjected characters from the crossroads of
modern London. More significantly, the photo installations of Gilbert and George share with the
Frears/Kureishi productions the impossibility of assuming a benign or “neutral” liberal conscience
in a corrupt (and corrupting) world: both teams force the audience/viewer into agency in order to
accept or reject a moral responsibility. The myriad cast of characters thus represents various social
positions that are fixed/fluid and complicit/ oppositional to the dominant discourse and therefore
to each other; their interactions through moral minefields are filled with probity, wonderment and
hilarity, making the films closely proximate to the compassionate and outraged spirit of Gilbert
and George productions. Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, in particular, presents the phenomenon of
wealthy culturati title characters cultivating their own “street cred” through associations with
dissident or marginalized characters. Dread Scott notes how even the anarchistic expression of
punk music becomes commodified: “In order for me to hear The Clash, some record executive
from a multinational conglomerate has to make that record. And this is an executive who is
59
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probably controlling the same level of wealth as many of these art institutions.”60 I see the use of
laddish archetypes in Gilbert and George’s work as a kind of lament for a lost generation of boys
rather than reifying a certain cool for wealthy collectors of the period.
It is possible to regard the presentation of lads in the work of Gilbert and George as a kind
of speech act delivered through the middle voice. This mode of expression hovers between the
active voice of (the agent of the doing) and the passive voice (the object of the doing), but not
strictly either one of these, and, to be noted here, the middle voice may a reflexive character in
which the subject acts on itself, both performing and receiving the action expressed by the verb.
As gay men who survived the era of hyper-masculinized Mods and Rockers (as well as specific
representations of tough East End laddishness in period portrayals such as the 1967 film To Sir,
with Love), Gilbert and George look to a younger generation of boys/men who are at the same
time perpetrators (of gay bashing, intolerance) and victims (of a class system, of social
conditioning).
I see a link between the antagonisms that reside in and are foregrounded by Gilbert and
George’s The Dirty Words series, as well as their imperial and laddish works I have discussed
above, together with the film works cited, and Chantal Mouffe’s writing on agonism. I previously
noted the importance of her work to Krzyzstof Wodiczko, and find perspective on the imperative
of a radical democracy consonant with the works the struggle for heterogeneity and equity
discussed in this chapter. Mouffe lived in Britain during the Thatcher era and has commented on
the awkward necessity of adopting a defensive position. In 2006, she recalled that time: “When I
came to this country, the basic common sense was social-democratic, there is absolutely no doubt
about that. And of course, we were critical about that common sense because we thought it was
not radical enough. Now, we are in fact trying to protect what we were criticizing.” 61 Mouffe’s
comment astutely points, I think, to the interlocked yet fluid positions of resistance and survival
that feed the imperative as a strategy for justice and the protection of identity.
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The imperative performed by Gilbert and George resides not only in the force of the cited
graffiti words, and in the titles of the work themselves, but also in the pictorial proposition. Like
Moulène’s Le Tunnel, the force is found in the gesture of the graffiti’s creator, the originator of a
transgressive act later acquired and cited by the artists. The text is not rendered in type, but as a
hand-drawn (or sprayed) trace of an author and an action/utterance. The grid strategy by the
artists as they re-present these renderings both organizes a spatial field that serves as a theatre
stage for performance (flanking wings with a centre protagonist) and as evidence of an artificial
system of seeing, a rationalist tool for seeing that does not see, entrapping the predators as prey.
Gilbert and George are also part of the dramatic personae of this stage: they hover between
personas of themselves, or as Everyman, as viewers who, like the constructed grid, also do (The
Alcoholic) or do not see (Paki). Their gesture of observing is also a lenticular oscillation, a
doubling both mimics the not-seeing, a mirror reflecting back onto the eventual wealthy collectors
who acquire their works, and facilitates the seeing as a theoretical object for presented for analysis
to viewers in the public museums.
I will now close my explorations of specific works, and their relation to a proposed
template for performative strategies and conclude my study with some evaluative comments and
pathways for further research.
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CONCLUSION
Looking Back to Look Forward
The conclusion of this study is a brief hiatus: a pause between looking back to the practices of
artists of the 20th century and looking forward to the emergence of new forms of performativity.
My focus has been to extend out from the domain of art history to suggest how art works can be
speaking or acting subjects, and the role of beholders in performative spaces to engage with
them. In this dissertation I have introduced a path from Austin’s concept of the performative to
the production, staging, and beholding of political art. The value of my research has been my
proposal showing how Austin’s concept of the transformative nature of speech can be expanded
as a “toolbox” for thinking about political art generally, and the uses of montage as a rhetorical
strategy in particular. In my examination of practices of photomontage and photo-based
installation art, I have unsettled “settled” works and bring them to life again with a new lens. I
have proposed new terms for performative strategies and through case studies distributed across
six chapters, considered the role of artists, art institutions, curators and audiences as critical
partners in the formation of meaning, not only of the transhistorical examples I have chosen, but
also how this analysis can benefit cultural research going forward. I consider my approach to be
a heuristic, the shaping and testing of new tools to aid the understanding of specific practices
under the umbrella of political art.
Working from Austin’s original classes of speech acts to develop new terms to apply to
evolving concepts of critical practice, I have considered the roles of critical artists/collaborators
in 20th century examples to shock, defamiliarize, make space for, call into community, declare
one’s existence and compel engagement, in the context of sites of performance, and audiences,
usually museumgoers. I have largely focused on artists who were either from the generation of
the first historical avant-garde, or later, near-contemporaries of mine, the generation of artists
trained before the mid-1980s. From early in my career, I found them remarkable for the
distinction of their art practices as being overtly political. In the writing of these case studies, it
has been my intention to advance ways in which to consider how Austin’s way of thinking can be
helpful in the consideration of making, distributing, and beholding specific practices by artists
working in “the political”. For instance, Höch and Rosler take on, I have argued, the role of
interrogators questioning both the construction and positioning of women, each in their

Conclusion

327

respective eras. They are also integrators who compel a new emancipatory framework. Through
their appropriation of image fragments extracted from the modern “languages” of
photojournalism and illustrated magazines, they are both consumers of visual representation and
producers of it. By drawing upon widely disseminated and recognizable photographs of their
time, their “re-arrangement” of iconic images assumes a legibility of both original and new
contexts by contemporary viewers.
In addition to close readings of selected works, I have discussed in this study several ways
of looking, of seeing, and of watching. A wide array of looking “positions” (modalities) have
been identified: contemplating as a private, reflexive secular activity apart from utilitarian real
world life (aesthetic judgement, from Winckelmann to Greenberg, as examples); being shocked
with something unfamiliar or unexpected (Brecht, Shklovsky); invoking the consciousness (and
subjective agency) of the visitor through the realm of senses (Rancière); spectating within a
closed system (Adorno, Debord); empathetic “seeing feeling” where feeling is both imagined and
regenerated through an encounter with the artwork (Bennett); looking together as a collective
event (Kester, Sholette, Bourriaud); looking as an ethical stand-in for taking action (Roberts);
presenting and looking at oneself (Deleuze); and encountering each other in a space of human
relations exposed to each other in public as ethical appeal (Azoulay). All of these subject (and
object) positions involve acts of “pointing to” through critical consideration: Kaja Silverman’s
concept of productive looking is “to embed an image within a constant shifting matrix of
unconscious memories”, a process which is fluid with respect to scope of associations and time
frame.1 The conditions of productive looking also invite the consideration of others beyond their
representation in aesthetic content to recognize the condition of their otherness.2
I have also considered the role played by the encoding of photographic images from an
array of practices, and the implications of repurposing these in yet new contexts. The modes by
which I have examined the strategies of montage in this study—amassing/recombination of
photographic fragments, factography, intersections of image origins (photojournalism, social
documentary, instant snapshots, state evidence, commercial promotion, archival preservation,
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arrested film still), conflation, adjacency, projection, and so on — re-arranges the ontology of the
photographic image (what can we know?) and its affective potency (how do we feel?). This
mutability of the photograph as knowledge, as object, and as event then forms exponential
possibilities through the options in staging, as I have noted in my selected examples: anarchic
cabaret, book jacket, magazine cover, museum display case, modern gallery, activist pamphlet,
outdoor “happening” event. As theorized by Berrebi, Azoulay and others, the photograph is both
an object that speaks to a specific moment of origination (the click of the camera’s shutter), and a
substrate for an imagined future intersection of artist, work, curator, and audience member. I
believe there is a powerful charge, an explosante-fixe, to use a Surrealist term, in all the works I
have considered, created in the forming of new compositions from the conflation of and
confrontation between modes of photographic representation, and modes of seeing.
The concept of a minor language advanced by Deleuze and Guattari, and its applicability
to works of photography, as argued by Lerm Hayes and others, have been of enormous benefit. I
have considered throughout the operations of montage in photography (and in film) as both
spatial and semantic ruptures. More specifically, I have argued that photomontage has a
distinctive character occupying a specific theoretical and technical position that reaches past the
presentation of propositions to their interrogation. The very cutting and pasting of fragments, of
layering and conflating across media modalities in the works I have selected, constitute
interventions to the putative verisimilitude offered by photographic images; the recombinant
result is innately critical, disrupting normativizing operations of both conventional pictorial
systems, and of established social systems.
My study has considered art institutions and sites in the public sphere (such as monuments,
public buildings, union halls, billboards, etc.) as stages for performance in the context of Austin’s
total speech environment. In the example of Wodiczko’s Bundeshaus projection, this aspect of
real-time and immateriality of the projected light recall Austin’s characterization of the speech
act as a kind of fire, hovering between thing and event, a compelling dynamic performance.3
What has been witnessed by spectators/participants during the nocturnal event (and the
subsequent discourse about it, such as media attention) also harkens to a future moment: what has
been seen cannot be unseen. Once the projectors are shut off, the afterimage resides in the
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consciousness of individuals, and continues to haunt the site. In this sense, Wodiczko’s event
goes beyond Austin’s present-tense total speech situation.
I have demonstrated through my case studies that the idea of the everyday is not only the
addressivity of the works’ utterance, but is also presented through the “ordinariness” of the sites
where the works are staged or displayed: the union hall, the cabaret, the public square, the art
gallery.4 Certeau reflects on the relationship between “place” and “space” and creates a parallel
to langue and parole: place, like langue, is an ordering system in accordance which elements are
in fixed relationships of co-existence—planned, regulated, order, stability. Space, like parole, is
realized through dynamic, transitive practices, the act of interacting, the unpredictable,
characterized as strolling through the city.5 The beholder, like Certeau’s walker, and like
Vertov’s kino-eye, is in perpetual motion. Their pictorial experience consists then of what is
noticed, that is, the fragmentary. I would reframe this concept of space in its context of human
circulation through the museum. In her writing on the political performative in contemporary art,
Bal considers the constitution of the gallery/space as particular aspect of performance via the
concept deixis, a linguistic term to refer to the relationship between viewer and space. Bal
contends that it is the event of sensory perception, rather than the object of contemplation, that
awakens the awareness of the subject as a political being: “Presenting a space that is inhabited
rather than empty, open for entering but not for occupying, for co-inhabiting but not for
appropriating – a space within which the viewing subject is welcomed while simultaneously
being transformed by it – is perhaps the most central aspect of the political force of […] art.”6 In
the context of my discussions here, I have widened the concept of deixis as an intersection
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between both the bodily experience of sensate, autonomous motion (dynamic, unpredictable
strolling) and action (stopping, beholding, constructing meaning).
This conclusion of my study is also the advent of new lines of research for me, and, it is
hoped, for others exploring future directions in post-Austinian scholarship on the performativity
and politicity of art. There is, increasingly, interesting discourse about the inherent political
nature of all art, new paradigms for creating political art spaces, the morphing of the roles of the
museum into everyday life, and the expanding role of the visitor/spectator. Toward the
conclusion of his 1955 Harvard lecture series, Austin argued that all utterances—fact-based
statements (constatives) as well as his original grouping of illocutionary speech acts—are
performative: “The truth or falsity of a statement depends not merely on the meanings of words
but on what you were performing in what circumstances.”7 Austin’s concept of performativity in
all language continues to inspire pathways for the consideration of the political aspects in
historical and contemporary art. Just as Austin came to believe that every utterance has a realityproducing dimension, so, too, can we regard all works of art as inherently performative. In my
discussions of specific works in the preceding pages, I have made references to the writing of
Adorno, Azoulay, Rancière, Bal, Rockhill and others, who argue that it makes little sense to
speak of a category of political art, because every artwork can be regarded as political in its way,
and we cannot detach the political and the aesthetic from one another.
Concurrent with this position is the fact that a thriving contestatory artistic practice
continues in theory and in practice, and emerging modes of practice suggest ever-expanding
types of image acts.8 In Austin’s formulation, the speech act (subject to “felicitous” temporal and
material conditions to produce a successful utterance) is a catalyst which produces altered states
(before and after, cause and effect). While John Berger argued that political art as weapon could
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not be held to the standard of quantifiable effects of heavy artillery, he conceded that art, as a
work of the imagination, operates within the field of subjective interactions, which cannot be
quantified.9 What is the doing that art does? It does social things. The declarative, I have argued,
asserts subjecthood and makes space for disenfranchised citizen segments. In the close reading of
work by Condé and Beveridge, I have explored the mutability of display spaces in the “everyday”
world, such as the street, the labour hall, and the archive, and how non-museal performative
stages play a role in audience reception. Another example is the imperative of Gilbert and George
which resides not only in the force of the cited graffiti words, and in the titles of the work
themselves, but also in the pictorial proposition. As part of the dramatic personae of this stage,
Gilbert and George hover between personas of themselves, or as Everyman, as viewers who, like
the constructed grid, also do (The Alcoholic) or do not see (Paki). Their gesture of observing is
also a lenticular oscillation, a doubling both mimics the not-seeing, a mirror reflecting back onto
the eventual wealthy collectors who acquire their works and facilitates the seeing as a theoretical
object for presented for analysis to viewers in the public museums.
Some recent examples point the way to new methods of performativity. For instance,
cross-disciplinary gatherings such as the Art + Activism conference held in Leiden in December
2017 provide ways for theorists and practitioners to exchange ideas and germinate the seeds for
exploring resilience techniques. As T.J. Demos remarked during his plenary session, the
intersection of actors and actions from the domains of contemporary art with the anti-global
capitalism movement, and with ecological activism, provides a framework by which to consider
an ever-widening domain of beings (human, flora, fauna, biomes) requiring transformative
justice.10 It is possible to consider this model of counterhegemonic transdisciplinarity as

9

Berger, “Political Uses”, 188.

10

See Demos’ published works Decolonizing Nature. Contemporary Art and the Politics of Ecology (Berlin:
Sternberg Press, 2016) and Against the Anthropocene. Visual Culture and Environment Today (Berlin: Sternberg
Press, 2017). A recorded lecture for another conference on this same topic is found at https://vimeo.com/251618816.
Here, I note a connection between the operations of genetic splicing/ mutation to cut-and-paste photomontage and
digital manipulation. As Jeremy Rifkin, one of the earliest writers describing applications of biotechnology, notes,
recombinant DNA projects, such as CRISPR editing, are possible because of technology that constitutes a “kind of
biological sewing machine that can be used to stitch together the genetic fabric of unrelated organisms”. [The
Biotech Century. Harnessing the Gene and Remaking the World (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Putnam, 1998), 12] I
consider this idea as connecting very readily to a concept of rhizomatic social mutation and the reception of art, a
plant stem that grows horizontally under or along the ground and often sends out roots and shoots.

Conclusion

332

polyphonic, and as such, recall the political potential in crossing conventional borders explored in
montage work.
Gregory Sholette observes, in the vein of Adorno, that while 20th century artists focused
on the notion that “another world is possible”, 21st century artists seem to respond with “another
art world is also possible”.11 How are we to consider creative interventions going forward? He
asks, “do we stay in our studio, do we go out on the barricade?12 Extending from my own study,
the interruptive or irruptive could be proposed in view of Peter Weibel’s observation that
“activism may be the first new art form of the twenty-first century.”13 Geert Lovink frames artistled projects, actions and networks as tactical strategies that extend the framework of tactical
media in new social movements: he situates political art as part of a mille plateaux cultural
landscape of tweets, blogs, Instagram and Facebook postings: a fragmented public sphere far
from a Habermasian concept of an arena where different opinions compete in a rational
dialogue.14
Just as the framework for political art itself is mutating, so too the function of the museum
continues to morph. Having operated as treasure chests, sanctuaries, schoolrooms and shopping
malls, museums are increasingly playing host to foster connectivity, collaboration, participation,
experimentation. Evolving conceptions of the museum, the role of technology, the intermediary
role of the curator/expert, and new kinds of visitor experiences have prompted new questions and
new practices. Charles Esche has questioned traditional museum functions: “What can you do
with the museum in the 21st century? Can it be the source of social and political questions, which
visitors can investigate through the exhibition, rather than a treasure chest where you just show
some beautiful jewels.”15 During his tenure as director at the Rooseum (Malmo, 2000—2004),
11
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and subsequently at the Van Abbemuseum (Eindhoven), he has experimented with ways for art
institutions to function as a “space of action” allowing for shared, multi-voiced practice and the
stimulation of new subjectivities: “I didn’t want to answer the usual expectations in a traditional
way, where you basically wheel in the material from outside, put it into the room in a nice way
and open the door. I wanted it to be a place of what we then called knowledge production.”16
Esche has looked to the interactive frameworks of social connection in other models, such as the
community center, the library, the laboratory, and the church.17 In her study of new forms of
visitor engagement, Emilie Sitzia describes the Van Abbemuseum’s program as a real space
experiment that “invites visitors to look through the racks at original artworks, then select,
manipulate and research them before laying them out on the walls in their own exhibition.” 18
What do new paradigms mean for visitors/spectators? The first is centered on
emancipation of the visitor. Art institutions can create conditions encouraging both the
contemplation of and critical thinking about the artwork and its context.19 In addition to ever
expanding collective modalities are offerings by museums to foster more personalization, more
individual connection in real space and in digital space.20 Visitors direct their own experience:
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“observing, comparing, repeating, failing, trying, combining, and verifying allow the visitor to
create new links between object and broad range of knowledge.21 While most visitors are not
part of the art world, they are part of wider social fabrics and are able to acknowledge their
individual agency as well as their existential separateness from others.22
Visiting an exhibition is an event where one performs one’s self in relation to the
performativity of the artworks, and where the political dimension of responses to the experience
(affects) may take a variety of forms, ranging from the fear of difference that fuels phobic
discourses, to indignation that drives recent anti-establishment movements, to feelings of
belonging and joy that animate new collectivist projects.23 New propositions are constructed by
beholders’ individual acts of meaning-making replete with polysemic possibilities inviting
activation from the assemblage of significations. Lefebvre, writing about Brecht and the
everyday, observes “without being aware of it, and although everything is clearly happening in
full view, the spectator becomes the living consciousness of the contradictions of the real”.24
Fragmentation itself proclaims a plurality that is irreducible, and antithetical to the narrative of a
singular, unified whole. In a similar vein, W.J.T. Mitchell points to this polysemic construction
present in images—and in the connection between images and their beholders—a vitalistic
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perspective characterized as a dialogic encounter with simultaneous, possibly contradictory,
readings.25
Irit Rogoff proposes looking away as an alternative to looking at works of art.26 Looking
away empowers the viewer’s emancipation as a performing subject resisting the work’s
conscious, contrived connections, even those of contestatory ideological détournement: It may
well be in the act of looking away from objects of our supposed study, in the shifting modalities
of the attention we pay them, that we have a potential for a re-articulation of the relations
between makers, objects and audiences. 27 For Rogoff, this experience approaches Giorgio
Agamben’s concept of an open-ended and undefined “whatever”, that is, in individual and
innovative avenues of personally constructed and unrestricted significance.28
The areas for fertile study sketched above outline ways in which the performativity of
political art is changing and arguably becoming more potent. In returning to Austin’s
conception of speech as a social activity that is also governed by conventions, there are also
conditions in which performative acts may fail. While speech is accessible to (nearly) all, it is
also governed by conventions or codes.29 The success or failure of these is dependent on the
25

W.J.T. Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2006). Mitchell discusses Barbara Kruger’s montage Untitled [Your Gaze Hits the Side of My Face] (1981),
and points to the flickering, alternating readings in which the inherent perspectives of the depicted statue, the
photomontage itself, and the artist “whose labor of cutting and pasting is so conspicuously foregrounded”, cohabit
the pictorial space. (45)
26

Irit Rogoff, “Looking Away: Participations in Visual Culture,” in After Criticism. New Responses to Art and
Performance, edited by Gavin Butt (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 117-134, and “Turning,” in Curating and
the Educational Turn, edited by Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London and Amsterdam: Open Editions/de Appel,
2010), 32-46.
27

Irit Rogoff, “Looking Away: Participations in Visual Culture,” 119.

28

Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). The term
“looking away” (and possibly the origin of Rogoff’s usage) is also the title of a work by Gilbert and George from the
1971 publication Side by Side: as a bound publication, each open page of the book effectively creates a diptych, with
printed text on the left page, and a single black-and-white photograph on the right. Looking Away occupies pages 61
and 62, featuring a photograph of the artists in their mode as suited living sculptures seated on a country gate,
looking away from our gaze toward the pastoral view in the distance. The text on the facing page reads, in part: “We
are looking a long way away—as far as our eye can see. We strain to see more. Our figures a complex arrangement
with the gate and stick. A very unresolved piece. Oh future where are you we can still not see you.28 In this sense,
Gilbert and George present themselves “looking away” with a double meaning: averting connection with our gaze by
turning their heads toward the distant view, and in the colloquial sense of “away” as unrestricted activity, as in
“working away”. They strain to look a “long way away” (distance) and to locate an elusive future (time).
29

I refer here to the physical capacity to speak as Austin theorized verbal communication, to use language in an
“everyday” way: he did not address the exclusion or adaptation of speech by differently-abled individuals, or the
literal/symbolic silencing or overwriting of suppressed voices (for instance, in systems of patriarchy, racism,

Conclusion

336

possession of transactional conventions in order to avoid what Austin calls a “misfire” (failed
communication). Critics of the expanding parameters of socially and politically motivated works
of art noted above point to several risks, and we can consider these in the framework of Austin’s
articulation of the potential “misfires” of speech acts:
1. The failure to deliver an aesthetic experience: this risk has been raised by Claire Bishop,
the “artificial hells” across the political spectrum begin to expose some of the
contradictions between intention and reception, agency and manipulation, that will be
become central problems in the contemporary discourse of participation. Critiques of
participatory art have been offered by Bishop in her concern for maintaining aesthetic
criteria and quality, and by Miwon Kwon who cautions that cultural action is at risk of
being appropriated as urban boosterism, as well as the danger of curators overdetermining
the construction of social partnerships.30
2. The addressivity of the social proposition can be subsumed: Douglas Crimp cited the
1987 exhibition Hans Haacke: Unfinished Business organized by the New Museum as an
example where reception focused on the stature of the artist and his career over the
political critique he had chosen to address.31
3. Impact as a call to action can be over-estimated: as Grant Kester warns, too much can be
expected of the performativity of the work, and there is a danger in casting the artist in the
role of “some sort of profound, revelatory change agent, an aesthetic evangelical.32

colonization, or social hierarchy). See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Colonial Discourse
and Post-Colonial Theory, edited by Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, (New York: Columbia University Press,
1993). 66-111.
30

See Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (New York and London: Verso
Books, 2012); and Kwon, One Place after Another. Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, MA and
London: The MIT Press, 2002).
31

Douglas Crimp, “Strategies of Public Address: Which Media, Which Publics?” in Discussions in Contemporary
Culture, edited by Hal Foster, (Seattle, OR: Bay Press, 1987), 31-37.
32

Grant Kester, “Aesthetic Evangelists: The Rhetoric of Empowerment and Conversion in Contemporary
Community Art,” Afterimage, vol.22, no.6 (January 1995):5-11.

Conclusion

337

4. Inconsistent access to codes: the risk of a misfire is predicated the receiving subject’s
previous cultural competence and his/her ability and willingness to engage in reflection.
For Pierre Bourdieu, writing in The Field of Cultural Production, a modicum of “cultural
competence” is required for meaning-making, that is, accessibility to the codes that
govern aesthetic experience: “a work of art has meaning and interest only for someone
who possesses the cultural competence, that is, the code into which it is encoded.”33 The
possession of these codes, for instance, to recognize parody or irony in the acts of
appropriation in postmodern work, is fostered as a cultivated disposition through a
specific set of social relations such as family inculcation, social norms and institutional
pedagogy. Accessibility to these codes, as Bourdieu and others have argued, is limited to
those spectators who have been taught to understand these codes. In the context of the
production, display and reception of works of art, the understanding of the force of
conventions, and the consequence of rupturing these conventions, is entirely dependent on
access to these codes. Spectators must have agency in meaning-making, and the work of
artists and curators is critical to provide pathways to make this possible.
5. Subsumed into spectacle: In his analysis of sculptural installations in the Tate Modern’s
Turbine Hall, Wouter Davidts observes that a spectacular and memorable art experience
does not necessarily constitute a significant or critical encounter between art space,
artwork and audience.34 Julianne Rebentisch argues that by beholding spectacle “we
become guilty, specifically, because we let others act for us—because we, like voyeurs,
observe their suffering without revealing our identity, and ultimately because we
misconceive the specificity of our situation, our time, thereby failing to seize the
possibility of active participation.”35 The erasure of art world conventions and embedding
artistic practice within the framework of social movements also risks the disappearance of
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the work itself, its distance from aesthetic conventions subverting art world systems of
commodity, distribution, acquisition and display. Artists work in an open connective
field, and Sholette provocatively asks if the deepening dissolution of the boundaries
between art-making and social operations also changes our understanding of what it
means to behold art: he asks “what if social practice art has already successfully inverted
normative representational framing as art, flipping inside out our spectator-based distance
from the world so that now everything is outside the frame and nothing remains inside?”36
In my view, while there seems to be ever-expanding social agency that is shared and
consumed on an instantaneous global scale37, I do not see the framework of art staging as
necessarily disintegrating. The complex network of funding bodies, sponsoring
institutions, professional art networks, host venues and other systemic components
continue to be evident and here I am in agreement with Rogoff in her view that artistic
practices that are interconnected with social movements are not acts of resistance to
culture, but constitutive forms of taking part in culture.38
6. Proxy for political action: There is the risk that museumgoers use their visits as a proxy
for political action. How do spectators interact with installations where the viewing of
political art risks becoming a placebo for ethical action beyond the museum? It seems to
me that this is a very real concern, and not just limited to artists and viewers, but also
curators and museum workers. Commitment itself may amount to little more than a sense
of concern. Conversely, there can be an inability for specific social justice issues to be
served by a call to action for museums at large.39
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In considering Austin’s infelicitous or failed speech acts in the context of political art, there
are many factors to consider, and the variables of each total speech environment will create
unique, and at times unexpected, outcomes. For instance (as I have demonstrated), the projection
work of Wodiczko steps outside the frame of a totally art institution environment into the public
commons. His event-based work interpellates the collective body to the dual possibilities of a
powerful contestation of the public sphere and an awakening to participate in it. There is
therefore here, as in all acts of contemplation, a conscious deceleration that encourages both
awareness of the present moment, and awareness of ourselves as perceptually present. This is
what Bal points to as the political moment, the awareness of our own subjectivity and agency. As
he unmasks presiding past mythologies, Wodiczko also seeks to provide a mechanism to
encourage reconciliation and healing. In anticipating this future moment, it is possible to construe
Wodiczko’s strategy of projection as hopeful.
My investigation joins the many (sometimes forced) declarations of art’s impact or
efficacy at a time of defunding arts institutions and the humanities. It is hoped that the
performativity of works such as those here studied also expands outward to the academic study
and curatorial work carried out in its wake and furthers the evidence of the importance of art for
and in society. The potentiality of political art as a kind of speech act, as framed by Heartfield
and beyond, lies in the dynamic presence of art as an elastic, discursive and interactive event,
beyond the confines of the static presentation of an object or in the position of popular and
critical receptions. Austin’s metaphor of the flickering flame, poised between material thing and
temporal event, points to the nature of the operations of making, displaying and viewing art as
enduring and precarious, but also as an essential part of our human experience of the world, and
our relationships to each other.
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Summary
How to do Things with Pictures in the Museum:
Photography, Montage and Political Space
This dissertation title makes reference to J.L. Austin’s collection of lectures about the
performative power of language published as How to do Things with Words (1962). In
Austin’s proposal, ordinary uses of language, such as promising, threatening,
commanding and questioning, are examples of performative language, actions achieved
by saying something. Austin’s conception of language as use-oriented and context
dependent is a dynamic way of considering communication, and his concept of speech—
as a transactional operation of language between people according to conventions in
everyday contexts—recognizes the agency of both the speaker and the addressee. I
consider how Austin’s way of thinking can be helpful in examining the making,
distributing, and beholding specific practices by artists.
My approach in this project is cultural analysis, the consideration of projects and
practices in view of theoretical articulations. This study is also informed by, but not
limited to, more recent theorists (and artists) considering questions of how arts “works”,
including strategies of artists working in “the political”, the museum as a stage for
performance, and the experience of audience. As Gabriel Rockhill asks, how do diverse
dimensions of the practice socially labeled as “aesthetic” and “political” cross, intertwine,
interlace, and at time become coextensive? What is the politicity of art?
The nomenclature of art writing employs a myriad of terms by no means
exhaustive or synonymous: committed, critical, radical, disruptive, socially engaged,
against the grain, activist, interventionist, oppositional, art util, relational aesthetics,
practical aesthetics. In this study, I use the term “political art” as an umbrella term that
implies three characteristics: 1) the work addresses real-world systems and the
implications on human connectivity and emancipation; 2) the work can be framed as a
transgressive performance, but each work does so in its own way, or in a variety of ways,
dependent on the variables of production, staging and audience; and 3) the work presents
itself as the locus for critical thinking.
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In my discussion of John Heartfield’s work, I explore the idea of photography as a
weapon and proposed the speech act mode the combative as a way of negating status quo.
I then consider work by Hannah Höch and Martha Rosler as examples of what I term the
integrative, a social imaginary that insists on inclusivity and a reappraisal of gender
boundaries. The operations of the contemplative and the implication of these in formal art
spaces has been the focus of my discussion of Hans Haacke’s Voici Alcan. The
projections of Krzysztof Wodiczko, I argue, can be viewed as instances of the
interpellative, drawing citizens to the public arena to confront repressed elements of the
past and (re)mediate the present. Through constructed mise-en-scène tableaux featuring
oral history, actors, sets and props, Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge have animated the
declarative, inscribing subjecthood into public discourse for political outsiders. Gilbert
and George’s monumental Dirty Words assemblages form a spatial and ideological
occupation/contestation of a disturbed and disturbing national rhetoric through the
politics of citation and the strategy of the imperative.
Along the way, the work of artists and filmmakers (past and present) has helped to
extend and deepen my analyses: Romare Bearden, Stephen Frears, George Grosz, the
Guerrilla Girls, David Hockney, Jenny Holzer, Derek Jarman, Barbara Kruger, Martin
Krenn, Loraine Leeson and Peter Dunn, Attila Richard Lukacs, Nadia Myre, Sam
Nhlengethwa, Jaume Plensa, Robert Rauschenberg, James Rosenquist, Carolee
Schneeman, Allan Sekula, Sasha Stone, Paul Stopforth, Jeffrey Thomas, Djiga Vertov,
and Fred Wilson.
I propose how Austin’s concept of the transformative nature of speech can be
expanded as a “toolbox” for thinking about political art generally, and the uses of
montage as a rhetorical strategy in particular, and how we meet actual art works in real
space. I have explored how beholders are engaged as subjects by speech acts in quite
distinct ways: to enjoin in refusal; to consider another vantage point; to bring into
consciousness through productive looking; to participate as a collective community; to
make space for; and to force recognition through citation.
MELISSA ROMBOUT is a curator and museum planner based in Ottawa (Canada) and began her
dissertation work at ASCA as a mid-career “side project”. Working originally under the supervision of
Prof. Mieke Bal, and more recently Prof. Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes and Prof. Sophie Berrebi, her research
focuses on approaches by photo-based artists to generate visual speech acts.
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Samenvatting
De performatieve kracht van foto’s in het museum:
fotografie, montage en politieke ruimte
Deze titel van dit proefschrift verwijst naar de verzameling lezingen van J.L. Austin over
de performatieve kracht van taal, gepubliceerd als How to do Things with Words (1962).
Volgens Austin zijn er bepaalde gewone taaluitingen, zoals beloven, dreigen, bevelen en
vragen, zogenaamde performatieve taalhandelingen, die betekenen dat iemand iets doet
door iets te zeggen. Austins opvatting van taal als gebruiksgericht en contextafhankelijk
is een dynamische manier om naar communicatie te kijken, en in zijn concept van
gesproken taal als transactionele taalhandeling tussen mensen, op basis van conventies in
alledaagse contexten, erkent hij het actieve aandeel van zowel spreker als aangesprokene.
Ik bekijk hoe Austins manier van denken nuttig kan zijn bij het onderzoeken van het
maken, verspreiden en bekijken van specifieke kunstpraktijken.
Mijn benadering van dit project heeft de vorm van een culturele analyse, waarbij
projecten en praktijken worden beschouwd in het licht van theoretische opvattingen. In
dit onderzoek komen onder anderen recente theoretici (en kunstenaars) aan bod die zich
bezighouden met de vraag hoe kunst ‘werkt’. Hierbij ook wordt gekeken naar strategieën
van kunstenaars die werken in het ‘politieke domein’, het museum als podium voor
performance en de ervaring van het publiek. Zoals Gabriel Rockhill zich al afvroeg: wat
is de verhouding tussen de verschillende praktijkdimensies met de sociale labels
‘esthetisch’ en ‘politiek’, hoe zijn ze met elkaar verweven en hoe handhaven ze zich na
verloop van tijd naast elkaar? Wat is de politiciteit van de kunst?
In het schrijven over kunst worden een aantal termen gebruikt. Enkele
voorbeelden, die niet synoniem zijn: betrokken, kritisch, radicaal, verstorend, sociaal
geëngageerd, tegen de stroom in, activistisch, interventionistisch, oppositioneel, nuttige
kunst, relationele esthetiek, praktische esthetiek. In deze studie gebruik ik de term
‘politieke kunst’ als overkoepelende term die drie kenmerken impliceert: 1) het werk
richt zich op systemen van de echte wereld en de implicaties voor menselijke verbinding
en emancipatie; 2) het werk kan worden geframed als transgressief, maar elk werk doet
dit op zijn eigen manier, of op verschillende manieren, afhankelijk van de variabelen van
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productie, enscenering en publiek; en 3) het werk presenteert zichzelf als locus voor
kritisch denken.
In mijn bespreking van het werk van John Heartfield onderzoek ik de idee van
fotografie als wapen en stel ik de taalhandelingsmodus het strijdlustige voor als manier
om de status quo te betwisten. Vervolgens beschouw ik werk van Hannah Höch en
Martha Rosler als voorbeelden van wat ik het integratieve noem, een sociaal denkbeeld
met aandacht voor inclusiviteit en een herwaardering van gendergrenzen. De werking van
het contemplatieve en de implicatie hiervan in formele kunstruimtes staat centraal in mijn
bespreking van Voici Alcan van Hans Haacke. Ik betoog dat de projecties van Krzysztof
Wodiczko kunnen worden gezien als voorbeelden van het interpellatieve, iets wat burgers
naar de publieke arena brengt om de confrontatie aan te gaan met onderdrukte elementen
van het verleden en (opnieuw) vorm te geven aan het heden. Door middel van
geconstrueerde mise-en-scène-tableaus met oral history, acteurs, decors en rekwisieten
hebben Carole Condé en Karl Beveridge het declaratieve tot leven gebracht, door voor
politieke outsiders ‘subjectschap’ in het publieke discours te brengen. Met de
monumentale assemblages Dirty Words nemen Gilbert & George ruimtelijk en
ideologisch stelling ten opzichte van een verstoorde en verstorende nationale retoriek,
door middel van verwijzing en de strategie van het imperatieve.
Tijdens het onderzoek heeft het werk van de volgende kunstenaars en filmmakers (uit
heden en verleden) mij geholpen om mijn analyses te verdiepen en verbreden: Romare
Bearden, Stephen Frears, George Grosz, the Guerrilla Girls, David Hockney, Jenny
Holzer, Derek Jarman, Barbara Kruger, Martin Krenn, Loraine Leeson en Peter Dunn,
Attila Richard Lukacs, Nadia Myre, Sam Nhlengethwa, Jaume Plensa, Robert
Rauschenberg, James Rosenquist, Carolee Schneeman, Allan Sekula, Sasha Stone, Paul
Stopforth, Jeffrey Thomas, Djiga Vertov en Fred Wilson.
Ik stel voor Austins concept van de transformatieve aard van gesproken taal uit te
breiden als gereedschap voor het denken over politieke kunst in het algemeen en het
gebruik van montage als retorische strategie in het bijzonder, en over onze confrontaties
met kunstwerken in de echte ruimte. Ik heb onderzocht hoe kijkers op verschillende
manieren als subjecten worden betrokken bij taalhandelingen: onder protest meedoen;
een ander perspectief overwegen; in het bewustzijn brengen door productief te kijken;
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deelnemen als collectieve gemeenschap; ruimte maken voor; en herkenning forceren door
citatie.
MELISSA ROMBOUT is curator en museumplanner in Ottawa (Canada) en begon haar promotie
bij de Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis (ASCA) als ‘zij-instroomproject’. Oorspronkelijk
werd ze begeleid door prof. Mieke Bal en later door prof. Christa-Maria Lerm Hayes en prof.
Sophie Berrebi. Haar onderzoek richt zich op benaderingen van fotokunstenaars om visuele
taalhandelingen te genereren.
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have come back to life except for the incredible encouragement of my partner, Lorin
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right time to support one another in wild aspirations and thrilling achievements. Like me,
a Maritimer far from the sea, we have tested many waters side-by-side. For every beforedawn rising and weekend afternoon I spent pen-in-hand and nose-in-book, Lorin was at
the ready to provide hot coffee, cold cocktails, diverting amusements or grief counseling,
on an as-needed basis. The very drafting of these closing words of appreciation are only
possible because of his steadfast love and support.

Appendix 1 Acknowledgements

404

APPENDIX II
List of Illustrations
Cover Image Alan Magee, Portrait of Hannah Höch, 1992, digital photomontage on dye sub
paper, 25.4 x 20.3 cm. Private Collection (Alan Magee: Paintings, Sculptures, Graphics, January
29 – April 3, 2005. https://fryemuseum.org/exhibition/1586/.
fig. p-1 Nadia Myre, For those who cannot speak: the land, the water, the animals and the future
generations, 2013, beadwork belt. http://artmur.com/en/artists/nadia-myre/for-those-whocannot-speak/.
fig. p-2 Installation view of Nadia Myre, For those who cannot speak: the land, the water, the
animals and the future generations, digital print, 175 x 2390 cm, Sakahàn exhibition, 2013.
National Gallery of Canada. https://www.gallery.ca/collection/artwork/for-those-who-cannotspeak-the-land-the-water-the-animals-and-the-future.
fig. p-3 Disclaimer statement (left) and interpretive label, For those who cannot speak: the land,
the water, the animals and the future generations, Sakahàn exhibition, 2013. National Gallery
of Canada. Photograph: Lorin Russell.
fig. 1-1 George Grosz (left) and John Heartfield (right) at the First International Dada Fair, Berlin,
1920, photograph. Museum of Modern Art, New York.
https://ca.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2015/january/27/a-movement-in-a-momentdada/.
fig. 1-2 John Heartfield. Self-Portrait with Chief of Police Zorgiebel, mock up artwork for
publication in Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (AIZ), 1929, rotogravure, 38.2 x 28 cm. The Museum
of Fine Arts, Houston.
https://www.mfah.org/art/detail/15579?returnUrl=%2Fart%2Fsearch%3Fartist%3DPublished%2
Bby%2BCommunist%2BWorkers%2BParty%2Bof%2BGermany%26page%3D9.
fig. 1-3 John Heartfield, Tearsheet from Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (AIZ), featuring Heartfield's
self-portrait with Chief Zorgeibel and the headline Benütze Foto Als Waffe! [Use Photography as
a Weapon!], 8/37 (September 1929), copperplate photogravure, 38.2 x 28 cm. The Museum of
Fine Arts Houston 82.59.165.
https://www.mfah.org/art/detail/15579?returnUrl=%2Fart%2Fsearch%3Fartist%3DPublished%2
Bby%2BCommunist%2BWorkers%2BParty%2Bof%2BGermany%26page%3D9.
fig 1-4 John Heartfield, Deutsche Eicheln [German Acorns], AIZ, Vol. 12, No. 37, September 21,
1933, Page 627. Photogravure 14 3/4 in. x 10 1/4 in. (37.47 cm x 26.04 cm). Akron Art Museum,
Gift of Roger R. Smith 1991.26.

Appendix II List of Illustrations

405

fig 1-5 Martin Krenn, Intervention at the Mahnmal Friedenskreuz memorial space, St. Lorenz,
Austria, 2016 featuring enlarged reproduction of John Heartfield, Deutsche Eicheln, 4280 x 2987
cm, metal and transparent fabric. Martin Krenn, “Memorial at the Friedenskreuz St. Lorenz,
2016.” http://www.martinkrenn.net/?page_id=2157.
fig. 1-6 Visitors to the installation. Martin Krenn, Remarks given at Mahnmal Friedenskreuz (Nov
16, 2018). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3P3KL0ett0U.
fig. 1-7 Detail. Martin Krenn, Remarks given at Mahnmal Friedenskreuz (Nov 16, 2018).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3P3KL0ett0U.
fig. 2-1 Hannah Höch and Raoul Hausmann in front of their works at the First International Dada
Fair, Berlin, 1920, photograph. Berlinische Galerie, Hannah Höch Archiv.
https://www.berlinischegalerie.de/en/collection/artists-archives/highlights/hausmann-hoech/.
fig. 2-2 Hannah Höch, Schnitt mit dem Kuchenmesser Dada durch die letzte weimarer Bierbauch
Kulturepoche Deutschlands [Cut with the Kitchen Knife through the Last Weimar Beer-Belly
Cultural Epoch of Germany], 1919-1920, photomontage and collage with watercolour, 144 x 90
cm. Collection Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturebesitz Nationalgalerie.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Hoch-Cut_With_the_Kitchen_Knife.jpg.
fig. 2-3 Detail from Schnitt mit dem Kuchenmesser.
fig. 2-4 Martha Rosler, Balloons, from Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 1967 – 1972,
pigmented inkjet print, 60.2 x 47.9 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York 933.2011.x1-x2,
Committee on Photography and The Modern Women’s Fund.
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/150119.
fig. 2-5 Martha Rosler, First Lady (Pat Nixon), from Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful,
1967 – 1972, pigmented inkjet print, 50.1 x 56 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York
938.2011.x1-x2, Committee on Photography and The Modern Women’s Fund.
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/150124.
fig. 2-6a Detail from First Lady.
fig. 2-6b Film still from Bonnie and Clyde, directed by Arthur Penn (Los Angeles: Warner
Brothers/ Seven Arts, 1967), 111 min. Reproduced in A.O. Scott, “Two Outlaws, Blasting Holes in
the Screen,” The New York Times, August 12, 2007.
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/12/movies/12scot.html.
fig. 2-7 Martha Rosler, Red Stripe Kitchen, from Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 1967 –
1972, pigmented inkjet print, 60.3 x 46 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York 943.2011.x1x2, Committee on Photography and The Modern Women’s Fund.
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/150129.
fig. 2-8a Martha Rosler, Election (Lynndie), from Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 20042008, photomontage, digital print, 40 x 60.2 cm.
https://blogs.getty.edu/iris/the-living-room-war-a-conversation-with-artist-martha-rosler/.
Appendix II List of Illustrations

406

fig. 2-8b Snapshot taken by Colonel Graner showing showing Private Lynndie England pulling an
Iraqi prisoner by a lease at Abu Ghraib, October 24, 2003. U.S. Army / Criminal Investigation
Command (CID).
https://web.archive.org/web/20060716072107/http://www.salon.com:80/news/abu_ghraib/20
06/03/14/chapter_2/3.html
fig. 2-9 Martha Rosler, still from Semiotics of the Kitchen, 1975, video, 6:09 min. Museum of
Modern Art, New York 718.1981. https://www.moma.org/collection/works/88937.
fig. 2-10 Guerrilla Girls, Do Women Have to be Naked to get into the Met. Museum?, 1989.
Copyright © Guerrilla Girls, courtesy guerrillagirls.com
fig. 3-1 Hans Haacke, Voici Alcan, 1983, cibachrome with plastic letraset, glass and aluminum,
and logo of paper on Plexiglas with typed text on foil, 142 x 106.5 cm each.
National Gallery of Canada 19723.1-3. https://www.gallery.ca/collection/search-thecollection?search_api_views_fulltext=haacke&sort_by=search_api_relevance.
fig. 3-2 translation of Voici Alcan's text. National Gallery of Canada.
fig. 3-3 Hans Haacke, Alcan: Tableau pour la salle du conseil d'administration, 1983, oil on
canvas, 139.6 x 152.6 x 5.4 cm. National Gallery of Canada 28242. https://www.beauxarts.ca/collection/artwork/tableau-pour-la-salle-du-conseil-dadministration.
fig. 3-4 and fig. 3-5 Allan Sekula, from the series Geography Lesson: Canadian Notes, 1986,
photographic prints. Reproduced in “Geography Lesson: Canadian Notes,” Assemblage 6
(June 1988):24-47. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3171043.
fig. 3-6 Installation view of “Metalwork 1793-1880,” silver and slave chains from the collection
of the Maryland Historical Society, in reproduced in "Mining the Museum," curated by Fred
Wilson, 1992. Reproduced in Fred Wilson, Mining the Museum: An Installation (New York, NY:
Folio, 1994).
fig 3-7a Hans Haacke, detail of Biko panel, Voici Alcan, 1983, photograph with plastic letraset,
glass and aluminum, logo of paper on plexiglass, and typed text on foil, 142 x 106.5 cm. National
Gallery of Canada 19723.1 (https://www.gallery.ca/collection/search-thecollection?search_api_views_fulltext=haacke&sort_by=search_api_relevance)
fig. 3-7b Stephen Biko’s body, Ginsberg section, King William’s Town, 1977, colour photograph,
42.41 x 30.22 cm. Peter Jordan/Alamy Photo AC56MO. https://www.alamy.com/steve-bikosbody-in-the-ginsberg-section-of-king-williams-town-1977-image7454143.html.
fig. 3-8 Charles Nkosi, Pain on the Cross, 1976, linocut, 34 x 23 cm. Collection of Rev Hans Blum.
Reproduced in Karen von Veh, “White/Black/Grey Areas: Reflections on Transition in South
African Art,” Artes Magazine (December 24, 2013). http://www.artesmagazine.com/?p=14622.
fig. 3-9 Paul Stopforth, Elegy, 1980-1981, graphite and wax on paper, 55.9 x 76.2 cm.
Johannesburg Art Gallery. Reproduced in Karen von Veh, “White/Black/Grey Areas: Reflections
Appendix II List of Illustrations

407

on Transition in South African Art,” Artes Magazine (December 24, 2013).
http://www.artesmagazine.com/?p=14622.
fig. 3-10 Sam Nhlengethwa, It Left Him Cold - The Death of Steve Biko, 1990, collage, pencil and
charcoal on paper, 69 x 93 cm. Standard Bank Collection, Gertrude Posel Gallery, University of
the Witwatersrand. Reproduced in Karen von Veh, “White/Black/Grey Areas: Reflections on
Transition in South African Art,” Artes Magazine (December 24, 2013).
http://www.artesmagazine.com/?p=14622.
fig. 3-11 Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, ca. 1512-16, oil on wood, 298 x 327.6 cm.
Hospital of Saint Anthony, Isenheim, Germany.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Grunewald_Isenheim.jpg.
fig. 3-12a Installation in contemporary galleries, National Gallery of Canada. Safdie Architects.
https://www.safdiearchitects.com/projects/national-gallery-of-canada.
fig. 3-12b Great Hall and Colonnade leading to street level, National Gallery of Canada. Safdie
Architects. https://www.safdiearchitects.com/projects/national-gallery-of-canada.
fig. 3-13 Installation of Hans Haacke’s Voici Alcan in the travelling exhibition The Rise and Fall of
Apartheid, 2013. Reproduced in The Rise and Fall of Apartheid Photography and the
Bureaucracy of Everyday Life, edited by Okwui Enwezor and Rory Bester (New York:
International Center of Photography/Munich, London, New York: DelMonico Books, 2013).
fig. 4-1 Krzysztof Wodiczko, School of Architecture Building Projection, Dalhousie University,
Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1981. https://www.krzysztofwodiczko.com/public-projections#/school-ofarchitecture/.
fig. 4-4 Krzysztof Wodiczko, AT+T Long Lines Building Projection, New York, 1984. Reproduced in
Phillip Brophy, “Architectural Projections, ” RealTime 122 (Aug-Sept 2014):26.
http://www.realtimearts.net/article/122/11650.
fig. 4-3 Krzysztof Wodiczko, Duke of York's Column Projection, at Waterloo Place, London, 1985.
https://www.krzysztofwodiczko.com/duke-of-yorks-column-1/.
fig. 4-4 Krzysztof Wodiczko, Bundeshaus projection, Bundesplatz, Bern, 1985. Reproduced in “A
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