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ConTinous ProjeCT #8

INTRODUCTION

The Centre national de l’estampe et de l’art imprimé (CNEAI) invited us, as Continuous Project, to spend a 
month in Paris in the Spring of 2006 in order to realize a publication and an exhibition. 

The art-world tends to celebrate the image. Art magazines and books are packed with photographs, advertisements, 
glossy colors. This book, we decided, would be black and white, and focused on the word, on texts. We were 
at the time thinking a lot about critical theory and how it relates to art. Loosely speaking, the relationship 
between art and politics. More specifically, art and spectatorship. We invited writers and artists to contribute 
pieces along these lines. We didn’t want to ask what kind of theory is appropriate for art, but how art reacts to 
theory. The pieces in the book approach this intersection of interests from very different angles. They include 
a lecture by philosopher Jacques Rancière, never before printed in English; text pieces by artists, including 
Allen Ruppersberg, Mai-Thu Perret, Matthew Brannon, Josh Smith, Claire Fontaine, Dan Graham, and Melanie 
Gilligan; essays by writers such as Johanna Burton, Maria Muhle, Warren Niesluchowski, Bettina Funcke, Pablo 
Lafuente, and Simon Baier; reprints and new translations of work by Alexander Kluge, Charles Fourier, and 
Serge Daney; a couple of poems and a symposium we held in which we invited American religious scholar Joshua 
Dubler to present contemporary Evangelical Christianity and its uses of mass or popular culture.

The exhibition was directly linked to the book and its questions or issues. Because Continuous Project is a 
collaborative group that often works with others, we invited several artists and writers to make interventions 
in the CNEAI space. Japanese performance artist Ei Arakawa and German critic Simon Baier staged a private 
performance in CNEAI’s attic archive room, revolving around a Donald Judd essay on Art and Internationalism 
that until now had been available only in a rare Japanese exhibition catalogue. Photo-documentation of the 
performance highlights the process of “installing” Judd’s text over the course of a day. Swedish artist Fia 
Backström, who often engages with artists and printed materials while reflecting the form of exhibitions per se, 
responded to CNEAI’s archive of printed matter by highlighting, through posters and a video, a 1982 issue of 
the artist’s magazine Intervention, which critiqued that year’s Documenta and ultimately questioned the notion of 
engaged art. Artist Claire Fontaine and curator Eva Svennung, both Paris-based, were invited to collaborate on a 
selection of French-language books to be sold during the exhibition in a makeshift bookstore, where they were 
presented on Backström’s custom-made table cloths.

With the publication of Continuous Project #8, the final “issue”, Continuous Project becomes Consultants.

August 2006
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“In order to remain secret, the indirect must take shelter  
under the very figures of the direct….” Roland Barthes

“You just have to know how to do it. There’s nothing to  
it if you just know the trick.” Harry Houdini

What is metamorphosis? Who are Patriote Palloy and Harry Houdini? And what 
do they have to do with one another?
We shall see. First the stage, then a trick, and finally the secret.

The STage

Item: Harry Houdini was born Ehrich Weiss on April 6, 1874 in Appleton, Wis., the 
son of a Rabbi. Patriote Palloy was born Pierre-Francois Palloy on January 23, 
1755 in Paris, the son of wine merchants.

Item: Separated by a century, Palloy sold Patriotism and became in his own words 
a “Patriot” and Houdini sold magic to become in his own words “a mysterious 
entertainer.” One was forgotten, the other became a legend.

Item: Events have their own ways of shaping a life; once they have taken place, 
they can never be undone or ignored. Both men stepped up out of the audience 
and crossed the dividing line to the performer’s side of the stage. They were not 
the public any longer for they had been invited to join the charmed and secret 
circle of those who knew the truth and who could themselves make magic for more 
credulous folk.

Item: Houdini’s career coincided roughly with the life-span of early vaudeville 
itself—developing before the turn of the century, and lasting until motion pictures 
replaced live performers in most theaters. He was a child of vaudeville and especially 

METAMORPHOSIS: 
PATRIOTE PAllOY And HARRY HOudInI

Allen RuppeRsBeRg 
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skillful at the techniques of publicity. He was, for example, one of the 
greatest experts on handcuffs the world has ever known and was 
never defeated by any handcuff challenge the public could contrive. 
However, his success came when he learned that in order to 
present the trick in an effective manner he had to make it appear 
extremely difficult when it was in fact quite simple for him.

Item: After taking a commission in the army as a young 
man, Palloy became an apprentice mason who shortly married 
his master’s daughter and launched himself in the construction 
industry. By 1789 he had amassed a sizable fortune and was considered a 
model success story of old-regime capitalism. On the 14th of July, he was acting 
commandant of his local district on the Ile Saint-louis. Well within hearing range 
of the battle at the Bastille, he claimed that he had run to the scene and on arrival 
took a ball through his tricorn hat by the side of one lieutenant Elie. He acquired 
a brevet de vainqueur to certify that he had been one of the sacred nine hundred.

Item: As a measure of his accomplishment, the standard dictionaries of the period 
contain the word Houdinize which was “to release or extricate oneself (from 
confinement, bonds, and the like) as by “wriggling out.”

Item: The reality of the Bastille, the Bastille itself, was far less important than its 
afterlife in legend. The Bastille gave shape and an image to all the vices against 
which the Revolution defined itself. The myth of patriotic unity became enshrined 
in a cult of the Bastille. no one grasped the creative opportunities better than 
Palloy. He became both the entrepreneur and the impresario of the greatest 
demolition job in modern history and the international symbol of liberated 
humanity.

Item: Each age invents its own spirit and the person who represents it. They then 
pass it on to the waiting public. The arena of consumption will vary but history 
will reveal the similarities.

Item: Palloy understood that the Revolution had created a demand for a new kind 
of history, one that told of the epic of the common man. This new history had to 
be related in a new way. History was to be made directly contemporary with the 
average citizen’s life. He would insert his own experience, even at second hand, 
into the unfolding present. Instead of contemplating the vast centuries, the new 
history would be chopped up into memories of a single day or week. Finally, to 
lend immediacy to the events for those who were geographically distant, souvenirs 
had to take concrete form, so that by contemplating or touching them the citizen 
could share in the intensity of the event. The 14th of July being the great event, it 
took Palloy just one day to realize that as Vainqueur, construction engineer, 
and experienced boss of labor gangs he was in a position to acquire a most 
important piece of real estate. On the 15th he brought 800 men to the 
Bastille ready to begin the work of demolition. Once the first stone fell the 
free-for-all began: bonfires burned by day and fireworks exploded by night 
and good Patriots were everywhere with stories and tours. Through it all 
Palloy was planning his business. He not only provided work and pay, but 
he gave structure to the entire enterprise. He designed identity cards, he 
acted as boss-father, throwing parties for the workers, and playing with 
the children. Wielding a cane and clapper with which to call people to 
attention, he was also constable, judge and jury for those caught stealing 
or getting into drunken fights.
        For all this chaos, the work proceeded with great speed. By the end 
of november, most of the Bastille was demolished. The physical work 
completed, Palloy’s own Bastille business had only just begun. Some of this 
involved new projects, erecting a platform for a cannon from the Bastille on 
the Pont neuf, clearing out the ditches and moats. But most of Palloy’s energies 
went into promoting the cult of the Bastille as a political tourist attraction. 
The important thing was to produce – in a theatrical sense – events which 
would recapitulate both the horrors of the Bastille and the euphoria of its fall 
so that successive waves of visiting Patriots could be recruited for revolutionary 
enthusiasm. After one event, 700 workers made their way in procession to the 
Hotel de Ville carrying a model of the Bastille that they had fashioned from its 
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stones. Palloy turned this into a major enterprise and took credit for the scheme. 
Eventually, in order to bring into the patriotic fold the millions of Frenchmen 
remote from the actual event of the fall of the Bastille, Palloy produced 246 
chests of souvenir, creating every conceivable kind of item from the debris of the 
Bastille. The myth of patriotic unity enshrined in the cult of the Bastille was 
the new gospel and for a while it was all his.

Item: “I, Harry Houdini, challenge…”
The American public is easily bored. Yet, for more than a quarter of a century, 
from the year 1900 until his death in 1926, Houdini’s name appeared day 
after day in newspaper headlines that made him the envy of all his fellow 
performers in the world of vaudeville. In a period and country of rapid 
technical development, in a land where whole cities, great railroads, huge 
industries, seemed to spring into being overnight, no single marvel, however 
impressive, could be granted more than its share of attention. What were 
Houdini’s secrets? How did he succeed in amazing others so completely for so 
long a time? no public performer can survive without public notice and Houdini 
won the public of his day over and over again. However, when the subject is a 
man whose life itself belonged in that strange limbo of the improbable, the field 
of entertainment, his fame resists analysis and goes beyond even his own hesitant 
claims. It was Houdini’s business to deceive the public but which deception was the 
more remarkable, the Houdini he wanted the public to believe in, or the Houdini he 
believed he was? Houdini’s make-believe was not imagination. He was Houdini and 
he sold the public on that single idea. He was not a magician in the ordinary sense, 
calling himself instead an “escape artist.”  He was also more than just a man who 
believed in himself. Houdini believed in Houdini.
        Success was the single, almost unvarying factor in his career, together 
with a stubborn determination which drove him to any conceivable length to 
achieve that success. The methods he used were various, the tricks he devised and 
practiced were without number, and although he never attempted to claim that 
he had invented the handcuff release, not any of its chain or rope-tie variations, 
he did contend that he had developed the so-called challenge escape. And this was 

what truly defined him; his use of the word “challenge.”
        All of Houdini’s escapes can be roughly divided into two groups: the 
prepared escapes and the challenges. The former caused him no difficulty once 
he had stepped onto the stage. Their difficulties had all been met and overcome 
beforehand and were basically bread and butter work. The challenge escapes 
were another matter. A challenge escape could not be worked out in advance 
the way a prepared escape could be planned and rehearsed before presentation. 
His spectacular success at meeting and defeating so many hundreds of these 
challenges, of such infinite variety, attests to not only a remarkable physical  
and mental ability but to something less tangible which Houdini 
clearly understood.
        One of the greatest problems for any performer is 
the constant necessity of keeping his act new and fresh 
to prevent it from bogging down into monotony. 
Houdini achieved this superbly with his appeal for 
challenges.  no spectator ever knew ahead of time 
exactly what he would see when Houdini stepped out 
on the stage. One night he might be tied in intricate 
bonds of rope, the next would see him twisting out of 
torturous chains and leg irons, on the third he might be 
nailed into a sturdy packing case by volunteers invited from 
the audience. “He can’t get out of this box. I made it myself of the 
toughest wood and the strongest nails could find. There’s no way for him to get out, 
once the lid’s nailed down.” His public was not a master demanding new tricks at 
every performance; it was his most eager assistant, daily providing the material for 
its own dramatic entertainment. The local people who attended the performances 
were sold, because of a very important role in the performance itself. They could 
then take for themselves the delight all human beings take in amazing others and 
in being amazed themselves and feel completely the courage and independence 
that cannot be bound by the any fetters the world has to offer.
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a Trick

The dictionary defines metamorphosis as “a change of physical form or substance.” 
“Metamorphosis, the Great Trunk Mystery” was a trick box that Houdini had 
purchased at the very beginning of his career from a down and out magician. 
The trunk trick was an old one but with Houdini’s skill and a grandiloquent title, 
“Metamorphosis” became not only an effective illusion but also an effective symbol, 
both of which were to serve him his entire life, from the Midway dime Museums 
to the full evenings of magic which were the pinnacle of Houdini’s ambitions. 
The trick had drama and surprise and, in its most polished incarnation, which he 
performed with his wife Bessie, the transformation was performed with such speed 
as to seem truly unbelievable and beyond explanation.
        First their equipment would be inspected by a committee from the audience; 
Harry’s hands would then be tied behind his back; he would be lifted into a large 
sack, the mouth of which would be drawn together, knotted and sealed over his 
head; and the sack would be put into the trunk which in turn would be locked, 
roped, and sealed. The committee would stand aside at that moment, and Bessie 
would take her place beside the curtains, holding one in each hand. “ladies 
and Gentlemen,” she would say, spacing her words clearly and distinctly as 
Houdini had rehearsed her. “You see the locked and roped trunk into which 
Houdini has been placed with his wrists securely bound behind his back, 
his entire body sealed within the sack, and the sack locked within the trunk 
– he on the inside, I on the outside.” Slowly she would draw the curtains 
together. “I shall clap my hands three times – and you shall watch the 
effect.” One-two-three! She brought her small hands together in sharp claps, 
and immediately after the third one, she drew the curtains closed in front 
of herself with a flourish. Almost instantly they were flung wide again, and 
Houdini would be bowing to the audience, his hands free, the coat of his dress 
suit mysteriously missing. Bessie would of course thereafter be discovered inside 
the bag, inside the trunk, her hands bound by the original ropes – and wearing 
Houdini’s coat. The first prisoner had been “metamorphosed” into the second.

The SecreT

Prisoners, chains, locks and keys, jail cells, straight-jackets, challenges, people, 
audience, authority, restraint, confinement, self, spirit, secrets, change, etc… The 
matching here of Palloy and Houdini is not a “matched pair” but more of a coupler 
– in post structuralist terms [language not as two sides of one sheet of paper 
(signifier/signified) but a “person or thing that couples or links together”]. One has 
a trace of the other in it; that’s what links them together. Houdini and Palloy are 
each an example of something contained in the other. Each in the same manner. 
Houdini made an elephant disappear in an instant; Palloy made a “white elephant” 
disappear piece by piece.
        What then is this mystification that transforms culture into a universal 
nature? What exactly is the character of the transformation that takes place when 
a medal made from the chains of a former prisoner is sold to a citizen who then 
becomes a patriot? “It was a trick,” Houdini would say, “I did it by purely physical 
means.” After “Metamorphosis, the Great Trunk Mystery” had been performed 
nobody ever examined the bag and noticed that it had been slit open at the 
bottom; nobody ever found the concealed escape panel in the trunk. The secret, 
then, is in the examples and the examples of the examples. Transformation, dear 
friends, is the science of illusion and magic.

Item: los Angeles Times, september 9, 1989: Acreage in Canyon once owned by Houdini. 
Available for $2.5 million is 3 1/2 acres in the laurel Canyon of Hollywood Hills.
        The house of the secluded estate, once owned by Harry Houdini, was destroyed 
by fire in 1959 and demolished thereafter. still remaining are the brick and concrete 
stairs and walkways, concrete pillars, a stone and brick bridge, a cave, a waterfall and 
the landscaped acreage. There is a one-bedroom, one bath servant’s quarters on the 
property, which is set back from the street. For more details, call Merrill lynch Realty.

GEnEROuS THAnkS TO:
CITIZens a chronicle of the French Revolution, Simon Scharma

The great Houdini, by Beryl Williams and Samuel Epstein
Christine Burgin
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uncorrected lecture transcript

I gave to this talk the title: “the emancipated spectator.” As I understand it, a title 
is always a challenge. It sets forth the presupposition that an expression makes 
sense, that there is a link between separate terms, which also means between 
concepts, problems, and theories which seem at first sight to bear no direct relation 
on each other. In a sense, this title expresses the perplexity that was mine when 
Marten Spangberg invited me to deliver what is supposed to be the “keynote” 
lecture of  this academy. He told me that he wanted me to introduce this collective 
reflection on “spectatorship,” because he had been impressed by my book The 
Ignorant Schoolmaster. I first wondered what kind of  relationship there could be 
between the cause and the effect? This is an academy bringing together artists 
and people involved in the world of  art, theater, and performance on the issue 
of  spectatorship today. The Ignorant Schoolmaster was a meditation on the eccentric 
theory and the strange destiny of  Joseph Jacotot, a French professor, who, at the 
beginning of  the 19th century, made a mess in the academic world by asserting 
that an ignorant could teach another ignorant what he did not know himself, 
proclaiming the equality of  intelligences and calling for intellectual emancipation 
against the standard idea of  the instruction of  the people. His theory sank in 
oblivion in the middle of  the 19th century. I thought it necessary to revive it 
in the 1980s in order to put a new kind of  mess in the debate about Education 
and its political stakes. But what use can be made, in the contemporary artistic 
debate, of  a man whose artistic universe could be epitomized by names such as 
Demosthenes, Racine, and Poussin?

On second thoughts, I thought that the very distance, the lack of  any obvious 
relationship between Jacotot’s theory and the issue of  spectatorship today could 
be a chance. It could provide the opportunity of  taking a radical distance from 
the theoretical and political presuppositions, which still shore up, even in post-
modern disguise, most of  the debate on theater, performance, and spectatorship. 
I got the impression that it was possible to make sense of  the relationship, on 
condition that we try to piece together the network of  presuppositions that 
put the issue of  spectatorship at a strategic cross point in the discussion of  the 
relationship between art and politics and draw the global pattern of  rationality on 
the background of  which we have been addressing for a long time the political 
issues of  theater and spectacle. I am using here those terms in a very general 
sense, including dance, performance, and all the kinds of  spectacle performed by 
acting bodies in front of  a collective audience.

The numerous debates and polemics that had called the theater into question 
all along our history can be traced back to a very simple contradiction. Let us call 
it the paradox of  the spectator, a paradox, which may prove more crucial than the 
well-known paradox of  the actor. This paradox can be summed up in very simple 
terms. There is no theater without spectators (were it only a single and hidden 
one, as in Diderot’s fictional representation of  Le Fils naturel). But spectatorship is 
a bad thing. Being a spectator means looking at a spectacle. And looking is a bad 
thing, for two reasons. Firstly looking is put as the opposite of  knowing. It means 
being in front of  an appearance without knowing the conditions of  production 

The emancipaTed SpecTaTor
Jacques Rancière
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of  that appearance or the reality, which is behind it. Secondly, looking is put as 
the opposite of  acting. He or she who looks at the spectacle remains motionless 
on his or her seat, without any power of  intervention. Being a spectator means 
being passive. The spectator is separated from the capacity of  knowing in the 
same way as he is separated from the possibility of  acting.

From this diagnosis it is possible to draw two opposing conclusions. The 
first one is that theater in general is a bad thing, that is the stage of  illusion and 
passivity, which has to be dismissed in favor of  what it forbids: knowledge and 
action: the action of  knowing and the action led by knowledge. This conclusion 
has been drawn long ago by Plato: the theater is the place where ignorant people 
are invited to see suffering people. What takes place on the stage is a pathos, the 
manifestation of  a disease, the disease of  desire and pain, which is nothing but 
the self-division of  the subject caused by the lack of  knowledge. The “action 
“of  theater is nothing but the transmission of  that disease through another 
disease, the disease of  the empirical vision, which looks at shadows. Theater 
is the transmission of  the ignorance, which makes people ill through the 
medium of  ignorance, which is optical illusion. Therefore a good community is 
a community, which does not allow the mediation of  the theater, a community 
whose collective virtues are directly incorporated in the living attitudes of  his 
participants.

This seems to be the more logical conclusion of  the problem. We know 
however that it is not the conclusion that was most often drawn. The most usual 
conclusion runs as follows: theater involves spectatorship and spectatorship is 
a bad thing. Therefore we need a new theater, a theater without spectatorship. 
We need a theater where the optical relation – implied in the word theatron – is 
subjected to another relation, implied in the word drama. Drama means action. 
The theater is a place where an action is actually performed by living bodies in 

front of  living bodies. The latter may have resigned their power. But this power 
is resumed in the performance of  the former, in the intelligence that builds it, in 
the energy that it conveys. The true sense of  the theater must be predicated on 
that acting power. Theater has to be brought back to its true essence, which is the 
contrary of  what is usually known as theater. What has to be pursued is a theater 
without spectators, a theater where spectators will no longer be spectators, where 
they will learn things instead of  being captured by images and become active 
participants in a collective performance instead of  being passive viewers.

This turn has been understood in two ways, which are antagonistic in their 
principle though they have often been mixed in theatrical performance and in 
its legitimization. On the one hand, the spectator must be released from the 
passivity of  the viewer, who is fascinated by the appearance standing in front 
of  him, and identifies with the characters on the stage. He must be proposed 
the spectacle of  something strange, unusual, which stands as an enigma and 
demands that he investigate the reason for that strangeness. He must be pressed 
to switch from the status of  the passive viewer to the status of  the scientist who 
observes phenomena and looks for their cause. On the other hand the spectator 
has to leave the status of  a mere observer who remains still and untouched in 
front of  a distant spectacle. He must be dragged away from his delusive mastery, 
drawn into the magic power of  theatrical action where he will exchange the 
privilege of  the rational viewer for the possession of  its true vital energies.

We acknowledge those two paradigmatic attitudes epitomized by Brecht’s 
epic theater and Artaud’s theater of  cruelty. On the one hand, the spectator 
has to become more distant, on the other hand he has to loose any distance. 
On the one hand he has to change his look for a better look, on the other 
hand he has to leave the very position of  the viewer. The project of  reforming 
the theater ceaselessly wavered between these two poles of  distant inquiry and vital embodiment. This means that the presuppositions, which underpin the 

search for a new theater, are the same that underpinned the dismissal of  theater. 
The reformers of  the theater in fact resumed the terms of  Plato’s polemics. 
They only rearranged them by borrowing from the platonic dispositif  another 
idea of  the theater. Plato opposed to the poetic and democratic community of  
the theater a “true” community: a choreographic community where nobody 
remains a motionless spectator, where everybody is moving according to the 
communitarian rhythm, which is determined by the mathematical proportion.

The reformers of  the theater restaged the platonic opposition between 
choreia and theater as an opposition between the true living essence of  the 
theater and the simulacrum of  the “spectacle.” The theater then became the 
place where passive spectatorship had to be turned into its contrary: the living 
body of  a community enacting its own principle. In the text introducing the 
topic of  our academy we can read that “theater remains the only place of  
direct confrontation of  the audience with itself  as a collective.” We can give 
to the sentence a restrictive meaning that would merely contrast the collective 
audience of  the theater with the individual visitors of  an exhibition or the 
sheer collection of  individuals looking at a movie. But obviously the sentence 
means much more. It means that “theater” remains the name for an idea of  
the community as a living body. It conveys an idea of  the community as self-
presence opposed to the distance of  the representation.

Since German romanticism, the concept of  theater has been associated with 
the idea of  the living community. Theater appeared as a form of  the aesthetic 
constitution – meaning the sensory constitution – of  the community: the 
community as a way of  occupying time and space, as a set of  living gestures 
and attitudes, which stands before any kind of  political form and institution: 
community as a performing body instead of  an apparatus of  forms and rules. In 

that way theater was associated with the romantic idea of  the aesthetic revolution: 
the idea of  a revolution, which would not only change laws and institutions, but 
transform the sensory forms of  human experience. The reform of  theater thus 
meant the restoration of  its authenticity as an assembly or a ceremony of  the 
community. Theater is an assembly where the people become aware of  their 
situation and discuss their own interests, Brecht will say after Piscator. Theater is 
the ceremony where the community is given the possession of  its own energies, 
Artaud will state. If  theater is put as an equivalent of  the true community, the 
living body of  the community opposed to the illusion of  the mimesis, it comes 
as no surprise that the attempt at restoring Theater in its true essence take place 
on the very background of  the critique of  the spectacle.

What is the essence of  the spectacle in Guy Debord’s theory? It is externality. 
The spectacle is the reign of  vision. Vision means externality. Now externality 
means the dispossession of  one’s own being. “The more man contemplates, 
the less he is,” Debord says. This may sound anti-platonic. Obviously the main 
source for the critique of  the spectacle is Feuerbach’s critique of  religion. It is 
what sustains that critique, namely the romantic idea of  truth as unseparateness. 
But that idea itself  still keeps in line with the platonic disparagement of  the 
mimetic image. The contemplation that Debord denounces is the theatrical or 
mimetic contemplation, the contemplation of  the suffering, which is provoked 
by division. “Separation is the alpha and the omega of  the theater.” What man 
contemplates in this scheme is the activity that has been stolen to him, it is his 
own essence, torn away from him, turned foreign to him, hostile to him, making 
for a collective world whose reality is nothing but man’s own dispossession.

In such a way there is no contradiction between the search for a theater 
achieving its own essence and the critique of  the spectacle. The “good” theater 
is posited as a theater that uses its separate reality in order to suppress it, to 
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turn the theatrical form into a form of  life of  the community. The paradox of  
the spectator is part of  this intellectual dispositif, which keeps in line, even in the 
name of  the theater, with the platonic dismissal of  the theater. This dispositif  still 
sets to work some ground ideas, which have to be brought back into question. 
More precisely what has to be questioned is the very footing on which those 
ideas are based. It is a whole set of  relations, resting on some key equivalences 
and some key oppositions: equivalence of  theater and community, of  seeing and 
passivity, of  externality and separation, mediation and simulacrum; oppositions 
between collective and individual, image and living reality, activity and passivity, 
self-possession and alienation.

This set of  equivalences and oppositions makes for a rather tricky dramaturgy 
of  guilt and redemption. Theater is charged with making spectators passive in 
opposition to its very essence, which allegedly consists in the self-activity of  the 
community. As a consequence it sets itself  the task of  reversing its own effect 
and compensating for its own guilt by giving back to the spectators their self-
consciousness or self-activity. The theatrical stage and the theatrical performance 
thus become the vanishing mediation between the evil of  the spectacle and the 
virtue of  the true theater. They propose to the collective audience performances 
intended to teach the spectators how they can stop to be spectators and become 
performers of  a collective activity. Either, according to the Brechtian paradigm, 
the theatrical mediation makes them aware of  the social situation on which it rests 
itself  and prompts them to act in consequence. Or, according to the Artaudian 
scheme it makes them leave the position of  spectators: instead of  being in front 
of  a spectacle, they are surrounded by the performance, dragged into the circle of  
the action, which gives them back their collective energy. In both cases the theater 
is a self-suppressing mediation.

This is the point where the descriptions and propositions of  intellectual 
emancipation can get into the picture and help us reframe it. Obviously this idea 
of  a self-suppressing mediation is well-known to us. It is exactly the process, which 
is supposed to take place in the pedagogical relation. In the pedagogical process the 
role of  the schoolmaster is posited as the act of  suppressing the distance between 
his knowledge and the ignorance of  the ignorant. His lessons and exercises are 
aimed at continuously reducing the gap between knowledge and ignorance. 
Unfortunately, in order to reduce the gap, he has to reinstate it ceaselessly. In 
order to replace ignorance by the adequate knowledge, he must always run one 
step ahead of  the ignorant who is loosing his ignorance. The reason for this is 
simple: in the pedagogical scheme, the ignorant is not only the one who does not 
know what he does not know. He is the one who ignores that he does not know 
what he does not know and ignores how to know it. The master is not only he 
who exactly knows what remains unknown to the ignorant. He also knows how 
to make it knowable, at what time and what place, according to what protocol. On 
the one hand, pedagogy is set up as a process of  objective transmission: one part 
of  knowledge after another part: a word after another word, a rule or a theorem 
after another. This part of  knowledge is supposed to be exactly conveyed from the 
master’s mind or the page of  the book into the mind of  the pupil. But this equal 
transmission is predicated on a relation of  inequality. The master alone knows 
the right way, time and place for that “equal” transmission, because he knows 
something that the ignorant will never know, short of  becoming a master himself, 
something, which is more important than the knowledge conveyed. He knows 
the exact distance between ignorance and knowledge. That pedagogical distance 
between a determined ignorance and a determined knowledge is in fact a metaphor. 
It is the metaphor of  a radical break between the way of  the ignorant and the way 
of  the master, the metaphor of  a radical break between two intelligences.

The master cannot ignore that the so-called “ignorant” who is in front of  him 
knows in fact a lot of  things, that he has learnt on his or her own, by looking and 
listening around him, by figuring out the meaning of  what he has seen and heard, 
repeating what he has heard and known by chance, comparing what he discovers 
with what he already knew and so on. He cannot ignore that the ignorant has 
made by this way the apprenticeship, which is the condition of  any other: the 
apprenticeship of  his mother tongue. But for him this is only the knowledge of  
the ignorant: the knowledge of  the little child who sees and hears at random, 
compares and guesses by chance and repeats by routine, without understanding 
the reason for the effects that he observes and reproduces. The role of  the 
master thus is to break with that process of  groping by hit-and-miss. It is to 
teach the pupil the knowledge of  the knowledgeable, in its own way: the way of  
the progressive method which dismisses all groping and all chance, by explaining 
items in order, from the simplest to the most complex, according to what the 
pupil is able of  understanding, with respect to its age or its social background 
and social destination.

The first knowledge that the master owns is the “knowledge of  ignorance.” 
It is the presupposition of  a radical break between two forms of  intelligence. 
This is also the first knowledge that he transmits to the student: the knowledge 
that he has to be explained to in order to understand, the knowledge that he 
cannot understand on his own. It is the knowledge of  his incapacity. In that way, 
progressive instruction is the endless verification of  its starting point: inequality. 
That endless verification of  inequality is what Jacotot calls the process of  
stultification. The opposite of  stultification is emancipation. Emancipation is the 
process of  verification of  the equality of  intelligence. The equality of  intelligence 
is not the equality of  all manifestations of  intelligence. It is the equality of  
intelligence in all its manifestations. It means that there is no gap between two 
forms of  intelligence. The human animal learns everything as he has learnt his 
mother tongue, as he has learnt to venture through the forest of  things and signs 
which surround him in order to take his place among his fellow humans: by 
observing, comparing one thing with another thing, one sign with one fact, one 
sign with another sign, and repeating the experiences he has first made by chance. 
If  the “ignorant” who does not know how to read, knows only one thing by heart, 
be it a simple prayer, he can compare this knowledge with something that he still 
ignores: the words of  the same prayer written on a paper. He can learn, sign after 
sign, the resemblance of  what he ignores with what he knows. He can do it if, at 
each step, he observes what is in front of  him, tells what he has seen and verifies 
what he has told. From this ignorant up to the scientist who builds hypotheses, 
it is always the same intelligence, which is at work: an intelligence, which makes 
figures and comparisons in order to communicate its intellectual adventures and 
to understand what another intelligence tries to communicate to it in turn.

This poetic work of  translation is the first condition of  any apprenticeship. 
Intellectual emancipation, as Jacotot conceived of  it, means the awareness 
and the enactment of  that equal power of  translation and counter-translation. 
Emancipation entails an idea of  distance opposed to the stultifying one. Speaking 
animals are distant animals who try to communicate through the forest of  signs. 
It is that other sense of  distance that the “ignorant master” – the master who 
ignores inequality – is teaching. Distance is not an evil that should be abolished. 
It is the normal condition of  any communication. It is not a gap, which calls for 
an expert in the art of  suppressing it. The distance that the “ignorant” has to 
cover is not the gap between his ignorance and the knowledge of  the master. It is 
the way between what he already knows and what he still does not know but can 
learn by the same process. To help him to cover it, the “ignorant master” needs 

eManCiPaTed sPeCTaTor 
   

23



24  
  

ConTinous ProjeCT #8

not be ignorant. He only has to dissociate his knowledge from his mastery. He 
does not teach his knowledge to the students. He commands them to venture 
forth in the forest, to tell what they see, what they think of  what they have seen, 
to check it and so on. What he ignores is the gap between two intelligences. It is 
the linkage between the knowledge of  the knowledgeable and the ignorance of  
the ignorant. Any distance is a casual one. Each intellectual act weaves a casual 
thread between an ignorance and a knowledge. No kind of  social hierarchy can 
be predicated on that sense of  distance.

What is the relevance of  this story with respect to the question of  the 
spectator? We are no more in the times when the dramaturges wanted to explain 
to their audience the truth about social relations and the good way to do away 
with domination. But it is not enough to loose one’s own illusions. On the 
contrary it often happens that the loss of  their illusions lead the dramaturges or 
the performers to increase the pressure on the spectator: maybe he will know 
what has to be done, if  the performance changes him, if  it sets him apart from 
his passive attitude and makes him an active participant in the common world. 
This is the first point that the reformers of  the theater share with the stultifying 
pedagogues: the idea of  the gap between two positions. Even when the dramaturge 
or the performer does not know what he wants the spectator to do, he knows at 
least that he has to do something: switching from passivity to activity.

But why not turn things around? Why not think, in this case too, that it is 
precisely the attempt at suppressing the distance, which constitutes the distance 
itself ? Why identify the fact of  being seated motionless with inactivity, if  not by 
the presupposition of  a radical gap between activity and inactivity? Why identify 
“looking” with “passivity” if  not by the presupposition that looking means 
looking at the image or the appearance, that it means being separated from 
the reality, which always is behind the image? Why identify hearing with being 

passive, if  not by the presupposition that acting is the opposite of  speaking, etc., 
etc.? All those oppositions – looking/knowing, looking/acting, appearance/
reality, activity/passivity are much more than logical oppositions. They are what 
I can call a partition of  the sensible, a distribution of  the places and of  the 
capacities or the incapacities attached to those places. Put in other terms, they 
are allegories of  inequality. This is why you can change the values given to 
each position without changing the meaning of  the oppositions themselves. For 
instance, you can exchange the positions of  the superior and the inferior. The 
spectator is usually disparaged because he does nothing, while the performers 
on the stage – or the workers outside – do something with their body. But it is 
easy to turn matters around by stating that they who act, they who work with 
their body are obviously inferior to those who are able to look: those who can 
contemplate ideas, foresee the future or take a global view of  our world. The 
positions can be switched but the structure remains the same. What counts in 
fact is only the statement of  the opposition between two categories: there is one 
population that cannot do what the other population does. There is capacity on 
one side and incapacity on the other.

Emancipation starts from the opposite principle, the principle of  equality. 
It begins when we dismiss the opposition between looking and acting and 
understand that the distribution of  the visible itself  is part of  the configuration 
of  domination and subjection. It starts when we realize that looking also is an 
action, which confirms or modifies that distribution, and that “interpreting the 
world” is already a means of  transforming it, of  reconfiguring it. The spectator 
is active, as the student or the scientist: he observes, he selects, compares, 
interprets. He ties up what he observes with many other things that he has 
observed on other stages, in other kind of  spaces. He makes his poem with the 
poem that is performed in front of  him. She participates in the performance if  

she is able to tell her own story about the story, which is in front of  her. This 
also means if  she is able to undo the performance, for instance to deny the 
corporeal energy that it is supposed to convey here in the present and transform 
it into a mere image, if  she can link it with something that she has read in a book 
or dreamt about a story, that she has lived or fancied. They are distant viewers 
and interpreters of  what is performed in front of  them. They pay attention to 
the performance to the extent that they are distant.

This is the second key point: the spectators see, feel, and understand 
something to the extent that they make their poem as the poet has done, as the 
actors, dancers, or performers have done. The dramaturge would like them to see 
this thing, feel that feeling, understand this lesson of  what they see, and get into 
that action in consequence of  what they have seen, felt and understood. He sets 
in the same presupposition as the stultifying master: the presupposition of  an 
equal, undistorted transmission. The master presupposes that what the student 
learns is the same thing as what he teaches to him. It is what is involved in the 
idea of  transmission: there is something – a knowledge, a capacity, an energy 
– which is on one side, in one mind or one body – and that must be transferred 
onto the other side, into the other’s mind or body. The presupposition is that the 
process of  learning is not only the effect of  its cause – teaching – but that it is 
the transmission of  the cause: what the student learns is the knowledge of  the 
master. That identity of  the cause and the effect is the principle of  stultification. 
On the contrary, the principle of  emancipation is the dissociation of  the cause 
and the effect. The paradox of  the ignorant master lies there. The student of  
the ignorant master learns what his master does not know, since his master 
commands it to look for and to tell everything that he finds out on the way and 
verifies that he is actually looking for it. The student learns something as an 
effect of  his master’s mastery. But he does not learn his master’s knowledge.

The dramaturge or the performer does not want to “teach” something, 
indeed. There is some distrust today regarding the idea of  using the stage as 
a way of  teaching. They only want to bring about a form of  awareness or a 
force of  feeling or action. But they still make the supposition that what will 
be felt or understood will be what they have put in their own dramaturgy or 
performance. They presuppose the equality – meaning the homogeneity – of  
the cause and the effect. As we know, this equality rests on an inequality. It rests 
on the presupposition that there is a good knowledge and good practice of  
the “distance” and of  the means of  suppressing it. Now the distance takes on 
two forms. There is the distance between the performers and the spectators. 
But there is also the distance inherent in the performance itself, as it stands as 
a “spectacle” between the idea of  the artist and the feeling and interpretation 
of  the spectator. This spectacle is a third thing, to which both parts can refer 
but which prevents any kind of  “equal” or “undistorted” transmission. It is 
a mediation between them. That mediation of  a third term is crucial in the 
process of  intellectual emancipation. To prevent stultification there must be 
something between the master and the student. The same thing, which links 
them, must separate them. Jacotot posited the book as that in-between thing. 
The book is that material thing, foreign to both the master and the student, 
where they can verify what the student has seen, what he has told about it, what 
he thinks of  what he has told.

This means that the paradigm of  intellectual emancipation is clearly opposed 
to another idea of  emancipation on which the reform of  theater has often been 
predicated: the idea of  emancipation as the re-appropriation of  a self, which had 
been lost in a process of  separation. The Debordian critique of  the spectacle 
still rests on the Feuerbachian thinking of  representation as an alienation of  
the self: the human being tears its human essence away from itself  by framing 
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a celestial world to which the real human world is submitted. In the same way 
the essence of  human activity is distanced, alienated from men in the exteriority 
of  the spectacle. The mediation of  the “third term” thus appears as the instance 
of  separation, dispossession and treachery. An idea of  the theater predicated 
on that idea of  the spectacle conceives the externality of  the stage as a kind of  
transitory state, which has to be superseded. The suppression of  that exteriority 
thus becomes the telos of  the performance. That program demands that the 
spectators be on the stage and the performers in the auditorium. It demands that 
the very difference between the two spaces be abolished, that the performance 
take place anywhere else than in a theater. For sure many improvements of  the 
theatrical performance resulted from that breaking of  the traditional distribution 
of  the places. But the “redistribution” of  the places is one thing, the demand that 
the theater achieve, as its essence, the gathering of  an unseparate community, is 
another thing. The first one means the invention of  new forms of  intellectual 
adventure, the second means a new form of  platonic assignment of  the bodies to 
their good place, their “communal” place.

This presupposition against mediation is connected with a third one: the 
presupposition that the essence of  the theater is the essence of  the community. 
The spectator is supposed to be redeemed when he is no more an individual, 
when he is restored to the status of  a member of  a community, when he is carried 
in the flood of  the collective energy or led to the position of  the citizen who acts 
as a member of  the collective. The less the dramaturge knows what the spectators 
must do as a collective, the more he knows that they must become a collective, turn 
their addition into the community that they virtually are. It is high time, I think, 
to bring back into question the idea of  the theater as a specifically communitarian 
place. It is supposed to be such a place because, on the stage, real living bodies 
give the performance for people who are physically present together in the same 
place. In that way it is supposed to provide some unique sense of  community, 
radically different from the situation of  the individuals watching on the TV or 
the spectators of  a movie who are in front of  mere projected images. Strange 
as it may seem, the generalization of  the use of  the images and of  all kinds of  
media in theatrical performances didn’t change the presupposition. Images may 
take the place of  living bodies. But, as long as the spectators are gathered here, 
the living and communitarian essence of  the theater appears to be saved so that it 
seems possible to escape the question: what does specifically happen between the 
spectators of  a theater, which would not happen elsewhere? Is there something 
more interactive, more common to them than to the individuals who look at the 
same time the same show on their TV?

I think that this “something” is just the presupposition that the theater is 
communitarian by itself. That presupposition of  what “theater” means always 
runs ahead of  the performance and predates its actual effects. But in a theater, 
or in front of  a performance, just as in a museum, a school, or a street, there 
are only individuals, weaving their own way in the forest of  words, acts, and 
things that stand in front of  them or around them. The collective power, which 
is common to the spectators, is not the status of  members of  a collective body. 
Nor is it a peculiar kind of  interactivity. It is the power of  translating in their own 
way what they are looking at. It is the power to connect it with the intellectual 
adventure, which makes any of  them similar to any other in so far as his or 
her way does not look like any other. The common power is the power of  the 
equality of  intelligence. This power binds individuals together to the very extent 
that it keeps them apart from each other, able to weave with the same power 
their own way. What has to be put to test by our performances – whether it be 
teaching or performing, speaking, writing, doing art, etc. , is not the capacity of  

aggregation of  a collective. It is the capacity of  the anonyms, the capacity, which 
makes anybody equal to everybody. This capacity works through unpredictable 
and irreducible distances. It works through an unpredictable and irreducible play 
of  associations and dissociations.

Associating and dissociating instead of  being the privileged medium, which 
conveys the knowledge or the energy that makes people active: this could be the 
principle of  an “emancipation of  the spectator” which means the emancipation 
of  any of  us as a spectator. Spectatorship is not the passivity has to be turned 
into activity. It is our normal situation. We learn and teach, we act and know 
as spectators who link what they see with what they have seen and told, done 
and dreamt. There is no privileged medium as there is no privileged starting 
point. There are everywhere starting points and knot points from which we learn 
something new, if  we dismiss firstly the presupposition of  the distance, secondly 
the distribution of  the roles, thirdly the borders between the territories. We have 
not to turn spectators into actors. We have to acknowledge that any spectator 
already is an actor of  his own story and that the actor also is the spectator of  the 
same kind of  story. We have not to turn the ignorant into learned persons, or, 
according to a mere scheme of  overturn, make the student or the ignorant the 
master of  his masters.

Let me make a little detour through my own political and academic experience. 
I belong to a generation, which was poised between two competing statements: 
according to the first, those who had the intelligence of  the social system had 
to teach it to those who suffered from it and would act in order to overthrow 
that system; according to the second, the supposed learned persons in fact were 
ignorant: as they knew nothing of  what exploitation and rebellion were, they 
had to become the students of  the so-called ignorant workers. Therefore I tried 
firstly to re-elaborate Marxist theory in order to give its theoretical weapons to 
a new revolutionary movement, then to learn from those who worked in the 
fabrics what exploitation and rebellion meant. For me, as for many other people 
in my generation, none of  those attempts proved really successful. That’s why I 
decided to look in the history of  the worker’s movement for the reason of  all the 
mismatches between the workers and the intellectuals who had come and visited 
them, in order either to instruct them or to be instructed by them. I was lucky 
enough to find out that it was not a matter of  relationship between knowledge 
and ignorance, no more than between knowing and acting or individuality and 
community. One day in May, during the 1970s, as I was looking at a worker’s 
letters from the 1830s in order to find what the condition and the consciousness 
of  workers was at the time, I found out something quite different: the adventures 
of  two visitors, on another day in another time of  May, one hundred and forty 
years before. One of  the two correspondents had just been introduced into the 
utopian community of  the Saint-Simoniens and he told his friend the schedule of  
his days in utopia: works, exercises, games, choirs, and stories. His friend in turn 
told him the story of  a country party that he had just done with two other workers 
in order to enjoy his last Sunday leisure. But it was not the usual Sunday leisure 
of  the worker restoring his physical and mental forces for the following week of  
work. It was in fact a breakthrough into another kind leisure: the leisure of  the 
aesthetes who enjoy the forms, lights, and shades of  Nature, of  the philosophers 
who spend their time exchanging metaphysical hypotheses in a country inn and 
of  the apostles who set out to communicate their faith to the chance companions 
they meet in any inn.

Those workers who should have provided me information about the conditions 
of  labor and the forms of  class-consciousness in the 1830s provided in fact 
something quite different: a sense of  likeness or equality: they too were spectators 
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where all artistic competences step out of  their own field and exchange their 
places and powers with all others. We have theater plays without words and 
dance with words; installations and performances instead of  “plastic” works; 
video projections turned into cycles of  frescoes; photographs turned into 
living pictures or history paintings; sculpture which becomes hypermediatic 
show, etc., etc. Now there are three ways of  understanding and practicing that 
confusion of  the genres. There is the revival of  the Gesamtkunstwerk, which is 
supposed to be the apotheosis of  art as a form of  life but actually proves to 
be the apotheosis of  some strong artistic egos or the apotheosis of  a kind of  
hyperactivist consumerism, if  not both at the same time. There is the idea of  
a “hybridisation” of  the means of  art, which would fit in with a new age of  
mass individualism viewed of  as an age of  relentless exchange between roles 
and identities, between reality and virtuality, life and mechanical prostheses, 
etc. In my view, this second interpretation ultimately leads to the same as the 
first one. It leads to another kind of  hyperactivist consumerism, another kind 
of  stultification, using the crossing of  the borders or the confusion of  the 
roles only as a means of  increasing the power of  the performance without 
questioning its grounds.

The third way – the good way in my view – does not aim at the amplification 
of  the effect but at the transformation of  the cause/effect scheme itself, the 
dismissal of  the set of  oppositions, which grounds the process of  stultification. 
It invalidates the opposition between activity and passivity as well as the 
scheme of  “equal transmission” and the communitarian idea of  the theater 
that makes it in fact an allegory of  inequality. The crossing of  the borders and 
the confusion of  the roles should not lead to some sort of  “hypertheater” 
turning spectatorship into activity by turning representation to presence. On 
the contrary, it should question the theatrical privilege of  living presence and 

bring the stage back to a level of  equality with the telling of  a story or the 
writing and the reading of  a book. It should be the institution of  a new stage 
of  equality, where the different kinds of  performances would be translated into 
one another. In all those performances in fact, it is a matter of  linking what one 
knows with what one does not know, of  being at the same time performers 
who display their competences and visitors or spectators who are looking for 
what those competences may produce in a new context, among unknown 
people. Artists, just as researchers, build the stage where the manifestation and 
the effect of  their competences become dubious as they frame the story of  a 
new adventure in a new idiom. The effect of  the idiom cannot be anticipated. 
It calls for spectators who are active as interpreters, who try to invent their 
own translation in order to appropriate the story for themselves and make their 
own story out of  it. An emancipated community is in fact a community of  
storytellers and translators.

I am aware that all this may sound as: words, mere words. But I would not 
hear this as an insult. We have heard so many speakers passing off  their words 
as more than words, as passwords enabling us to enter a new life. We have seen 
so many spectacles boasting on being no more spectacles but ceremonials of  
community. Even now, in spite of  the so-called post-modern skepticism about 
changing life, we can see so many shows turned to religious mysteries that it 
might not seem outrageous to hear that words are only words. Breaking away 
with the phantasms of  the Word made flesh and the spectator turned active, 
knowing that words are only words and spectacles only spectacles may help 
us better understand how words, stories and performances can help us change 
something in the world where we are living.

Frankfurt/Main, Germany, August 2004
To be included in an English edition of  Rancière’s essays, edited by Steven Corcoran.and visitors amidst their own class. Their activity as propagandists could not 

be torn apart from their “passivity” as mere strollers and contemplators. The 
chronic of  their leisure meant a reframing of  the very relationship between 
doing, seeing and saying. As they became “spectators,” they overthrew the 
distribution of  the sensible which had it that those who work have no time 
left to stroll and look at random, that the members of  a collective body have 
no time to be “individuals.” This is what emancipation means: the blurring 
of  the opposition between they who look and they who act, they who are 
individuals and they who are members of  a collective body. What those “days” 
brought them was not the knowledge and energy for a future action. It was the 
reconfiguration hic et nunc of  the distribution of  Time and Space. Workers’ 
emancipation was not about acquiring the knowledge of  their condition. It was 
about configuring a time and a space that invalidated the old distribution of  the 
sensible, dooming the workers to do nothing of  their night but restoring their 
forces to work the next day.

Understanding the sense of  that break in the heart of  Time also meant 
setting to work another kind of  knowledge, predicated not on the presupposition 
of  the gap but on the presupposition of  likeness. They too were intellectuals, 
as anybody is. They were visitors and spectators, just as the researcher who, 
one hundred and forty years after was reading their letters in a library, just 
as the visitors in Marxist theory or at the gates of  the fabrics. There was no 
gap to bridge between intellectuals and workers, actors and spectators, no gap 
between two populations, two situations or two ages. On the contrary, there was 
a likeness that had to be acknowledged and put at play in the very production 
of  knowledge. Putting it at play meant two things. Firstly, it meant refusing the 
borders between the disciplines. Telling the (hi)story of  those days and those 
nights forced me to blur the boundary between the field of  “empirical” history 

and the field of  “pure” Philosophy. The story that those workers told was about 
Time, about the loss and reappropriation of  Time. In order to show what it 
meant, I had to put it in direct relation with the theoretical discourse of  the 
philosopher, namely Plato, who had told, very long ago, in his Republic, the 
same story by explaining that in a well-ordered community everybody had to do 
only one thing, his own business, and that workers anyway had no time to stand 
in another place than their workplace and do anything but the job fitting the 
(in)capacity that Nature had given them. Philosophy then could no more appear 
as the sphere of  pure thought separated from the sphere of  empirical facts. Nor 
was it the theoretical interpretation of  those facts. There were neither facts nor 
interpretations. There were two ways of  telling stories.

Blurring the border between academic disciplines also meant blurring the 
hierarchy between the levels of  discourse, between the narration of  a story and 
the philosophical or scientific explanation of  the reason of  the story or the 
truth lying behind or beneath the story. There was no meta-discourse telling 
the truth about a lower level of  discourse. What had to be done was a work 
of  translation, showing how empirical stories and philosophical discourses 
translate each other. Producing a new knowledge meant inventing the idiomatic 
form that would make the translation possible. I had to use that idiom to tell my 
own intellectual adventure, at the risk that the idiom remain “unreadable” for all 
those who wanted to know the cause of  the story, its true meaning or the lesson 
for action that could be drawn out of  it. I had to produce a discourse that would 
be readable only for they who would make their own translation from the point 
of  view of  their own adventure.

That personal detour may lead us back to the core of  our problem. Those 
issues of  crossing the borders and blurring the distribution of  the roles come 
up with the actuality of  the theater and the actuality of  contemporary art, 
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Ready-Made aRtist and HuMan stRike: 
a few ClaRifiCations

Claire fontaine

“thus instead of adding a film to the thousands of films already out 
there i prefer to expose here the reason why i chose not to do so. 
this comes down to replacing the futile adventures recounted by the 
cinema with an important subject: myself.”
Guy-ernest debord, In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni, 1956  

“My immolation of myself was a somber dampened rocket. it certainly 
wasn’t modern – yet i had recognized it in others, i had recognized 
it since the war in a dozen or so honorable active men.”
francis scott fitzgerald, The Crack-Up,1931

“i live solely from here to there inside a little word in whose 
inflexion i lose my useless head.”
franz kafka, Diary, 1911

we’re not going to pull the death of the author on you again. no, 
not that again! 

no, we’re not going to say anything about it, nor speak in favor 
of therapeutic endeavor, nor on the possibility of cardiac massage 
or euthanasia. 

we’re going to approach the question from an entirely different 
perspective, which is that of processes of subjectivization and 
their relationship to power. the problem at the moment is not so 
much that of knowing whether the paradigm of the disc jockey may be 
extended to the situations of all contemporary creators, or whether 
any spectator/reader, sovereign by means of his or her zapping, 
short-lived attention, is comparable to any celebrated artist. 

the crisis, which must be spoken of, is vaster and no doubt 
older; it reached its height in the twentieth century but its 
convulsions are shaking us even today. we are speaking of the crisis 
of singularities.

foucault explained it clearly: power produces more than it 
represses, and its most important products are subjectivities. our 
bodies are crossed by relations of power and our becomings are 
orientated by the means through which we either oppose this power or 
wed ourselves to its flux.

the construction site of the self has always been a collective 
matter, a matter of interference and resistance, of the distribution 
of competencies and the division of tasks. Marks of inferiority, 
sexuality, race, and class are inscribed on the self by a series of 
focused interventions on the part of the principle relays of power, 

Artistes reAdy-mAde et grève humAine. 
QuelQues précisions.

claire Fontaine

« Ainsi donc au lieu d’ajouter un film à des milliers de film 
quelconques, je préfère exposer ici pourquoi je ne ferai rien de 
tel. ceci revient à remplacer les aventures futiles que conte le 
cinéma d’un sujet important : moi-même. » 
guy-ernest debord, In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni, 1956

« mon immolation de moi-même était une fusée sombre et mouillée. 
elle n’était certainement pas moderne – pourtant je la reconnaissais 
chez d’autres, je la reconnaissais depuis la guerre chez une douzaine 
d’hommes honorables et actifs. »
Francis scott Fitzgerald, La fêlure, 1931

« Je ne vis que de-ci de-là à l’intérieur d’un petit mot dans 
l’inflexion duquel je perds pour un instant ma tête inutile. »
Franz Kafka,  Journal, 1911

nous n’allons pas une fois de plus vous faire le coup de la mort de 
l’auteur. Ah non, pas ça! 

non, nous n’allons pas nous prononcer du tout à ce sujet, ni 
en faveur de l’acharnement thérapeutique, ni sur l’opportunité du 
massage cardiaque ou de l’euthanasie. 

nous allons aborder la question par un tout autre biais qui 
est celui des processus de subjectivation et de leur rapport avec 
le pouvoir. car à présent le problème n’est plus tellement celui 
de savoir si le paradigme du dj est extensible à la situation de 
tout créateur contemporain ou si le spectateur/lecteur quelconque, 
souverain de par son zapping et son attention à minuterie, est 
comparable à n’importe quel artiste que la critique célèbre.

la crise dont il nous faut parler est plus vaste et sans doute 
plus ancienne, elle a connu son pic au vingtième siècle mais ses 
convulsions continuent à nous secouer aujourd’hui même. nous parlons 
de la crise de la singularité. 

Foucault l’avait expliqué clairement : le pouvoir produit 
davantage qu’il ne réprime, et son produit le plus important ce 
sont les subjectivités. nos corps sont traversés par les rapports de 
pouvoir et nos devenirs sont orientés par les moyens avec lesquels 
nous nous opposons à ce même pouvoir ou nous en épousons les flux. 

le chantier du moi est bien une affaire collective depuis toujours, 
affaire d’ingérence et de résistance, affaire de distribution et de 
division des tâches et des compétences. la marque de l’infériorité, 
la sexuation, la race et la classe sont inscrites dans le soi par une 
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which act in depth and leave often indelible traces. Black, french, 
heterosexual, attractive, Bachelors degree, above the poverty line… 
all of these parameters and others, which we easily introject, result 
from a social negotiation to which we were not even invited. the 
dispossession that we thus feel with regard to our presumed identity 
is the same as that, which we feel when facing history, now that we 
no longer know how to somehow take part in it. no doubt this feeling 
of indigence is intensified due to the fact that we know, as agamben 
writes in The Coming Community, that the hypocritical fiction of an 
irreplaceable singularity of being in our culture serves solely to 
guarantee its universal representability.

whether one speaks of “whatever singularities” or of men without 
qualities, it is by now almost unnecessary to enumerate those who have 
diagnosed an impoverishment of western subjectivity in literature, 
sociology, philosophy, psychiatry, and so on. from Joyce to Pessoa, 
Basaglia to lang, Musil to Michaux, Valery to duchamp, and walser to 
agamben via Benjamin, it is evident that the suture that democracy 
ought to have practiced on those lives mutilated by recent history 
has actually produced a hitherto-unknown infection. those injured by 
modernity, rather than seeing their wounds scar over and regaining 
the ability to work, actually discovered all sorts of identity 
disorders, and found their nerves as well as their bodies marked by 
the crack-up. the more the “i” spawned and multiplied in all the 
cultural products, the less one might encounter the consistency of 
the self in real life. 

in the last fifty years, democratic power, operating under cover 
of a promise of general equality, has produced equivalence between 
those previously separated by everything (class, race, culture, 
age, etc.). this process was not founded on shared ethics, which 
would have ultimately produced either full equality or conflict, 
but on the basis of a mall-like universalism. of course, from the 
very beginning this universalism was conceived as a short-lived 
lie, designed to distract us from the fact that the development 
of Capital was going to debase civil society so profoundly and 
create such gulfs of inequality that no political tendency could 
subsequently emerge from this disaster with dignity, let alone 
propose a possible remedy. 

the revolts of the 1970s and in particular the ones that took 
place in italy in 1977 aired all sorts of dirty laundry that 
no political or biological family knew how to clean anymore: 
colonialism, whose racist heritage was doing rather well, after all, 
sexism, which only looked healthier after 1968, the “free” spaces of 
extra-parliamentary cells, which had become micro-fascist breeding 
grounds, the “emancipation” through work that was a postmodern 
version of daddy and Grandpa’s slavery, and so on.

what triumphed was the sentiment of having been fooled and having 
received, in a rural and underdeveloped europe, an outdated kit for 
the american way of life of the 1950s, while in the u.s. people 
were spitting on consumerism and the family and fighting to bring 
the Vietnam war home. these movements were unique, insofar as they 
did not fit into the sociological categories usually employed to 
mystify uprisings. in italy a “diffused irrationalism” was spoken 
of, because young people refused to work and rejected the emerging 
global petit-bourgeoisie, believing in neither what society said of 
them nor the future they were offered.

the fact that these years of unheard-of collective creative 
fertility, both in terms of life forms and intellectual production, 
passed into the history books as “the years of lead” [a literal 
translation of the italian expression “gli anni di piombo,” 
referencing the material of the bullets; translator’s note] tells us 
a lot about what we are supposed to forget. the feminist movement 
triggered this transformation, which dissolved all the old groups 
that had channeled energies since ’68. “no more mothers, wives and 
daughters: let’s destroy the families!” was the cry heard in the 
street. People were no longer demanding rights from the state but 
making an affirmation of foreignness in regard to the state of the 
world, an affirmation that made itself heard: nobody wanted to be 
included to be discriminated on a new basis. these movements were 
manifestations of the human strike.

Pierre Cabanne: your best work has been your use of your time. 
Marcel duchamp: that’s right. 
Marcel duchamp, Conversations avec Pierre Cabanne, 1966

- How are you doing?  
- fine! it’s been a while! since frieze…
- oh my God! are you going to Basel?
- yeah, see you in Basel!
Conversation overheard between two unidentified people in the toilets 
during the opening of the scottish pavilion at the 2005 Venice 
Biennale.

in art the symptoms manifested themselves violently early on. dadaism, 
duchamp’s urinal and other ready-mades, Pop art, the détournement, 
certain presentations of conceptual art, to only cite the most 
obvious: all of these are luminous oscillations of the classical 
sovereign position of the artist.

But we are not going to trace a genealogy of transformation in the 
domain of the production of art objects; what interests us here is 
what happened in the domain of the production of artists. no doubt, 
the manner in which the most brilliant amongst them latched onto 
the flux of a still-fordist Capital via the principle of “multiples” 
– in which they started to dematerialize production and exhibition 
– says something about a new relationship that even today binds 
us to objects, including art objects. But these initial waves of 
transformation in the relationship between artists and their practice 
seemed either harmless (for museums, galleries, and collectors, it 
was merely a matter of finding new criteria for commodification) 
or gently dissenting (this time for the critics it was simply a 
question of proving that there was value beyond the provocation). 
in fact these stirrings prepared the ground for vast changes. we 
won’t refer here to the mechanical reproducibility of the artwork 
but to the reproducibility of artists during the epoch of “whatever 
singularities.” in an era that has been qualified as post-fordist, one 
in which on-demand has replaced stock, the only goods still produced 
on an assembly line – that of the education system – without knowing 
for whom, nor why, are workers, including artists. 

the extension of the art market, on which there is already a 
sizeable literature, has in particular generated a mass of people, 

série d’interventions ciblées des relais principaux du pouvoir qui 
agissent en profondeur et laissent des traces souvent indélébiles. 
noire, française, femme, hétérosexuelle, jolie, bac + 3, au-dessous 
du seuil de pauvreté...tous ces paramètres et d’autres que nous 
introjectons sans difficulté sont le résultat d’une négociation 
sociale à laquelle la plupart du temps nous n’avons pas été conviés. 
la dépossession que nous ressentons donc à l’égard de notre identité 
présumée est la même que nous ressentons face à l’histoire, à 
laquelle nous semblons ne plus savoir prendre part d’aucune manière. 
sans doute ce sentiment d’indigence est aiguisé par la conscience 
du fait que, comme l’écrit Agamben dans La communauté qui vient, la 
fiction hypocrite de l’irremplaçabilité de l’être singulier dans notre 
culture sert seulement à garantir sa représentabilité universelle. 

Que l’on parle de singularités quelconques ou d’hommes sans 
qualités, ce n’est presque pas nécessaire d’égrainer la liste de ceux 
qui ont fait le diagnostic de l’appauvrissement de la subjectivité 
occidentale en littérature, sociologie, psychiatrie, philosophie et 
ailleurs. de Joyce à pessoa, de Basaglia à lang, de musil à michaux, 
de valéry à duchamp, de Walser à Agamben en passant par Benjamin on 
constate par des récits différents que la suture, que la démocratie 
aurait dû pratiquer sur les vies mutilées par le cours de l’histoire 
récente, a fini par produire une infection inconnue auparavant. les 
grands blessés de la modernité au lieu de voir cicatriser leurs 
plaies et pouvoir se remettre au travail, se découvraient toute 
sorte de désordres identitaires, se retrouvaient fêlés aussi bien 
dans les nerfs que dans les corps, et plus le « Je » pullulait dans 
tous les produits consommables de l’esprit, moins on était capable 
de rencontrer sa consistance dans la vie. 

dans les dernières cinquante années le pouvoir démocratique, sous 
couvert d’une promesse d’égalité générale, n’a fait que produire 
l’équivalence entre des êtres auparavant séparés par tout (la 
classe, la race, la culture, l’âge, etc.) et cela non pas sur la 
base d’une quelconque éthique partagée – qui, elle, aurait bien 
fini par produire soit l’égalité effective soit un véritable conflit 
– mais simplement par un universalisme de grandes surfaces. cet 
universalisme bien entendu était depuis le début conçu comme un 
mensonge aux jambes très courtes, censé nous distraire du fait que 
le développement du capital allait balafrer la société civile si 
profondément et creuserait des fossés d’inégalité tels qu’aucune 
tendance politique ne pourrait par la suite triompher dignement de 
ce désastre et encore moins y apporter un remède.

les révoltes des années soixante-dix et le 77 italien en 
particulier, ont déversé d’un coup sur le devant de la scène toute 
sorte de linge sale qu’aucune famille politique ou biologique ne 
savait plus laver : le colonialisme dont l’héritage raciste après 
tout se portait toujours bien, le machisme qui après 68 n’allait 
que mieux, les espaces de « liberté » des groupuscules extra-
parlementaires qui étaient devenus des couveuses de micro-fascismes, 
l’«émancipation » par le travail qui était une version post-moderne 
de l’esclavage de papa et de papi, et ainsi de suite.

triomphait le sentiment de s’être fait berner et d’avoir reçu 
dans une europe paysanne et sous-développée le pack périmé de 
l’American way of life des années 50, alors qu’en Amérique au même 
moment on crachait sur la famille et la consommation et on se battait 
pour amener la guerre du viêt-nam à la maison. ces mouvements 

présentaient la particularité de ne pas rentrer dans les grilles des 
catégories sociologiques habituellement employées pour mystifier les 
soulèvements. en italie on parlait d’« irrationalisme diffus » car 
les jeunes refusaient le travail, rejetaient la petite bourgeoisie 
planétaire naissante, ne croyaient pas à ce que la société disait 
d’eux ni au futur qu’on leur proposait. 

Que ces années d’une richesse créative collective inouïe, aussi bien 
du point de vue des formes de vie que de la production intellectuelle, 
soient passées à l’histoire comme les « années de plomb » nous en dit 
long sur ce qu’on veut nous faire oublier. le mouvement féministe avait 
été le déclencheur de cette transformation qui voyait se dissoudre 
tous les groupuscules qui canalisaient les énergies depuis 68. « plus 
de mères, de femmes, de filles, détruisons les familles » entendait-on 
crier dans la rue, ce n’étaient plus les droits que les gens exigeaient 
de l’etat ou de leurs employeurs, c’était une affirmation d’étrangeté 
par rapport à l’état du monde qui se faisait entendre : on ne voulait 
plus être inclus pour mieux être discriminés. ces mouvements étaient 
des manifestations de grève humaine.

mon plus grand chef d’oeuvre est mon emploi du temps.
marcel duchamp, Conversations avec Pierre Cabanne, 1966

- how are you doing ?
- Fine ! it’s been a while !
- since Frieze...
- oh my god ! Are you going to Basel ?
- yeah, see you in Basel !
conversation entre deux personnes non identifiées entendue dans les 
toilettes, lors du vernissage du pavillon écossais à la Biennale de 
venise de 2005.

du côté de l’art ces symptômes s’étaient manifestés violemment avec 
une certaine avance. le dadaïsme, l’urinoir fontaine de duchamp 
et les autres ready-made, le pop art, le détournement, certaines 
manifestations de l’art conceptuel, sont autant de vacillements 
lumineux de la position souveraine classique de l’artiste, pour ne 
citer que les exemples les plus grossiers. 

mais nous n’allons pas ici retracer la généalogie des 
transformations qui se sont manifestées du côté de la production 
des objets d’art, car ce qui nous intéresse est ce qui s’est passé 
du côté de la production des artistes. la manière dont les plus 
brillants d’entre eux se sont branchés sur le flux d’un capital 
encore fordiste par le principe des « multiples », ou ils ont 
commencé à vouloir dématérialiser la production et l’exposition, 
disait sans doute quelque chose du nouveau rapport qui nous lie 
encore aujourd’hui aux objets, y compris les objets d’art. mais ces 
premières vagues de transformation de la relation entre l’artiste 
et sa pratique, à l’air plutôt anodin (il ne s’agira pour musées, 
galeries et collectionneurs que de trouver des nouveaux critères 
de marchandisation et d’exposition) ou gentiment contestataire 
(il ne s’agira cette fois-ci pour les critiques que de prouver 
que par de-là  la provocation il y a de la valeur), préparaient 
en réalité des métamorphoses plus vastes. nous ne nous référons 
pas ici à la reproductibilité mécanique de l’oeuvre d’art mais 
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producer/consumers, who move from gallery opening to gallery opening 
in the capital cities, from residence to residence, from art fair 
to biennale. this mass buys more or less the same clothes, knows the 
same musical, visual, and cinematographic references, and conceives 
of its productions within the frameworks determined by the market 
with which it had been initially familiarized through art-schools and 
magazines. it is not a question here of moralizing about the tastes, 
attitudes, and aspirations of those who are called “artists.” it is 
rather a question of understanding the consequences of such an art 
market on the subjectivities of those who keep it alive.

yet it is clear that the increasing circulation of works, images of 
works, and their authors has ended up generating a database of visual 
and theoretical information, as well as more or less uniform address 
books, while preserving the same discriminations and inequalities 
characterizing the rest of society, in line with the protocol of all 
democratization processes. the self-reproducing fabric called the 
“art world” has thus reached a stage where interrogating the term 
“creativity” no longer really makes sense. nothing “new,” in the 
most naïve sense of the word, can see the light in this space. the 
“whatever singularities” who know the public’s judgment and taste 
and are submitted to analogous processes of in the stimulation of 
their creativity – in a context with, according to strict norms, 
will produce similar generic works. and if the novelty of the work is 
no longer even necessary for the market nor for the consumers, this 
massive generation of uniformity will nevertheless generate genuine 
dysfunction in the social space that surrounds contemporary art. 

the reason we insist on this point is not linked to the superstition 
that artistic work, unlike other types of work, is supposed to 
emerge from a profound and direct connection with the singularity of 
the author. it is evident that if one were to pursue foucault’s dream 
and, for a year or more, identify productions by their titles alone, 
eliding the names of the authors, nobody would be able to recognize 
the paternity of a given work. this is a debate that fluxus and 
many others should have already closed because, given the relative 
transparency of the productive protocols adopted by the artists and 
the accessibility of the technical means employed, a considerable 
number of people find themselves, without knowing it, doing “the same 
thing” in workshops thousands of kilometers apart. anything to the 
contrary would be astonishing. 

when, wining and dining one evening, you discover that you have 
actually been speaking to an internationally celebrated artist whom 
you had taken quite sincerely for a truck-driver, you cannot stop 
yourself from comparing this impression with that made two weeks ago 
by a brilliant young man, extremely well read – prior, however, to 
visiting his website and seeing what he calls his artistic work.

the two distinct problems – that of the eternal discord between 
the qualities of human beings and the qualities of their works, and 
that of the crisis in the singular quality of artistic productions 
– have a common base: the social space that shelters them, the ethic 
of those who people it, the use-value of the life lead within it. Or, 
in other words, the possibility of living in social relations that 
are compatible with artistic production. the problem raised here, 
which might appear scandalously elitist, in fact says something 
about the policies applied to artistic creation and their relation 
to politics in general.

the only way of assisting creation is to protect those who 
create nothing and are not even interested in art. if every social 
relation extracted from capitalist misery is not necessarily a 
work of art in itself, it is definitely the only possible condition 
for the occurrence of the artwork. Contemporary artists have the 
same demands as everybody else: to live an exciting life in which 
encounters, the everyday, and subsistence are linked in a way that 
makes sense. they don’t need to be sponsored by the very same 
multinationals that ruin their life, they don’t need to take up 
residencies all over the world where nobody loves them and they 
have nothing to do with their days but tourism. all they need is 
a world liberated from the social relations and objects generated 
by Capital. 

“Niquez en haut debit”
(“fuck on broadband”)
Hijacking of the Bouyges telecom advertising slogan “Communiquez en 
haut debit”
 (“Communicate on broadband”)
Metro Chatelet, november 2005

“…what cannot be commercialized is destined to disappear.”
nicolas Bourriaud, Esthétique relationnelle, 2001    

“Rirkrit tiravanija organizes a dinner at a collector’s house and 
leaves him the necessary material for the preparation of a thai 
soup. Philippe Parreno invites people to practice their favorite 
hobbies on the first of May, but on a factory assembly line. Vanessa 
Beecroft dresses twenty women in a similar manner and gives them a 
red wig; women that one can only see through the doorjamb. Maurizio 
Cattelan…” everyone will have recognized in this interrupted list 
the beginning of nicolas Bourriaud’s work Esthetique relationelle. 
the author’s intention is to present the “revolutionary” practices 
of a certain number of artists who should help us oppose behavioral 
standardization through the creation of “utopias of proximity.” we 
won’t judge here the pertinence of the examples chosen to develop 
his thesis, which starts out indeed from a shared acknowledgment of 
the homogenization of our life conditions. 

the book has not aged well; both history and critics have shown 
to what degree this dream was naïve. above all, experience has 
demonstrated to visitors/actors that these little utopias accumulate 
such a quantity of handicaps that they end up becoming grotesque. 
in addition to carrying the failures already encountered by 
participative theater – which at least evolved in the 1970s, in a 
climate of excess and social generosity unimaginable today – these 
practices advance with the arrogance of the immaterial and ephemeral 
work of art, laying claim to the obsolete and suspect principle of 
the “creation of situations.” if the infantile dream of the avant-
gardes was to transform the entirety of life into a work of art, they 
just transformed separate moments of our lives into the playgrounds 
of several artists. 

to use another metaphor, if for example we take seriously the 
traditional reading of modernism, which claimed that abstraction in 
painting was a return to the primacy of the support, in the case of 

à la reproductibilité des artistes à l’époque des singularités 
quelconques. dans une époque que l’on a qualifié de post-fordiste, où 
le juste-à-temps remplace les stocks, les seuls biens qui sont encore 
produits à la chaîne (du système éducatif) sans savoir ni pour qui, 
ni pourquoi, sont les travailleurs, y compris les artistes.

l’extension du marché de l’art, sur laquelle il y a déjà beaucoup 
de littérature, a surtout produit une masse considérable de gens qui 
se déplace, en producteur/consommateur, de vernissage en vernissage 
dans les grandes capitales, de résidence en résidence, de foire 
d’art en biennale. cette même masse achète à peu près les mêmes 
vêtements, connaît les mêmes références musicales, visuelles, 
cinématographiques, pense sa production dans les cadres prévus par 
le marché avec lesquels les écoles d’art et les magazines l’ont 
familiarisée au préalable. il ne s’agit pas ici de moraliser sur 
les goûts, les attitudes ou les aspirations de ce qu’on appelle 
les « artistes ». il s’agit plutôt de comprendre les conséquences 
du marché de l’art tel qu’il est sur les subjectivités de ceux qui 
devraient l’approvisionner. 

or, il est clair que l’augmentation de circulation des oeuvres, 
de leurs images et de leurs auteurs a fini par produire une banque de 
données visuelles et théoriques ainsi que des carnets d’adresses plutôt 
uniformes, tout en gardant intact le même type de discriminations et 
d’inégalités qui caractérisent le reste de la société, conformément 
au protocole habituel de chaque processus de démocratisation. ce 
tissu auto-reproductif qu’on appelle le monde de l’art a ainsi 
atteint un stade tel que le fait de s’interroger sur le terme 
« créativité » n’a plus véritablement de sens. rien de « nouveau », 
dans l’acception la plus naïve du terme, ne peut voir la lumière dans 
cet espace, pour la simple raison que des singularités quelconques, 
qui connaissent les critères de jugement et les goûts du public, 
qui sont soumises à des processus analogues de stimulation de la 
créativité, dans un contexte fortement normé, produiront des oeuvres 
similaires. si la nouveauté du travail n’est même plus nécessaire au 
marché ni aux consommateurs, cette conformisation massive produit 
néanmoins de véritables dysfonctionnements dans l’espace social 
engendré par l’art contemporain.

la raison pour laquelle nous insistons là-dessus n’est pas liée 
à la superstition que le travail artistique à la différence d’autres 
serait censé naître d’une connexion profonde et directe avec la 
singularité de son auteur. on voit bien que si l’on poursuivait le 
rêve de Foucault et si, pendant un an ou plus, on ne gardait que 
les productions et leurs titres en élidant les noms des auteurs, 
personne ne pourrait reconnaître la paternité d’un travail ou d’un 
autre. c’est un débat auquel déjà Fluxus et bien d’autres auraient 
dû mettre un terme. car compte tenu de la transparence relative des 
protocoles productifs adoptés par les artistes et de l’accessibilité 
des moyens techniques employés, un nombre certainement considérable 
de personnes se retrouve sans le savoir en train de faire « la même 
chose » dans des ateliers distants de milliers de kilomètres. le 
contraire serait étonnant.

le soir d’un dîner arrosé, lorsqu’on vous apprendra que vous avez 
discuté pendant une heure avec untel, artiste à la renommée mondiale 
que vous aviez pris tout bonnement pour un camionneur, vous ne 
pourrez vous empêcher de comparer votre impression avec celle que, 
deux semaines auparavant, un brillant jeune homme, plein de bonnes 

lectures, vous avait laissé, avant que vous ne visitiez son site web 
et que vous voyiez ce qu’il appelle son travail artistique.

les deux problèmes, qui sont distincts, celui de l’éternelle 
discordance entre les qualités des êtres humains et les qualités 
de leur travail, et celui de la crise du caractère singulier des 
productions artistiques, ont une racine commune : l’espace social qui 
les abrite, l’éthique de ceux qui le peuplent, la valeur d’usage de 
la vie qu’on y mène. ou, en d’autres termes, la possibilité de vivre 
dans des rapports sociaux compatibles avec la production artistique. 
le problème qu’on soulève ici, qui peut paraître scandaleusement 
élitiste, dit en réalité quelque chose sur les politiques appliquées à 
la création artistique et leur rapport avec la politique en général. 

la seule manière d’aider la création est de protéger ceux et 
celles qui ne créent rien et ne s’intéressent même pas à l’art. car 
si tout rapport social extrait de la misère capitaliste n’est pas 
nécessairement une œuvre d’art en soi, il est bien la seule condition 
possible pour que l’oeuvre d’art ait lieu. les artistes contemporains 
ont les mêmes exigences que n’importe qui d’autre : vivre une vie 
passionnante où les rencontres, le quotidien, la subsistance soient 
liés de manière sensée. ils n’ont pas besoin d’être sponsorisés par 
les mêmes multinationales qui leur ruinent la vie, ils n’ont pas 
besoin de partir en résidence aux quatre coins de la planète où 
personne ne les aime et où ils n’ont que faire de leurs journées, 
si ce n’est du tourisme. ils ont juste besoin d’un monde libéré des 
rapports sociaux et des objets engendrés par le capital.

niquez en haut débit
détournement du slogan de la publicité pour Bouygues télécom 
« communiquez en haut débit », métro châtelet, novembre 2005.

...ce qui ne peut se commercialiser a pour destin de disparaître.
nicolas Bourriaud, Esthétique relationnelle, 2001

« rikrit tiravanija organise un dîner chez un collectionneur, et lui 
laisse le matériel nécessaire à la préparation d’une soupe thaï. 
philippe parreno invite des gens à pratiquer leurs hobbies favoris 
le jour du premier mai, sur une chaîne de montage d’usine. vanessa 
Beecroft habille pareillement, et coiffe d’une perruque rousse, une 
vingtaine de femmes que le visiteur ne perçoit que de l’embrasure 
de la porte. maurizio cattelan... » chacun aura reconnu dans cette 
liste tronquée le début de l’ouvrage de nicolas Bourriaud qui a pour 
titre Esthétique relationnelle. le propos de l’auteur est celui de 
présenter les pratiques « révolutionnaires » d’un certain nombre 
d’artistes qui devraient nous aider à nous opposer à l’uniformisation 
des comportements par la création d’« utopies de proximité ». on ne 
jugera pas ici de la pertinence des exemples choisis pour étayer 
cette thèse, qui part du constat partageable de l’homogénéisation de 
nos conditions de vie. 

le livre a mal vieilli, l’histoire et les critiques ont montré 
combien ce rêve était ingénu et surtout l’expérience a montré aux 
visiteurs/acteurs que ces petites utopies accumulaient une quantité 
telle de handicaps qu’elles finissaient par en être grotesques. en 
plus de tous les échecs déjà enregistrés par le théâtre participatif 
– qui pendant les années soixante-dix évoluait au moins dans un climat 
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these artists it is as though we were being asked to fabricate frames 
and canvases ourselves with an ikea-style instruction manual.

Relational aesthetics exposes the most basic conditions of 
production of creativity: sociality, conviviality around a meal or a 
drink. But given that the authors’ singularities are impoverished, 
these conditions are no longer presented in the auratic distance of 
the autobiographies of the great. these are mere objects, furniture, 
totally prosaic, which must be used. if you still don’t believe 
this, recall, among other things, of one of tiravanija’s works in 
which he exhibited the car that drove him from the airport to the 
place of the exhibition. a car touched, “miracled” by contact with 
the artist, but alas any old car, a ready-made justified by the simple 
history of its use-value, which is the exact opposite of the concept 
of the ready-made! (as if the bottle-rack or the Brillo boxes were 
works of art because they had been used by artists!)

the works of relational aesthetics, which have in common the fact 
of making an inappropriate usage of the gallery or museum space, 
oddly end up producing an astonishing impression of familiarity. 
(this is not the place to evaluate, according to a Platonist 
criterion, the quality of these works as simulacra of life or of 
the controlled liberation of life, in a semi-closed milieu. art 
has always been more experimental than representative and thus 
has always needed a laboratory, a separate milieu in which this 
experimentation could be pursued, with the goal of contaminating 
– or not – the outside world.) the familiarity, which seizes us, is 
exactly the same as that which we experience with regard to Capital 
and its everyday operations. Between the zones consecrated to the 
relational experience of art, and the museum bookshop, or the dinner 
after the opening, there is no substantial difference; the affects 
and percepts which emerge are, in sum, similar to those of shops 
and commercial locales. 

of course, one could ask whether the public who saw duchamp’s 
urinal reacted in the same manner. after all, what object was more 
familiar or more trivial? But the operation of the duchampian ready-
made was not designed to be unsettling in what it allowed to be 
seen; it was this way due to the position in which it placed the 
spectator, which was the exact opposite of any encouragement towards 
interactivity. showing objects from which the use-value had been 
once and for all subtracted, such that an exhibition value could 
be assigned to them, tells us that use-value is a concept which 
concerns life and not art (the joke of the Mona lisa and the ironing 
board is only another proof of this).

today it is the place of the artist that is struck with 
impropriety, no longer the object that he decontextualizes, nor the 
installations that he fabricates with ordinary elements. it is the 
gesture of wanting to produce an “original” work, which transforms 
authors into multiples of “whatever singularities”. But it is not 
only the poor “relational” artists whom we are targeting here. under 
the conditions of production of artistic subjectivity that we have 
just described, we are all ready-made artists and our only hope is 
to understand this as quickly as possible. we are all just as absurd 
and displaced as a vulgar object, deprived of its use and decreed 
an art object: “whatever singularities,” supposed to be artistic. 
under the present conditions, we are, like any other proletariat, 
expropriated from the use of life, because for the most part, the 

only historically significant use that we can make of it comes down 
to our artistic work. 

But work is only one part of life, and it is far from being the 
most important. 

ten years of work to pay for a new car and they get two months of 
prison for burning it. 
Pierre, 48, painter in the building trade, Libération, 7 november, 
2005

Jacques Rancière’s concept of an aesthetic regime of the arts 
clarifies for us the philosophical legitimacy of exhibiting everything 
today and the impossibility of employing ethical arguments against 
this. under the aesthetic regime “everything is equal, and equally 
representable” the hierarchies and prohibitions that originated in 
the old world of representations are ruined forever. our daily 
experience and its artistic transcription are of the order of “the 
parataxical linking up of little perceptions”; the promiscuity 
of everything and anything appears clearly in the syntax of the 
literature in which “the absolute liberty of art identifies itself 
with the absolute passivity of sensual matter.” in a text entitled 
“if there is any unrepresentability” Rancière places antelme and 
flaubert side by side: 

“i went to piss. – this can be read in L’espèce humaine – it was 
still dark. others beside me also pissed, we didn’t speak. Behind 
the urinal there was the trench for the loos with a little wall 
on which other guys were sitting, trousers around their ankles. a 
little roof covered the urinal, the loos. Behind us noises of boots, 
coughs; it was others arriving. the loos were never deserted. at that 
hour a vapor floated above the urinals… the night in Buchenwald was 
calm. the camp was an immense machine asleep. from time to time the 
projectors shone from the watchtowers. the eye of the ss opened and 
closed. in the woods, which surrounded the camp patrols, did their 
rounds. their dogs didn’t bark. the guards were tranquil.” “she sat 
down and took up her work again which was a stocking of white cotton 
in which she made – we read in Madame Bovary – she worked with her 
head down; she did not speak. Charles neither. the air passing above 
the door pushed some dust over the threshold; he watched it dally, 
and all he heard was the internal pulse of his head, with the distant 
chicken’s squawk who laid eggs in the courtyard.”

if the juxtaposition of these two extracts is orchestrated so as to 
interpellate the reader, and if the critical and semiotic analysis 
of this grouping would take up an entire book, we will take it as one 
effect of parataxic syntax amongst others, even if it is particularly 
significant. our intention is to support a hypothesis that Rancière 
openly rejects in his argument. according to him one must interpret 
the gesture of antelme, whom, in the midst of disaster, uses the 
flaubertian syntax as an act of resistance and re-humanization of 
his limit-experience. the silence of the people described in these 
two extracts and the relation between their resigned lack of words 
and the hostile surrounding objects raises another question: that 
of a continuity between the affects of the concentration camps and 

d’excès et de générosité sociale maintenant inimaginables – ces 
pratiques s’avancent avec l’arrogance du chef-d’oeuvre immatériel 
et éphémère, elles se réclament du principe périmé et douteux de 
la « création de situations ». si le rêve enfantin des avant-gardes 
était de transformer la totalité de la vie en oeuvre d’art, elles 
transforment juste des moments séparés de nos vies en terrain de jeu 
de quelques artistes.  

pour utiliser une autre métaphore, si nous prenons par exemple 
au sérieux la lecture traditionnelle du modernisme qui voulait 
que l’abstraction de la peinture soit un retour à la primauté 
du support, dans le cas de ces artistes, c’est comme si on nous 
demandait de fabriquer les châssis et les toiles nous-mêmes avec un 
plan de montage type iKeA. 

l’esthétique relationnelle nous expose les conditions de production 
les plus basiques de la créativité : la socialité, la convivialité 
autour d’un verre ou d’un repas. mais étant donné que les singularités 
des auteurs sont appauvries, ces conditions ne se présentent plus 
dans la distance auratique de l’autobiographie des grands. ce ne sont 
que des objets, des meubles, totalement prosaïques, dont il faut se 
servir. si vous ne nous croyez toujours pas, on vous rappelle dans 
la foulée un des travaux de tiravanija qui consistait à exposer la 
voiture qui l’avait conduit de l’aéroport au lieu d’exposition. 
voiture touchée, « miraculée » par le contact de l’artiste, mais 
hélas voiture quelconque, ready-made justifié par la simple histoire 
de sa valeur d’usage, qui est l’exact contraire du concept du ready-
made !(comme si le porte-bouteille ou les boîtes Brillo étaient des 
oeuvres d’art parce qu’ils avaient servi aux artistes !)

les oeuvres de l’esthétique relationnelle, qui ont toutes en 
commun le fait de faire un usage inapproprié de l’espace du musée 
ou de la galerie, finissent étrangement par produire chez nous une 
étonnante impression de familiarité. (il n’est pas question ici 
d’évaluer, selon un critère platonicien, la qualité de ces travaux 
en tant que simulacres de la vie ou de la libération contrôlée de 
celle-ci, en milieu semi-fermé. l’art a toujours été expérimental 
plus que représentatif et donc a toujours eu besoin d’un laboratoire, 
d’un milieu séparé où cette expérimentation pouvait se poursuivre, 
dans le but ou pas d’ailleurs, de contaminer le monde extérieur.) la 
familiarité dont on est saisi, pour revenir à notre inquiétude, est 
la même que nous éprouvons vis-à-vis du capital et de son quotidien. 
il n’y a, entre ces zones consacrées à l’expérience relationnelle de 
l’art et la librairie du musée ou le dîner d’après le vernissage, 
aucune différence substantielle, les affects et les percepts qui s’en 
dégagent sont en tout similaires à ceux des lieux commerciaux.

certes, on pourrait se demander si le public qui a vu apparaître 
pour la première fois l’urinoir duchampien n’avait pas réagi de 
la même manière. Après tout, quel objet était plus familier, plus 
trivial ? mais l’opération du ready-made duchampien n’était pas 
censée être dépaysante en ce qu’elle donnait à voir, elle l’était 
à cause de la position dans laquelle elle mettait le spectateur, 
qui était l’exact contraire d’un encouragement à l’interactivité. 
montrer des objets auxquels la valeur d’usage a été une fois pour 
toutes soutirée pour que leur soit conférée une valeur d’exposition, 
nous disait que la valeur d’usage est un concept qui concerne la 
vie et non pas l’art (la plaisanterie de la Joconde et de la table 
à repasser n’en est qu’une preuve de plus).

c’est la place de l’artiste qui se trouve aujourd’hui frappée 
d’impropriété et non plus l’objet qu’il décontextualise, ni 
l’installation qu’il fabrique avec des éléments ordinaires. c’est 
le geste de vouloir produire un travail « original » qui transforme 
les auteurs en « multiples de singularités quelconques ». mais ce ne 
sont pas seulement ces pauvres artistes dits relationnels que nous 
visons ici. dans les conditions de production de la subjectivité 
artistique que nous venons de décrire, nous sommes tous des artistes 
ready-made et notre seul espoir est de le comprendre aussi vite que 
possible. nous sommes tous aussi absurdes et déplacés qu’un objet 
vulgaire, destitué de son usage et décrété oeuvre d’art. singularités 
quelconques censées être artistiques. dans les conditions présentes 
nous sommes, comme tout autre prolétaire, expropriés de l’usage de 
la vie, car dans la plupart des cas le seul usage historiquement 
signifiant que nous puissions en faire se résume à notre travail 
artistique. 

mais le travail n’est qu’une part de la vie et de loin pas la 
plus importante.

il faut dix ans de boulot pour se payer une voiture neuve et ils 
prennent deux mois de prison pour l’avoir brûlée.
pierre, 48 ans, peintre en bâtiment, Libération, 7/11/05.

le concept de régime esthétique des arts, créé par rancière, nous 
éclaire sur la légitimité philosophique de tout exposer aujourd’hui 
et sur l’impossibilité de faire valoir des arguments éthiques contre 
cela. dans le régime esthétique « tout est à égalité, également 
représentable », les hiérarchies et les interdits qui nous venaient 
du vieux monde des représentations sont pour toujours ruinés. notre 
expérience quotidienne et sa retranscription artistique sont de 
l’ordre de « l’enchaînement parataxique des petites perceptions » ; 
la promiscuité de tout et de n’importe quoi apparaît clairement 
dans la syntaxe de la littérature où « l’absolue liberté de l’art 
s’identifie à l’absolue passivité de la matière sensible ». dans le 
texte intitulé S’il y a de l’irreprésentable, rancière met côte à 
côté Antelme et Flaubert : 

« Je suis allé pisser. – on peut lire dans L’espèce humaine - il 
faisait encore nuit. d’autres à côté de moi pissaient aussi ; on 
ne se parlait pas. derrière la pissotière il y avait la fosse 
des chiottes avec un petit mur sur lequel d’autres types étaient 
assis, le pantalon baissé. un petit toit recouvrait la fosse, pas 
la pissotière. derrière nous des bruits de galoches, des toux, 
c’en étaient d’autres qui arrivaient. les chiottes n’étaient jamais 
déserts. A cette heure une vapeur flottait au-dessus des pissotières 
(...) la nuit de Buchenwald était calme. le camp était une immense 
machine endormie. de temps à autre les projeteurs s’illuminaient 
aux miradors. l’oeil des ss s’ouvrait et se fermait. dans les bois 
qui entouraient le camp, les patrouilles faisaient des rondes. 
leurs chiens n’aboyaient pas. les sentinelles étaient tranquilles ». 
« elle se rassit et elle reprit son ouvrage qui était un bas de 
coton blanc où elle faisait des reprises ; – nous lisons dans Madame 
Bovary – elle travaillait le front baissé ; elle ne parlait pas. 
charles non plus. l’air passant par le dessus de la porte poussait 
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those of daily life in times of “peace,” and even with those of 
the “peace” that preceded the existence of the camps. located in 
the forced intimacy between human beings and all sorts of vulgar 
and odious objects, which constitute the daily life of the majority 
under advanced capitalism, this continuity has produced effects on 
our subjectivities far more pernicious than those Marx was able to 
describe. Reification, real subsumption, and alienation say nothing 
to us of the lack of words afflicting us when faced with our evident 
familiarity with commodities and their language, as well as our 
simultaneous incapacity to name the most simple facts of life, such 
as political events, for a start. 

no doubt it is to this talent at making everything coexist in one 
day, this capacity to call anything and everything “work,” that the 
extermination machine owed its astonishing efficacy during world war 
ii. it was definitely a parataxical banality of evil that transformed 
an ordinary employee into eichmann: all he did, after all, was draw 
up lists; he was only doing his work. 

But beyond the appearance of fragmentation, which characterizes 
the assemblage of abstract and disparate activities that constitute 
works in the contemporary world, the task of permanently weaving some 
continuity to hold life together is offered by each of us, a task 
that collaborates with the entrenched system, made of tiny gestures 
and small adjustments. since the 1930s total mobilization has not 
stopped; we are still and permanently mobilized within the flux of 
“active life” (la “vie active”). Being “whatever singularities” we 
are like blank pages on which any history could be written (that 
of eichmann, that of a great artist, that of an employee with no 
vocation); we live surrounded by objects that could become ready-
mades, could remain everyday objects, or traverse these two states. 
However, in front of these possibilities, in a light sleep, beneath 
the surface of the real, a spread of advertising slogans and a host 
of stupid tasks saturate time and space. until an interruption, we 
will remain foreigners to ourselves and friends with things.

an image is that in which another time meets the now in an illumination 
to form a constellation. in other words, the image is the dialectic 
frozen. for whilst the relation between the present and the past is 
purely temporal and continuous, the relation between another time 
and the now is dialectical: it is not something which unfolds but 
an image.
walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 1940

Parataxis is thus the very form of our existence under a regime said 
to be democratic. Class difference remains calm, racism stays hidden, 
discrimination is practiced amidst a multitude of other facts, all 
flattened on the same horizontal plane of an amnesiac senile present. 
the images, impressions, and information we receive are a succession 
of “stuff” that nothing differentiates or organizes. Collage and 
channel-surfing are no longer separate activities, they are the 
metaphor for our perception of life. this is why we believe that it 
is no longer necessary to go one way or another on the death of the 
author: for if the author as “convention” seems more necessary than 
ever in the meaningless struggles to protect copyright and in the 
interviews with creators that infest the periodicals, we no longer 

even have to ask whether it was ever anything but a convention to 
serve the interests of power. we have always thought via assemblages, 
editing, and juxtapositions, but, as deleuze argues, the most 
faithful mirror of thought is the moving image. if one takes this 
assertion to be a figure of the real rather than a simple metaphor, 
one is obliged to inquire into the ontological function of the still 
image amidst total mobilization. 

in a 1987 article called “the interruption,” Raymond Bellour 
remarks that the story of the still image has never been written. 
in a way we can identify the traces of that absence in Benjamin’s 
work: the definition he gives of the dialectical image responds in 
part to our inquiry: “the immobilization of thoughts just as much 
as their movement is part of the process of thinking. when thought 
stops in a constellation saturated with tension, the dialectical 
image appears.” Product of both a cessation and a saturation, the 
dialectical image is primarily a place where the past encounters the 
present. But this encounter happens as in a dream, as if the present 
were purified of any contingency and had given itself over to the 
pure movement of time and history. the past encounters the present 
as pure possibility.

the reasons why Benjamin spent so much time analyzing the 
processes of suspension and cessation in Brechtian theater are 
inextricably linked to his vision of history and the function that 
art can assume within it. a large part of his thought appears to be 
a site for the construction of a knowledge both verbal and visual, 
which would function as a bridge between the image and life, the fixed 
image and the moving image. at the center of his research appears 
always a change in rhythm, whether due to shock, or to other types 
of interruption. 

when, in epic theater, Brecht insists on the processes that 
produce a strange gaze on both the part of the public and the actors, 
suspension appears as the technical device employed to release that 
affect. in 1931 Benjamin described the procedure thus: 

a family scene. suddenly a stranger enters. the women was just about 
to roll up a pillow and smother her daughter; the father in the 
middle of opening the window to call the police. at that very moment 
a stranger appears in the doorway. a ‘tableau’ was what one called 
such a scene in 1900. this means that the stranger finds himself 
confronted with the situation: bed sheets all rumpled, the window 
open, furniture turned upside down. now a type of regard exists 
before which the most habitual scenes of bourgeois life do not 
appear to be so different. strictly speaking, the more the ravages 
of our social order increase (the more we are affected ourselves, as 
well as our ability to even notice this), the more the distance of 
the stranger will be marked.

the prism of the stranger in Benjamin’s thought allows us to grasp 
logical and political links that tend to remain hidden. one becomes 
strange by means of a halting, for, when the movement picks up again, 
it is as if the parataxic evidence of the sequence of things appears 
unbound, as if in that interruption an interstitial space gaped 
open, sapping both the instituted order and our belonging to it. in a 
commentary on Brecht’s poems in 1939, Benjamin writes “whoever fights 
for the exploited class becomes an immigrant in his own country.” 

un peu de poussière sur les dalles ; il la regardait se traîner, et 
il entendait seulement le battement intérieur de sa tête, avec le 
cri d’une poule au loin qui pondait dans les cours ».

or, si la juxtaposition de ce deux extraits est orchestrée pour 
interpeller le lecteur, et si l’analyse critique et sémiologique de 
ce rapprochement pourrait occuper un livre entier, nous la prendrons 
comme un effet de la syntaxe parataxique parmi d’autres, même s’il 
est particulièrement chargé de sens. car notre propos est juste de 
soutenir une hypothèse que rancière récuse ouvertement dans son 
argumentaire. selon lui, il faudrait interpréter le geste d’Antelme 
qui, au coeur du désastre, se sert de la syntaxe flaubertienne, comme 
un acte de résistance et de ré-humanisation de son expérience-
limite. or, le mutisme des êtres décrits dans ces deux extraits 
et le rapport entre leur silence résigné et les objets hostiles 
environnants, soulève une autre question, celle de la continuité 
entre les affects des camps de concentration avec ceux de la vie 
quotidienne en temps de «paix» et même de cette «paix» qui a précédé 
l’existence des camps. cette continuité, une fois localisée dans 
l’intimité forcée entre les êtres humains et toute sorte d’objets 
vulgaires et odieux qui constitue le quotidien de la grande majorité 
d’entre nous dans le capitalisme avancé, a produit des effets sur 
nos subjectivités bien plus pernicieux que ceux que marx avait 
pu décrire. la réification, la subsumption réelle, l’aliénation ne 
nous disent rien du manque de mots qui nous afflige face à notre 
familiarité évidente avec la marchandise et son langage, face à 
notre incapacité de nommer les faits les plus simples de la vie, à 
commencer par les événements politiques. 

et c’est sans doute à cette capacité de tout faire coexister dans 
une journée, à la capacité d’appeler « travail » tout et n’importe 
quoi, que la machine d’extermination doit son épatante efficacité 
pendant la seconde guerre mondiale. il y a bien eu une banalité 
parataxique du mal qui a transformé un employé lambda en eichmann : 
ce n’étaient après tout que des listes qu’il rédigeait, il ne 
faisait que son travail.

mais par-delà l’apparence de fragmentation qui caractérise 
l’assemblage d’activités abstraites et disparates des emplois du 
temps contemporains, un travail de tissage permanent de continuité 
pour tenir la vie ensemble est fourni par chacun d’entre nous, 
un travail de collaboration avec le système en place, fait de 
menus gestes et de petites attentions. depuis les années trente la 
mobilisation totale n’a pas cessé, nous sommes encore, en permanence, 
mobilisés dans le flux de la « vie active ». singularités quelconques, 
nous qui sommes comme des pages vierges où toute histoire pourrait 
s’écrire (celle d’eichmann, d’un grand artiste ou d’un employé sans 
vocation), nous vivons entourés d’objets qui pourraient  devenir un 
ready-made, rester une chose vulgaire ou traverser ces deux états. 
mais face à cette puissance qui sommeille, inquiète sous la surface 
du réel, un déploiement de messages publicitaires et une foule de 
tâches stupides saturent le temps et l’espace. Jusqu’à interruption, 
nous restons étrangers à nous-mêmes, familiers des choses.

une image est ce en quoi l’Autrefois rencontre le maintenant dans 
un éclair pour former une constellation. en d’autres termes l’image 

est la dialectique à l’arrêt. car tandis que la relation du présent 
avec le passé est purement temporelle, continue, la relation de 
l’Autrefois avec le maintenant présent est dialectique : ce n’est 
pas quelque chose qui se déroule mais une image saccadée. 
Walter Benjamin, Paris Capitale du XIX ème siècle, 1940 

la parataxe est donc la forme même de nos existences sous un régime 
qui se dit démocratique. la différence de classe y reste sage, le 
racisme se cache, la discrimination se pratique au milieu d’une 
multitude d’autres faits, tous écrasés sur le même plan horizontal 
d’un présent amnésique et radoteur. les informations, les images, les 
impressions que nous recevons sont une succession de « trucs » que 
rien ne différencie ou organise. le collage, le zapping ne sont plus 
des activités séparées, ce sont la métaphore de notre perception de 
la vie. c’est pour cela que nous croyons qu’il n’est plus nécessaire 
de se prononcer sur la mort de l’auteur ; car si l’auteur comme 
« convention » reste plus nécessaire que jamais, dans les luttes sans 
espoir pour la défense du copyright et les interviews de créateurs 
qui infestent les journaux, on n’a même plus à se demander s’il a 
jamais été autre chose qu’une convention. depuis toujours on a pensé 
par assemblages, par montages, par juxtapositions, mais surtout, 
comme le soutient deleuze le miroir le plus fidèle de l’activité de 
la pensée est l’image en mouvement. et si l’on ne prend pas cette 
affirmation comme une simple métaphore, mais comme une figure du 
réel il faudrait sans doute se demander quelle serait la fonction 
ontologique de l’arrêt sur image au sein de la mobilisation totale. 

raymond Bellour faisait bien remarquer en 1987 dans un texte 
intitulé L’interruption. L’instant l’histoire de l’arrêt sur image 
n’a jamais été écrite. d’une certaine manière nous pouvons repérer des 
traces de cette absence dans l’oeuvre de Benjamin et imaginer que la 
définition qu’il donne de l’image dialectique répond en partie à nos 
questions : « l’immobilisation des pensées, écrit-il, fait, autant que 
leur mouvement, partie de la pensée. lorsque la pensée s’immobilise dans 
une constellation saturée de tensions, apparaît l’image dialectique. » 
produit d’un arrêt et d’une saturation à la fois, l’image dialectique 
est tout d’abord un lieu où le passé rencontre le présent, mais il 
le rencontre comme dans un rêve et aussi comme s’il était épuré de 
la contingence et s’offrait dans le mouvement pur du temps et de 
l’histoire. il le rencontre comme possible.

les raisons pour lesquelles Benjamin avait longuement analysé les 
processus de suspension et d’arrêt dans le théâtre brechtien sont 
indissociables de sa vision de l’histoire et de la fonction que l’art 
peut y assumer. une large partie de sa pensée nous apparaît comme un 
chantier pour la construction d’un savoir à la fois verbal et visuel qui 
fonctionne comme pont entre l’image et la vie, l’image fixe et l’image-
mouvement. Au coeur de ses recherches apparaît toujours le changement de 
rythme, que ce soit par le choc ou par tout autre type d’interruption. 

lorsque, dans le théâtre épique, Brecht insistait sur les 
processus qui produisent un regard d’étranger de la part du public 
aussi bien que des acteurs eux-mêmes, la suspension apparaît comme 
le dispositif technique employé pour déclencher cet affect. en 1931, 
Benjamin décrit le procédé ainsi : 

«une scène de famille. soudain entre un étranger. la femme était 
juste en train de mettre en boule un oreiller pour le projeter sur 
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Becoming stranger, a process that operates via a successive halting 
of thought images as well as an abandonment of the self, is manifested 
by an interruption and its following counter-movement.

this process of salvatory defamiliarization, which allows us 
to gain lucidity, seems to have a close relation to art or, more 
precisely, to art as source and device of these newfound affects, 
rather than as a site of their realization. this may be explained 
by the status of art as a space for the de-functionalization of 
subjectivities: singularities emerge there emancipated from any 
utility. as a purely aesthetic space, the world of art harbors a 
potential critique of the general organization of society, and of 
the organization of work in particular. 

the process of becoming stranger as a revolutionary act appears 
in Benjamin’s work much earlier, in a 1920 text, which has nothing to 
do with art, entitled “Critique of Violence.” Here one can read that 
“today organized labor is, apart from the state, probably the only 
subject entitled to exercise violence.” But can one term strikes 
“violence”? Can a simple suspension of activity, “a nonaction, which 
a strike really is,” be categorized as a violent gesture? in all, 
no, Benjamin responds, since it is equivalent to a simple “severing 
of relations.” He adds, “in the view of the state conception, or 
the law, the right to strike conceded to labor is certainly a right 
not to exercise violence but, rather, to escape from a violence 
indirectly exercises by the employer, strikes conforming to this may 
undoubtedly occur from time to time and involve only a ‘withdrawal’ 
or ‘estrangement’ from the employer.” 

what happens in this singular moment of turning away that allows 
us to lose our familiarity with the misery of ordinary exploitation, 
suddenly rendering us capable of decreeing that for one day the boss 
is not the boss? it is an interruption of the normal routine, a 
mobilization following upon a de-mobilization. this occurs thanks to 
a halt that transforms us into astonished spectators, nevertheless 
ready to intervene. foucault wrote that the implicit demand of any 
revolution is “we must change ourselves.” the revolutionary process 
thus becomes both the means of this change and the goal, because 
this transformation must generate for itself a context of possible 
persistence. it is in this sense that, Benjamin says, a genuinely 
radical strike would be a means without end, a space in which the 
entirety of hierarchical organization tied to political bureaucracy 
would fall apart when faced with the power of events. Parataxis 
would be ruined by the irruption of discontinuity.

But does a means exist today for the practice of such a strike, 
neither union-based or corporatist, but larger and more ambitious? 
the question is complex, but perhaps because of our impoverished 
singularity we are the first citizens of history for whom the 
metaphysical affirmation of the human being as a being without 
professional or social destiny has a very concrete sense. agamben 
writes; “there is definitely something humans should be, but this 
something is not an essence, nor is it even a thing: it is the simple 
fact of their own existence as possibility or power.”

some italian feminists in the 1970s already envisioned a strike 
that would be an interruption of all the relations that identify 
us and subjugate us more than could any professional activity. they 
knew how to engage in a politics that wasn’t considered as politics. 
during struggles over the penalization of rape, the legalization of 

la fille ; le père, juste en train d’ouvrir la fenêtre pour appeler 
un agent de police. A cet instant, l’étranger apparaît sur le seuil. 
« tableau », avait-on coutume de dire en 1900. ce qui signifie que 
l’étranger se trouve alors confronté à la situation : draps de lit 
tous chiffonnés, fenêtre ouverte, mobilier saccagé. or il existe 
un type de regard devant lequel les scènes plus habituelles de la 
vie bourgeoise n’offrent pas un aspect bien différent. A vrai dire, 
plus augmentent les ravages de l’ordre social qui est le nôtre (plus 
nous en sommes atteints nous-mêmes, ainsi que la capacité de s’en 
apercevoir encore), et plus se marquera forcément la distance de 
l’étranger ».

le prisme de l’étranger dans la pensée de Benjamin nous permet 
de saisir des liens logiques et politiques qui ont tendance à 
rester clandestins. on devient étranger par un arrêt, car lorsque le 
mouvement reprend c’est comme si l’évidence parataxique de la suite 
des choses apparaissait déliée, comme si dans cette interruption 
se creusait un interstice qui mine en même temps l’ordre institué 
et notre appartenance à ce dernier. dans un commentaire aux poèmes 
de Brecht de 1939, Benjamin écrit que « quiconque se bat pour la 
classe exploitée est dans son propre pays un émigré ». le devenir 
étranger, qui s’opère par des arrêts successifs sur images de pensée 
et des déprises de soi, se manifeste par une interruption suivie 
d’un contre-mouvement. 

ce processus de dépaysement salutaire qui nous permet de gagner en 
lucidité semble être en relation étroite avec l’art, mais justement 
avec l’art en tant que source, en tant que dispositif, et non pas 
en tant que lieu de réalisation des affects éveillés. et cela 
s’explique parce que l’art est un espace de défonctionnalisation des 
subjectivités. les singularités y surgissent émancipées de toute 
utilité. en tant qu’espace purement esthétique, le monde de l’art 
recèle une critique potentielle de l’organisation de la société en 
général et de l’organisation du travail en particulier. 

le processus du devenir étranger comme acte révolutionnaire 
apparaît chez Benjamin bien avant, dans un texte de 1920, où il 
n’est jamais question d’art et qui a pour titre Critique de la 
violence. on peut y lire que « les travailleurs organisés sont 
aujourd’hui, à côté des etats, le seul sujet de droit qui possède 
un droit à la violence. » mais est-ce qu’on peut appeler la grève 
« violence » ? est-ce qu’une simple suspension de l’activité, « une 
non-action, telle qu’est bien la grève en fin de compte » peut être 
assimilée à un geste violent ? Après tout non, répond Benjamin, 
car elle équivaut à une simple « rupture de relations ». et il 
ajoute : « selon la conception de l’etat (ou du droit) ce qui est 
concédé aux travailleurs dans le droit de grève est moins un droit 
à la violence, qu’un droit de se soustraire à celle que l’employeur 
exercerait indirectement contre eux, il peut y avoir ici ou là, sans 
doute, un cas de grève correspondant à cette perspective qui soit 
simplement une manière de se «détourner » de l’employeur et de lui 
devenir « étranger ». »

Que se passe-t-il donc dans ce moment singulier de détournement 
qui nous fait perdre familiarité avec les misères de l’exploitation 
ordinaire et nous rend soudainement capables de décréter que pour 
quelque jour le patron n’est pas le patron ? ce qui arrive est une 
interruption du cours habituel des choses, une mobilisation qui 

suit une démobilisation préalable, et cela se produit grâce à un 
arrêt qui nous transforme en spectateurs étonnés des événements, 
mais prêts à intervenir. Foucault écrivait que la revendication 
implicite de toute révolution est « il nous faut changer nous-
mêmes ». le processus révolutionnaire devient donc à la fois moyen 
de ce changement et but, car cette transformation doit se donner un 
contexte de persistance possible. c’est en ce sens que Benjamin dit 
qu’une grève vraiment radicale serait un moyen sans fin, un espace où 
toute l’organisation hiérarchique liée à la bureaucratie politique 
s’effondrerait face à la puissance des événements. la parataxe 
serait ruinée par l’irruption de la discontinuité.

mais existe-t-il aujourd’hui un moyen de pratiquer une telle 
grève, ni corporatiste ni syndicale, plus vaste et ambitieuse ? 
la question est complexe, mais nous sommes peut-être les premiers 
citoyens de l’histoire pour qui l’affirmation métaphysique de l’être 
humain comme être sans destinée professionnelle ou sociale a un 
sens très immédiat, à cause de notre pauvreté en singularité. « il 
y a bien quelque chose que l’homme doit être, écrit Agamben, mais 
ce quelque chose n’est pas une essence, non ce n’est même pas une 
chose : c’est le simple fait de sa propre existence comme possibilité 
ou puissance. »

une grève qui soit une interruption de toutes les relations qui 
nous identifient et nous asservissent bien plus que toute activité 
professionnelle, avait déjà été rêvée par quelques féministes 
italiennes dans les années soixante-dix. elles savaient de s’engager 
dans une politique qui ne portait pas le nom de politique. pendant les 
luttes sur la pénalisation du viol, la légalisation de l’avortement 
et l’application de la politique des quotas, elles demandaient le 
silence de la loi sur leurs corps. « si nous faisions la grève, 
écrivait en 76 le collectif bolognais pour le salaire domestique, 
nous ne laisserions pas des produits inachevés ou des matières 
premières non transformées ; en interrompant notre travail, nous 
ne paralyserions pas la production, mais la reproduction de la 
classe ouvrière. et cela serait une grève réelle même pour ceux qui 
normalement font la grève sans nous. »

ce type de grève qui interrompt la mobilisation totale à laquelle 
nous sommes tous et toutes soumis et nous permet de nous changer  
nous-mêmes, nous l’appellerons une grève humaine, car elle est plus 
générale de la grève générale et elle a pour but la transformation des 
relations sociales informelles qui sont à la base de la domination. 
le caractère radical de ce type de révolte est qu’elle ne connaît 
pas de résultat réformiste duquel elle saurait se satisfaire. À 
sa lumière, la rationalité des comportements que nous adoptons 
dans notre vie quotidienne apparaît comme entièrement dictée par 
l’acceptation des principes économiques qui les règlent. chaque 
geste et chaque activité constructive où nous nous investissons a un 
pendant du côté de l’économie monétaire ou de l’économie libidinale. 
la grève humaine décrète la banqueroute de ces deux principes et 
instaure d’autres flux affectifs et matériels. 

elle n’a aucune solution brillante à proposer pour les problèmes 
produits par ceux qui nous gouvernent si ce n’est le mot d’ordre de 
Bartleby : I would prefer not to.

Paris, novembre 2005

abortion, and the application of a quota policy, they simply asked 
the law to remain silent about their bodies. in 1976 the Bolognian 
collective for a domestic salary wrote, “if we strike, we won’t leave 
unfinished products or untransformed raw materials; by interrupting 
our work we won’t paralyze production, but rather the reproduction 
of the working class. and this would be a real strike even for those 
who normally go on strike without us.”

this type of strike that interrupts the total mobilization to 
which we are all submitted and that allows us to transform ourselves, 
might be called a human strike, for it is the most general of general 
strikes and its goal is the transformation of the informal social 
relations on which domination is founded. the radical character of 
this type of revolt lies in its ignorance of any kind of reformist 
result with which it might have to satisfy itself. By its light, the 
rationality of the behaviors we adopt in our everyday life would 
appear to be entirely dictated by the acceptance of the economic 
relationships that regulate them. each gesture and each constructive 
activity in which we invest ourselves has a counterpart within the 
monetary economy or the libidinal economy. the human strike decrees 
the bankruptcy of these two principles and installs other affective 
and material fluxes.

Human strike proposes no brilliant solution to the problems 
produced by those who govern us if it is not Bartleby’s maxim: I 
would prefer not to.

Paris, November 2005
translated by olivier feltham and Continuous Project
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Art has exhausted its public function as a basis 
for shared experience, and, with this, its poten-
tial to shape public debate. While it may even 
be that art has, as Hegel claimed, lost its “spiri-
tual vocation” (“spiritual” lacks the connotation 
of the original “geistige,” which falls somewhere 
between body and spirit), this did not lead to 
the death of art, but to its continuation in what 
he termed a “self-annulling” mode, yielding 
now familiar schisms between the artwork and 
its spectator, the appearance of genius and the 
look of taste, and form and content. These are 
symptoms that may have begun to develop with 
modernity itself. Nietzsche’s critique already in-
timates the presence of deep confusion about 
who the intended spectator might be, what this 
person might feel or think, and whether or not 
the consideration is even relevant. 

The modern relationship between artist and 
public, a mutual longing and loathing, emerged 
around the same time as Hegel’s proposal about 
art’s spiritual exhaustion. After the French Revo-
lution, artists were freed from the old power 
structures and patrons of church and court, for 
the first time entering the free market, where one 
must invent an audience. This potential spectator 
inspires in the artist both the wish for a greater 
public and an aversion to it, since this public is, 
in the end, beyond the artist’s reach. Of course, 
this deep-rooted insecurity and alienation is 
also based on a justified wariness about public 

taste, which the artist knows is historically quite 
limited and will last only one or two genera-
tions. In the end, it is a small coterie of art spe-
cialists who will pass judgment on whether or 
not particular works will be admitted to the cul-
tural archive of the museum, major collections, 
books, and catalogues, and, consequently, if 
works will or won’t be passed on to future gen-
erations to be remembered and discussed, and 
thus to remain relevant.

Those in the art world today could be consid-
ered as Nietzsche’s “philosophers of beauty,” 
with little personal experience of a broader au-
dience. For the public, on the other hand, art 
may have come to signify the frustrating impos-
sibility of transcendence, while simultaneously 
and paradoxically inviting a lingering sense 
that behind the masquerade lurks a spirituality 
or hidden truth with the power to elevate our 
lives toward higher values.
“One has to use the means with which one 
can change something...“ —Joseph Beuys
The question of how to create a relationship 
with the public that would go beyond a shared 
definition of beauty was a central aspect of 
Joseph Beuys’ project of  “social sculpture.” 
One of his unique achievements was to invent 
his public, understand it, and use it, a strategy 
for which he developed the remarkable role of 
charlatan-artist. He directly engaged the suspi-
cion that artists might be fakers, that art is mere 

URgeNcy
Bettina Funcke

All I wish to underline is that Kant,  
like all philosophers, instead of 

envisaging the aesthetic problem 
from the point of view of the artist 
(the creator), considered art and 
the beautiful purely from that of 

the “spectator,” and unconsciously 
introduced the “spectator” into 

the concept of the “beautiful.” It 
would not have been so bad if 

this “spectator” had at least been 
sufficiently familiar to the philosophers 

of beauty – namely, as a great 
personal fact and experience, as 
an abundance of vivid authentic 

experiences, desires, surprises, and 
delights in the realm of the beautiful! 

—Friedrich Nietzsche,  
The Genealogy of Morals
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pretense and illusion, responding to public am-
bivalence by performing his art as a conven-
tion and deception, and exploring all that is 
negative, untrustworthy, and suspect.

Brimming over with the terminology of reli-
gion, science, and socialism, Beuys’ statements 
in various media seem rather strategic, a de-
liberate pose, as with his calculated appear-
ance, his hat, vest, and stick, his iconic use of 
certain materials like felt and fat, his stock of 
catchphrases: “everybody is an artist“; “Pour 
changer l’art il faut changer l’homme”; “The Of-
fice for Direct Democracy.” It all amounts to an 
armor, and one that carried his work through the 
decades. At the same time, there’s something 
slightly off with this masquerade, something 
cheap and not entirely successful. Shades of the 
charlatan, as if Beuys were playing an itinerant 
salesman, or making a travesty of the hero or 
cult figure, possibly even the Führer. But this os-
cillation, which cycles between an internal de-
bate that occurs within the cultural archive and 
engages with a history of artists’ self-presenta-
tion, and an external debate about the artist as 
a constructed superiority and meta-position who 
expresses art as imperfect illusion, is intentional 
and employed in a carefully dialectical manner. 
This was in fact how he managed to recognize 
and reach his unusually broad public.

More than any other artist, Beuys engaged 
directly with the public, through numerous lec-

tures and activities, and it may be that his com-
plex and ambivalent relationship to the notion 
of audience is as important to his persona as 
anything else. He offers the example of an art-
ist who over the years develops an ambiguous 
position somewhere between sincerity and fal-
sity, between the sacred and the profane, and 
for whom such uncertainty springs from within 
as much as from without.

A dialogue with the public held at New 
york’s cooper Union provides insight into his 
strategies:
Audience: The many uses of the term artist, 
implications of art, artwork, artist, have been 
exploited by you in the recent years of your 
career. Is your speaking about art, your defi-
nition of art, not sensational? 
Beuys: It is not only sensational, but it has to 
be sensational, because otherwise it would 
be of no interest.... A lot of artists don’t open 
a dialogue; they just put their pieces down 
and then leave.... How to make politics into 
art, to bring up a humanitarian project.... Ev-
erybody is guilty as long as the institutional 
system exists, but one has to use the tools giv-
en to change.... You cannot wait for an un-
guilty tool without blood on it, because life is 
short; one has to use the tool with blood on 
it to clean it.
Beuys claims dialogue as politics. An artist is 
not a one-way producer. An artist must use all 

tools available, and this includes one’s own 
persona, a tool ignored by most. This pre-
carious position is double-edged. On the one 
hand it admits that the artist is a calculated 
showman, which is a confirmation of the pub-
lic’s worst suspicions. At the same time, Beuys’ 
moment of self-deconstruction addresses every 
artist’s challenge: how to play the role?  With 
his complex masquerade and doubled identity 
he takes a leap of faith, a leap that may or 
may not result in public doubt, but surely mani-
fests an inner doubt. It is an overcoming of 
the self, even as it combats both the weight of 
tradition and the harsh reception that greets the 
new. It stands for a need for encouragement 
and approval, the confidence-trick and the lie, 
defeat and triumph. Ultimately it must be seen 
as a form of care of the self as much as it is a 
benefit to all art.

In 1964 Beuys called on the state to aug-
ment the height of the Berlin Wall by five cen-
timeters, an absurdist demand, but one that 
employed the common sign for german na-
tional trauma in a theatrical gesture designed 
to appeal to those in both the east and the 
West. His letter to the ministry of the interior 
opens by declaring of the wall: “This is an 
image and it should be seen as an image.” 
Ignoring the presumably normal way the wall 
was perceived, Beuys shifts the issue to appar-
ently pure aesthetics: “The view of the Berlin 

Wall from an angle that solely considers the 
proportion of the built structure… immediately 
defuses the wall.” The irony of this is that it 
directs us from the physical wall to the figura-
tive wall and the possibility of overcoming it. 
Beuys goes on to figure the ideal height for 
the wall as a function of its length: proportion-
ality, a classic, art historical, formalist assess-
ment, which in fact approaches a definition of 
beauty. The letter remains in a limbo between 
aesthetic play and political declaration, as is 
usually the case with him.

even while challenging artistic definitions 
and pushing at the limits of the discourse, an 
artist must speak from the terrain of art in order 
to expand the discourse of art. Beuys taught 
at the respected Düsseldorf art academy, he 
exhibited in prominent museums, and his work 
found its way into major collections. The factors 
that made him controversial and unusual stem 
largely from his persona and reputation, from 
a drive to find processes and procedures that 
don’t really qualify as art and that might set his 
oeuvre apart. At the same time, through these 
highly public endeavors, he was able to reach 
an audience far beyond the art world.
“I would like to consciously maintain this, 
as long as it is possible: to play again and 
again this role and to be everything that is 
said about me.” —Joseph Beuys, Männer 
Vogue, February 1988

How might artists relate to their modern status 
as models, portrayed and celebrated in life-
style magazines, seen at art fairs, admired at 
parties? In “The Papers of the Aesthete: The 
Diary of a Seducer,” the first volume of Either 
– Or, Kierkegaard (who called the public a 
“horrendous nothing”) meditated on how to 
claim or use this sort of ambivalence about 
one’s cultural context. The book was conceived 
in an era when the profound, the mystical, and 
the obscure were being transformed into the 
transparent, the enlightened, and the banal; 
industrialization brought a life that could seem 
shallow and mass-produced. The existential 
leap, a central figure in Kierkegaard’s philoso-
phy, is possibly the only way through what he 
diagnosed as a new doubt or ambivalence 
about this life. He applied his radical skepti-
cism to an observation of the trivial (more pre-
cisely, the trivialized), and to counter this limit-
less banality produced a limitless suspicion that 
behind this surface lay something profound. 
It is this aestheticizing attitude that estranges 
both observer and observed, inviting countless 
vantage points. 

The existential leap, then, is a decisive act 
that emerges from doubt, in which the aim is to 
manifest this doubt, not end it. It is a strategy 
that is self-affirming rather than, as in Hegel, 
self-annulling. For Beuys, this leap is achieved 
through masquerade. The hat and vest offer him 

reassurance as well as a negation of the self 
through the uniform. It is a double self-revela-
tion, poised between charlatanry and shaman-
ism. The performance of art as simultaneous 
convention and deception encourages a read-
ing in which, as in Kierkegaard, the extraordi-
nary may be inferred to lie behind, or in, the 
banal. The public might then accept both the 
real and the mystical, the planting of trees as 
political action and the rituals of alchemy, with 
an implicit assumption that one was always in-
cluded in the other.

Though perhaps most prominent in this re-
spect, Beuys was not the only artist to devel-
op such a position. Alighiero Boetti also cul-
tivated the assumption that contemporary art 
is dependant on a dialectic of revealing and 
concealing, and one that folds in somewhat 
mystical properties. Shaman–Showman is the 
title of a 1968 photomontage in which he in-
serted his own face into an image from eliphas 
Lévi’s History of Magic in which the body of 
primeval man emerges from the divine waters 
of creation fully entwined with his own reflec-
tion, on to which he is gently blowing. Around 
the same time, he mailed fifty postcards to 
friends and acquaintances, showing two Boet-
tis hand in hand, like twin brothers, defining 
and simultaneously nullifying a fictitious sym-
metry, an opposition that is not negated but 
transformed (Gemelli, or “twins,” 1968). The  
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e (“and”), which Boetti in 1972 placed between 
his christian name and given name (henceforth 
he was known as Alighiero e Boetti), indicated 
the multiplicity within the self, and was a sym-
bol of the distinction and difference between 
his two personas as well as their reciprocity, 
conjunction and interdependence, marking a 
plus-one as well as a division: a paradox at 
his very heart.

Such strategies were perhaps a response to 
an increasingly mediatized society. The artist 
needs new tools in order to be heard. Beuys 
and Warhol are in this respect outstanding 
in post-War Western art. Like Warhol, whom 
Beuys called “brother,” Beuys operated under 
the assumption that the most affirmative artist 
enjoys the greatest success with the broad-
est audience because he affirms the public’s 
latent suspicions of art as well as their hopes 
for it, thus meeting all expectations, which 
he may then use to his own ends. A crucial 
difference separates them, however, and per-
haps leaves Beuys as the last of a line: he 
made demands, while Warhol did not. In this 
sense, as an artist who both garners wide-
spread influence and uses that influence to 
make concrete demands, was his the last ur-
gent artistic position? certainly one can point 
to other art with a sense of political urgency, 
for example, Act-Up, the guerilla girls, and 
other positions associated with the “identity 

politics” of the 1980s and 1990s. That era, 
however, is different, in that it put an end 
to mystical naïveté, sincere or otherwise. The 
worldness of their political activism was no 
longer countered by any mystical dimension, 
which might bring it back into the realm of 
art or imagination. Urgent art had become 
– or had to become – pragmatic, and such 
strategies, in hindsight, may fail to capture 
the public’s imagination.
“I prefer being attacked to being ignored.” 
—Maurizio Cattelan
Maurizio cattelan counts as one of the more 
successful recent examples of the charlatan 
or trickster artist. He might play with mystical 
clichés, but he makes no demands. Over the 
last several years he has managed to create 
work that embodies a tension between lasting 
culture and mass marketing. His personal debt 
to Beuys appears in La rivoluzione siamo Noi 
(We Are the Revolution), 2000, in which the 
spacious exhibition hall of Zurich’s Migros Mu-
seum was left virtually empty and only in the 
last corner did the viewer encounter a puppet 
representing the artist, clothed in a felt suit, 
suspended from a hanger on a clothing rack, 
flaunting a mischievous smile yet ultimately 
lonely and helpless in the merciless and de-
manding space of art.

cattelan’s most successful work to date might 
be the felled Pope of La Nona Ora (The Ninth 

Hour), 1999, a work that directly addresses the 
meaning behind the image. Tellingly, the life-
size replica of Pope John Paul II was modeled 
after a Hiroshi Sugimoto photograph of a wax-
work figure of the Pope, that is, a representation 
of a representation of the spiritual leader. This 
absurd scenario, in which a meteorite had ap-
parently hurtled through the Kunsthalle’s skylight 
and struck down this puppet Pope, caused such 
a sensation that it later lead to the dismissal of 
a museum director who refused to remove the 
work after protests by parliamentary members 
of the catholic national party. La Nona Ora 
wrenched cattelan’s oeuvre to another level 
within the art world: the market confirmed, or in-
stigated, his success when one of the two Pope 
editions was in 2001 auctioned for a record 
amount of $886,000, which three years later 
was tripled. 

In the heated atmosphere around contempo-
rary art, within the context of a culture that ul-
timately does not take artists seriously at all, it 
seems harder than ever for an artist to pose im-
portant questions or demands while also some-
how making use of the unprecedented level of 
widespread yet disengaged and trivial atten-
tion that is paid to the artist persona. 

How to create a sense of urgency today?

Excerpted from an unpublished manuscript 
(May 2004)
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  ne of the most effective ways of exposing the true 
nature of any public sphere is when it is interrupted, in a kind 
of alienation effect, by children. Whether one imagines that 
troops of them storm the foyer of a luxury hotel, occupy pub-
lic squares and buildings with a view to getting on with their 
specific activities, whether they shape the profile of public po-
litical assemblies, whether owing to a security lapse they enter 
a television studio in large numbers during a live broadcast1 
—in every case the reified character of each context, its rigid-
ity, and the fact that the public sphere is always that of adults, 
immediately become apparent.

Conversely, it is an index of every cultural-revolutionary 
moment that children’s public spheres come into being. 
The first year after the October Revolution saw not only the 
founding of Vera Schmidt’s children’s laboratory in the So-
viet Union, but also the establishment of free associations of 
children, children’s republics. The political orientation con-
tinued in children’s movements, which were an experiment in 
the self-regulation and self-organization of children in their 
own specific forms, with posters, children’s houses, assem-
bly halls, play areas, and so on. In the initial phase, this was 
by no means merely a continuation of adult structures in the 
children’s sphere, as are children’s and young people’s organi-
zations, kindergartens, or preschools.2

Every authentically proletarian-revolutionary movement 
embraces all sectors of life, not merely that part of the popula-
tion defined by capitalism as productive. The protest move-
ments of recent years held fast to this principle. The fact that 
they did not straightaway focus on the working population 
derives not only from the difficulty of establishing a link be-
tween the intelligentsia and the working class but is also an 
expression of the structure of such movements. The alterna-

1 A television show planned to include 
this alienation effect in its program, 
as children were instructed to spatter 
emcee Dietman Schönherr’s suit with 
paint. Such a directed action does not 
constitute, however, a public sphere 
for children; its effect is one of shock 
and not of derealization. Rather, the 
confrontation between the public 
sphere of children and that of adults 
presupposes that children are able to 
pursue their own important affairs 
and interests, that they can regulate 
themselves.

2 Cf. the significance of the children’s 
movement in the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution. Here and there—primarily 
in feudal and semifeudal social 
structures—children’s movements 
become apparent. It is necessary to 
distinguish between them and those 
children’s organizations that derive from 
the ideas of adults, like the Spanish 
Children’s Circus, which recently toured 
the Federal Republic of Germany and 
from whose income a children’s village 
(albeit one consisting only of young 
boys and in which coeducation is strictly 
avoided) was financed. A similar role, 
determined by adults, is played by the 
conspicuous participation of children 
in the many Carnival clubs, where the 
children actively participate with their 
performances. They speak and act here 
as precocious adults, dance and dress 
like stars; they do not act as they do 
when concerned with their own affairs.

The Public 
     Sphere of 
Children  

Alexander Kluge & Oskar Negt 
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tive playgroup movement, the turn toward social work, the 
interest in the mentally ill (patients’ collectives), the campaign 
of apprentices and the inmates of children’s homes, school 
students’ movements—all this is a protest against the reduc-
tion of human beings to their productive functions within the 
capitalist labor process. It corresponds to the axiom—which 
can, admittedly, only be brought to fruition in alliance with 
the most productive force in society, the working class—that 
there is no sense in being concerned only with those people 
who carry out socially useful work. That this approach is in no 
way unrealistic is shown by the significance of the education 
of young children for the training of labor power—something 
that is being scientifically acknowledged today and that leads 
to demands for societal control of preschool education. It is 
not the attitude of the student movement that is unrealistic but 
the economic restriction of interests to the production process 
in the narrower sense.3

If they are to realize their specific form of sensuality, to 
“fulfill” themselves, children require a public sphere that is 
more spatially conceived than do adults. They require more 
room in which to move, places that represent as flexibly as 
possible a field of action, where things are not fixed once and 
for all, defined, furnished with names, laden with prohibi-
tions. They also need quite different time scales from adults 
in order to grow. As it expands, such a public sphere does not 
come up against substantial material interests. For the activity 
of children represents, once it begins to develop, a threat to 
adults’ interests in their own lives. Private property has oc-
cupied every spot capable of economic exploitation. What a 
children’s public sphere is capable of becoming even in purely 
spatial form is reduced to children’s ghettos. These faithfully 
mirror the bourgeois public sphere, where everything is strict-
ly defined, the most important things are bracketed out, and 
everything has its place. For this reason the enclaves within 
which middle-class children, together with other children, can 
experience a liberal childhood do not add up to a children’s 
public sphere. The latter, like every proletarian public sphere, 
has the tendency to incorporate the whole of society; it can-
not be organized in small groups. It cannot be the intention of 
children, if they attempt self-regulation, to pay for this space 
they have created for themselves with a massive withdrawal 
from reality and from the adult world, which comprises above 
all the relations of parents to one another and to their children. 
This is why a children’s public sphere cannot be created with-
out a material public sphere that unites parents, and without 
children’s public spheres in all layers and classes of society 
that can establish links with one another. This is precisely 

what governed the children’s republics after 1917 mentioned 
earlier: that in them children develop outwardly directed activ-
ities, take on tasks, and so on. This is not the same as the regi-
mentation of children, the directing of their interests toward 
the imitation of adult politics, handing over bouquets, keeping 
children in a constant state of waiting, which is typical of the 
youth policy of bureaucracies.

The self-organization and self-regulation of children are con-
tested by every type of ruling interest just as vehemently as is 
the self-organization of the proletariat. Anyone who regards a 
children’s public sphere as a grotesque idea will find it difficult 
to gain an accurate notion of a proletarian public sphere.

What happens when no autonomous public sphere comes 
into being? In that case a surrogate is organized from outside, 
and not indeed in the interests of children but by utilizing their 
interests and needs for the purpose of control. This occurs, for 
instance, with children’s television. Children sit intently in 
front of the television screen, and this takes the pressure off 
adults at certain hours of the day. However, the children remain 
passive for the duration of the program. They cannot change 
the program; all they can do is watch it in such a selective way 
that they can construct their own program. Children, then, to 
some extent see a completely different program from the one 
objectively appearing on the screen, This program, which they 
have put together, holds their interest; but it is not their own.

What concept of reality is, for instance, conveyed in the 
Pippi Longstocking films? These do not portray human deal-
ings with things; instead, reality is an object of domination: 
arbitrary, rapid change of scene, arbitrary change of plot, 
corresponding to the “volatile interests and attention levels 
of children.” This results in wholly unreal accumulations of 
adventures, concentrations of experience, which the children 
cannot reproduce in their own activity. Whereas identifica-
tion with the main character is possible, the pirates, Pippi’s 
enemies and friends, the events and people are like things 
that drift past and with which the imagination cannot come to 
grips. Because of the narrative thread, there arises a hierarchy 
of attention. The guiding idea behind the series is evidently 
that the desire for omnipotence, which is important for a spe-
cific phase of childhood, is satisfied by identification with the 
powerful figure of Pippi. But omnipotence is the problem of 
one stage of development, not of all stages. Whereas it would 
be the goal of a children’s public sphere that was active and 
based on autonomous activity to develop common ego ideals 
in children, the Pippi Longstocking series feeds children with 
reinforcements of the superego. The most important mecha-
nism underlying Pippi’s aggressiveness and her rapid “victo-

3 Cf. the important study by Gunnar 
Heinsohn, Vorschulerziehung heute? 
(Frankfurt am Main: 1971), esp. 69ff., 
99ff., 169ff.
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ries”—ships, towers, traps, prisons, are generally blown up 
without further ado—is the identification with the aggressor, 
that is, the imitation of the behavior of in any case superior 
adults. This may serve as a psychological safety valve, but it 
cultivates the behavior patterns in the nuclear family. It is not 
possible to find a clearer illustration than this series provides 
of the situation described by Herbert Marcuse and Reimut 
Reiche as repressive desublimation.

What has been said here about Pippi Longstocking 
doubtless does not apply to all children’s series. The basic 
scheme—that the series reproduce merely the abstract reverse 
of total reification—applies to all of them, including “Sesame 
Street.” The passivity of children in front of the television 
screen therefore selects those qualities that anyway, as real-
ity principle, restrict the autonomy and self-regulation of 
children. In this context it makes little difference that a series 
of children’s programs with progressive interest tries to in-
culcate tolerant behavior, understanding toward minorities, 
and so on. These attempts at indoctrination presuppose that 
consciousness can be acquired in the same way as profes-
sional expertise, although this is not a proven fact. On the 
contrary, the former entails the development of behavior pat-
terns in children that can be acquired only by involvement 
with real objects, with a reality that is actively grasped. This 
is why it is doubtful whether precisely the moral selective-
ness in children’s series is fulfilling its purpose. In these series 
children only rarely do any real harm (save to enemies, spies, 
criminals); they tell lies only in situations where the lie sub-
sequently proves to be morally justified. They help the police 
and counterintelligence, they perform remarkable feats in the 
very fields that in reality only adults master (for instance, driv-
ing cars in Africa, combating industrial espionage in the desert 
in the series “Plan Z”). Children do none of these things, not 
even in their imagination. What they would do if allowed to 
get on with things is not shown. The series that manage to at-
tract children to the television screen subject them to a specific 
loss of object. This has negative consequences, irrespective 
of whether the opportunity is taken to learn understanding 
toward black youths, underdogs, cooperative behavior toward 
parents, and so on. Such norms are learned by rote. They can 
be translated into action only when they combine with the 
components of the child’s personality out of which collec-
tive ego ideals are constituted. In contrast, a mere inclusion 
in the catalogue of rigid superego rules has fundamentally 
nonprogressive consequences, for in the latter, socially useful 
but stereotypical norms can, in changed circumstances, have 
wholly repressive effects.4

Just as there are specific constellations of needs for a 
children’s public sphere, there are also interests and needs 
on the part of adolescents for a public sphere that belongs to 
them.5 Puberty differs in class terms. Whereas a child from a 
bourgeois or lower-income home has a psychological mora-
torium, which, including high school and college, amounts to 
more than ten years, the working-class child already enters 
into the disciplined environment of the factory during adoles-
cence. Peter Brückner has rightly pointed out that the work-
ing-class child thereby receives a shock that is decisive for 
its whole subsequent life situation. This means that the work-
ing-class child is unable to develop the adolescent phase of 
reflection, criticism, separation from parents, antiauthoritarian 
behavior, desire for organization with peers, communication, 
powerful desire for expression. The destruction of the neces-
sary incubation time for situations in which the pubertal phase 
could regulate itself also affects, independent of social strata, a 
large number of isolated individuals. Divorce of a child’s par-
ents during puberty, leaving school, even moving to another 
town can have the same effect. As far as the overwhelming 
majority of the population is concerned, the lack of an autono-
mous public sphere for this important stage of the organization 
of drives and character leads to the formation of rigid and 
puritanical impulses. These also affect the few groups who are 
in a position to express their sexuality, their imagination, and 
their capacity for criticism more freely.6

The object of an adolescent public sphere is above all the 
formation of ego ideals that embrace the whole of society. 
Society’s dismal attitude toward the “unproductive” period 
of puberty with its biological time scales, corresponding as 
it were to convalescence after illness, is shown by the less 
than adequate offerings of the mass media. These can in any 
case only be a surrogate for an autonomous public sphere for 
young people. But in this respect too they are limited to a few 
series that portray contrived cases of reintegration into soci-
ety, as well as to the identification models of Western heroes, 
police officers. It is typical that the major problem of puberty, 
sexuality, plays no role whatsoever in precisely these pro-
grams and films “geared to” young people.7

Without an investigation of the real possibilities for specific 
public spheres of children and young people—as models for 
public spheres in each and every sector of life—the central ques-
tion of the public sphere of the factor cannot be correctly posed.

From oskar Negt aNd alexaNder kluge, Public SPhere and exPeri-
ence: Toward an analySiS of The bourgeoiS and ProleTarian Public 
SPhere, traNs. Peter labaNy et al (miNNeaPolis: miNNesota uNiversity 
Press, 1993; germaN 1972).

4 As in the case of every form of 
public sphere, the point is that it 
must be possible, in the organization 
of personal experience, to 
distinguish between merely fixating 
repetitions of compulsive situations 
(the element of control) and the 
capacity for unmediated experience 
(the element of autonomy).

5 The impression should not arise 
from this selection of examples 
that this principle of a singular, 
specific public sphere could simply 
be transferred to all other objects. 
Rather, the principle object of the 
category of the proletarian public 
sphere is to distinguish elementary, 
organizable interests, which, first of 
all, pertain to a proper public sphere 
from those in which nonelementary, 
globalized contexts of repression 
(which cannot be excised in 
the concrete situation) manifest 
themselves. A public sphere for 
women, for example, would only 
repeat the context of repression to 
which women are subject. Being a 
woman is not an elementary stage in 
human or social development; rather, 
the repression of women, of their 
specific specialization, is a false 
construction in that development. 
The global character of this context 
of repression must first be dissolved 
in its single components—and this 
would not simply be an issue for 
women.

In contrast, specific situations in 
the life of women, situations that 
are subject to social repression, 
demand a public solution. For 
example: pregnancy and the most 
important moments of the mother-
child relationship are, in fact, 
excluded from the public sphere 
of adults. These situations and 
phases of life insist upon their own 
communications network, upon 
exchange and public sphere.

The singular public spheres of 
children and youth, the public 
spheres of women at certain stages 
of their lives would be components 
of an encompassing proletarian 
public sphere, one that would arise 
out of such concrete single public 
spheres. It would later, however, be 

able to absorb these into itself so 
that none of these public spheres 
would have the tendency to remain 
as single; as soon as they arise, 
they would yield from themselves 
the connections to all other public 
spheres and to the totality of society. 
The proletarian public sphere as the 
category of the social whole cannot, 
however, position itself in advance 
as a political public sphere above 
the single public spheres that have 
not yet developed. Above all, it 
cannot give rise to the public spheres 
specific to singular life interests 
from out of its abstract “wholeness.” 
For this reason the catchall tactic 
in which questions of youth and 
women—in a manner similar to 
those of athletes or the faithful—
would simply be attached to a cadre 
organization is wrong. The interests 
specified here in a proper context of 
living for each specific stage of life 
are not something isolated; instead, 
they bear in themselves an element 
of the universal.

6 It would have to be examined 
whether the direct derivation of 
the puritanical movements from 
the worldly asceticism of the 
early bourgeoisie is a sufficient 
explanation. It is equally plausible 
that this impulse, deriving from the 
upper class, found its raw material 
in the deterioration of the means for 
building personalities, especially 
during puberty. This is a different 
motivation from that which was 
effective for the asceticism of the 
bourgeois.

7 This state of affairs is especially 
clear in the film industry, where the 
totality of offerings—consisting 
of porn movies, action films, 
mysteries, and art films—stands in 
an unbearable relationship to the true 
needs of a youth that is demanding 
its own public sphere. The strength 
of the impulse toward a public 
sphere among youth is evidenced 
by the fact that they represent the 
only growing part of the movie 
going public. The motivation for this 
remains almost exclusively the wish 
to somehow escape from the parental 
household.
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Left Behind
A SympoSium by ContinuouS projeCt
Guest Speaker: Joshua Dubler, Princeton University
Host: Pacemaker, Paris
Our evening commences 
at Pacemaker’s ground 
floor apartment in the 3rd 
arrondissement. Gathered 
around the kitchen table over 
copious amounts of food and 
drink are representatives of 
Bernadette Corporation, Claire 
Fontaine, and three fourths of 
Continuous Project. The guest 
speaker is Mr. Joshua Dubler, 
lately of the Department of 
Religion at Princeton University. 
On the periphery, music plays 
loud enough to listen to but 
not too loud so as to distract. 
Periodically Luba, an exuberant 
terrier, races through yipping.

Princeton University: So, continuous Project 
has asked me to say something about the 
phenomenon or family of phenomena known 
as Left Behind, a phenomenon that sits at the 
intersection of art and politics, but not one that 
we often frequent. Secondly, i don’t know if this 
is an experiment in form or in content. i guess 
we’ll find out. i do what i’m about to do with 
some measure of hesitation, for lots of reasons 
that needn’t be articulated but for one that does 
need to be articulated, which is the problem 
of how to critique the other, in this case, an 
other that i see as paranoid, Manichean, and 
dangerous. How to critique the other without 
falling prey to those same sensibilities in one’s 
own group? 

So, in talking about this stuff, here’s some 
of the stages that we might go through, and 
i don’t know how it’s possible to go beyond 
these stages: first, we’re going to marvel at 
the freak show and then, second, if we want 
to endow it with a level of gravity, we’ll speak 
in grave tones about the specter of what this 
phenomenon represents. it’s going to be hard to 
get beyond this, because i think, one: they are 
freaks, and two: they are scary. this is where 
Bettina’s objection earlier—i was so on board 
with it; i always want to entertain the notion 
that just because they over there are freaks and 
they’re scary, that doesn’t mean that we are not 
also freaks and scary. i don’t have the actual 
Left Behind books because i didn’t want to 
purchase them because i didn’t want to support 
it. i think that’s interesting that i don’t have the 
books, and call attention to that. But, i do have 
these books about the books that you can look 
at so you know that i’m not making this all up. 
Continuous ProjeCt: You really 
didn’t buy Left Behind for the same 
reason that one might not go to that 
Mel Gibson movie?
Princeton: Yeah, for a variety of reasons, but 
for the reason that one wouldn’t go to the Mel 
Gibson movie also. i actually bought Left Behind 
once before, to give to an Australian friend who 
didn’t believe me. i felt like buying one book 
and adding to their numbers, in this age where 
you vote with your pocketbook and you get 
counted in that way. i didn’t want to be counted 
twice. i could have bought it used, but i’m also 
quite lazy. 

So, anyway, Left Behind is a series of 
currently twelve books, though there are more 
sequels and prequels in the works that are 
written by two guys. one is called tim LaHaye; 
he’s a minister in his eighties, he’s written 
other books, like a sex manual with his wife he 
wrote for a christian audience. the other guy 
is named Jerry Jenkins, who has written over 
one hundred and fifty books, not high-brow. 
in addition these have been made into movies 
that have been released, not very successfully, 
but the movies star—as a punch line—Kirk 
cameron. remember him? He was a tV child-

star in the eighties. And, actually, Louis Gossett 
Jr. they did this strategy, actually, when they 
released the first movie in 2002; they sent 
out videocassettes or DVDs first so as to raise 
buzz. it was an experiment that failed; only like 
2.6 million people went to see it in the theater. 
However, in terms of these books, of which 
there are twelve, there have been sixty million 
sold since the books started coming out in the 
mid-nineties. So, how many is that? it’s well 
fewer than Harry Potter, which has sold over 
a quarter of a billion books, but is the same 
number of books, roughly—a little more—than 
John Grisham sold in the nineties, and it’s more 
than one and a half times what Stephen King 
sold in the nineties. So it’s a significant number 
of books. i assume that to most of you—maybe 
not Wade, because of where he’s from—this 
stuff will be rather… no, from mass culture 
you’ll know about it, and we’ll zero back in 
to explain some of the details, though i’m not 
interested in—i can explain more of the details 
if you’re curious. But the series takes place 
between the rapture and Jesus’ return, so you 
have the rapture and then the seven years of 
tribulation, culminating with the defeat of the 
Antichrist, and then Jesus comes back. So, 
briefly… i’ve culled Amazon, i can give you in 
two and a half minutes an entire synopsis of 
the entire series, and then we’ll move on from 
there, okay? it grows sparser as we move down 
the series. 

one: Piloting his 747, rayford Steel is musing 
about his wife’s irene’s irritating religiosity and 
contemplating the charms of his, quote, drop 
dead gorgeous flight attendant Hattie. First 
irene was into Amway, then tupperware, and 
now it’s the rapture of the saints, the scary 
last story in the Bible in which christians are 
swept to heaven and unbelievers are left behind 
to endure the Antichrist’s tribulation. Steel 
believes he’ll put the plane on autopilot and go 
visit Hattie, but Hattie’s in a panic. Some of the 
passengers have disappeared. the rapture has 
happened. Abruptly, driverless cars are crashing 
all over, and the slick sinister romanian nicolai 
carpathia plans to use the Un to establish 
one World Government and religion. this is all 
verbatim from Amazon. resembling a quote, 
young robert redford, and silver-tongued in 
nine languages, carpathia is named People’s 
Sexiest Man Alive. Meanwhile, Steel teams up 
with Buck Williams—that’s Kirk cameron’s 
character—a buck-the-system newshound, 
to form the tribulation Force, an underground 
of left behind penitents battling the Antichrist. 
now, these terms—we’ll discuss these terms 
later, but just go with it, for the time being. 

two: So, these left behind penitents form 
tribulation Force, and they study the Bible 
and determine that, in fact, what’s happened 
is that the righteous have been raptured and 
that we’re in the seven-year-period before 
christ returns, and they set about to spread 

the word of the truth. i have down “spread the 
word of the truth of the Word,” with the second 
“word” being capitalized. nicolai carpathia, the 
romanian who calls to mind robert redford, not 
incidentally, takes over the United nations, signs 
a peace treaty with israel, and begins to lure 
the nations of earth together to form one global 
village. nicolai carpathia becomes the focus as 
he continues to consolidate his power, unifying 
political states into the global community, 
unifying media into Global community network 
and Global Weekly, and unifying religions into 
this one World faith under himself as supreme 
pontiff. 

three, and again, we’ll go faster: our heroes, 
pilot rayford Steel and the journalist Buck 
Williams, along with the tribulation Force, 
continue their struggle to survive and protect 
their families in the midst of global war and 
destruction. they have come to recognize 
nicolai carpathia to be the Antichrist prophesied 
in the bible. 

Four: it becomes apparent that the chaos and 
turmoil created by nicolai are the fulfillment 
of John’s prophesy of the Seven Seals, as 
recorded in the book of revelation. And it 
becomes also apparent they are now facing 
the sixth seal, a great earthquake, which is 
sometimes called the Wrath of the Lamb. 

Five: Having survived the Wrath of the Lamb, 
a global earthquake in the twenty-first month of 
the tribulation, pilot rayford Steel and reporter 
Buck Williams now embark on a journey of 
absorbing adventure and christian triumph. this 
is some bait for you people—no, this is bait for 
me, sorry: believers are increasingly relying on 
the internet for underground communication, 
and most of them are becoming more and more 
tempted by violence as a way of battling the 
forces of evil overtaking the world. But demon 
locusts are shortly dispatched as a divine 
plague to attack those who do not have the seal 
of God on their foreheads. 

Meanwhile, book six: carpathia has been 
busy rebuilding roads, airports, and a cellular 
solar satellite phone system, all designed to 
help him become supreme ruler of the world, 
and even claim himself to be God. We also 
find ace reporter Buck Williams anonymously 
preaching to the masses of believers and 
converts through his cyberspace magazine, 
The Truth. For his part, and this is book seven, 
carpathia is assassinated, but only to in book 
eight rise from the dead, as the world responds 
in awe, statues of the potentate and god are 
erected in every major city, and a new religion, 
carpathianism, dominates. 

nine: twenty-nine days into the Great 
tribulation, and a newly resurrected carpathia 
evinces an increasing fondness for gruesome 
killing. 

ten: a million strong, the faithful gather in 
Petra to await christ’s return, only to be bombed 
by the forces of the one-world-community. 
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Meanwhile, chicago is also destroyed. eleven 
is the battle of Armageddon and the martyrdom 
of Buck Williams. twelve: Jesus returns at last, 
vanquishing his foes and ushering in a new 
Millennium of peace and righteousness. of the 
entire tribulation Force, only ray Steel is still 
alive to experience it. 

So, what to make of all this? And this is really 
where i’m serving as a translator to people who 
i presumed

BernADette corPorAtion: Sounds exactly 
like this novel by Jack London called The Iron 
Heel, a communist novel. You could replace all 
the religious things with communism and you 
would have the exact same kind of format in 
his book, called The Iron Heel. chicago was also 
destroyed in that book.
Continuous ProjeCt: Maybe it’s 
based on it.
Princeton: H—e—e—L?
Bernadette Corporation: The 
Iron Heel, by Jack London.
Princeton: i’ll check it out.
Bernadette Corporation: Yeah, 
you should check it out.
Continuous ProjeCt: 
somewhere between that and 
tolkien.
Princeton: Hey, you guys are stealing my 
thunder! context one is very recognizable; this 
is American Hollywood Manichean schlock in 
general. this is good versus evil. this is Star 
Wars, The Matrix, Lord of the Rings, reagan’s 
evil empire, Bush’s Axis of evil… And Jack 
London’s The Iron Heel.
Bernadette Corporation: and 
Marx and Hegel.
Princeton: And Marx and Hegel. context 
two is this specific American, but increasingly 
global, religious context. So, i don’t know 
if you know the category of evangelicals. 
But we’re talking about denominations like 
Baptist, Methodist, some Presbyterians, some 
Pentecostals, and some Mormons. i personally 
don’t believe in treating religion as principally 
a matter of belief, but most people do, and 
evangelicals do. So, according to the scholars 
and the evangelicals, here’s what defines an 
evangelical. there are four characteristics. one 
is emphasis on the conversion experience, also 
called “being saved,” or a “new birth,” or “born 
again,” after the gospel of John, third chapter, 
third verse. Second, the Protestant canon of the 
Bible is the primary, or perhaps only, source of 
religious authority. So, emerging at the end of 
the nineteenth century, in opposition to high-
brow biblical criticism, people on the left, liberal 
christians beginning to take the Bible apart 
and seeing how it was written, and inspired by 
Darwinism, these people dug their heels in and 
professed to be biblical literalists. So the word 
of the Bible is all you need. 
Bernadette Corporation: 
that’s heresy from the beginning of 

Christianity, also. already there were 
certain sects saying, “we don’t follow 
the word of rome, we do what we 
want.” that was the source of the 
major heretical movement. You’re 
talking about John of Leyden, or 
nicholas allen, et cetera, all these 
peasant revolts, which come from 
the Jewish tradition. the notion of 
the antichrist and the kingdom of 
Heaven on earth was already a kind 
of political factor. it’s like: we’re 
oppressed; we’ll see a day when 
our oppressors are dumbed down. 
there’s a long heritage here, with 
that. the interesting thing for me, 
though, is that now you don’t have 
the control factor. You don’t have 
the control factor of the church. the 
Catholic Church? rome? Compared 
to the evangelicals, it does not 
exist. So, where do they exist? in 
what space do they exist? in what 
space do they create their notions of 
the world, or their notions of being 
saved, or apocalypse, et cetera? 
that was always the major thing, the 
notion of the heretical thing, even 
for the protestant. if i can imagine 
americans today—evangelicals, 
Baptists, whatever, i lack the words 
for it—they have no opposition, 
they’re free from that! So, what do 
they refer to? they refer to media, to 
a discussion of certain problems. it’s 
a question. Hearing all these twelve 
chapters, which sound so old to me, 
they sound like from thousands of 
years ago, it’s not so shocking.
Princeton: Some of it’s old, and some of 
it’s new. i think we can return to the question 
of whether the evangelicals… They would 
certainly see themselves as being free from the 
institution of the church, and certainly their own 
understanding is a very populist understanding, 
but, i don’t know—thinking about an individual 
who would come of age within that tradition, i 
don’t know if that individual is any more free.
Bernadette Corporation: 
Yeah, but the Church is weak, that’s 
the whole thing. the Church is not 
there to really give it to them, if they 
falter. they’re not going to pay with 
their lives for this. they can do this 
rather freely. and then it becomes 
a question of greater political 
manipulation… not manipulation, 
communication.
Continuous ProjeCt: And 
along with that, it’s that they’re in 
some sense given strength, or 
even sheltered, by the fact that the 
President of the united states is one 
of them.

Bernadette Corporation: Who 
can pass a few words to them, as 
you say, secretly, as he does…
Princeton: Should we return to this and get 
this over with?
Bernadette Corporation: Yeah, 
yeah, please.
Princeton: So, that was the first two 
characteristics. i’m giving you a thumbnail 
sketch. the first is, you have this radical 
rapture conversion experience—this comes 
out of the Anabaptists—that it’s not just 
enough to be born a christian, you have 
to—something has to happen to you. then, 
the Bible is the primary source of authority. 
the third characteristic is the encouragement 
of evangelism, meaning to witness to other 
people one’s walk in christ. the fourth is a 
focus on christ’s redeeming work on the cross. 
So, unlike the liberal tradition that began to 
think of christianity as one way to salvation 
among many, they emphasize that without the 
particular forgiveness for your sins that christ 
gives you, there’s no salvation. Depending 
on how the question is framed, somewhere 
between 25 and 45 percent of Americans report 
themselves as either born again or evangelicals.
Pacemaker: (sudden intake of 
breath).
Continuous ProjeCt: this is also 
true of one of the artists Dia showed 
in the last few years.
Princeton: So, religiously, politically, ethnically, 
in every way, there’s tremendous variety. But 
as a general trend, of the 50 percent that vote, 
they vote republican at a ratio of three to one. 
So, to respond to the question of how new this 
phenomenon is… on the one hand, this idea 
that we’re in the final days is something that 
has been part of christianity since before it was 
christianity. i mean, John the Baptist, and Paul: 
to these characters…  christianity was born in 
a moment where many people thought that the 
world was not going to be around much longer. 
Where this particular phenomenon is new, 
it’s enabled by the Protestant reformation, in 
that, after the Protestant reformation, and then 
especially in America, putting religious authority 
in the Bible is taking it out of the hands of a 
centralized church institution. So, individuals on 
the ground have much more power to develop 
orthodoxies. 
Continuous ProjeCt: What’s an 
orthodoxy in that sense? A system of 
belief?
Princeton: i mean in the sense that… 
Bernadette Corporation: a 
temporary autonomous power.
Princeton: the notion of the tribulation 
comes from one very poetic chapter in the 
book of revelations. the notion of the rapture 
comes from one sentence. But for people 
who are reading these books, even though 
they recognize them to be fiction, they see 

themselves as literalists who are going only by 
the Bible. Yet they have an entire infrastructure 
of meaning that is not in the Bible. 
Continuous ProjeCt: they take 
it on faith that all that stuff is actually in 
that one sentence.
Princeton: Yes. And the justification is—
there’s a circularity. in book 14 of the gospel 
of John, when christ leaves, he says that he’s 
leaving the Holy Ghost with you to comfort you. 
And the way this is read through Luther, into 
American evangelicalism, is that the text is 
written to be understood, and the meaning is 
plain. okay? So, you know that your reading 
of the text is correct by how it feels. So when 
you’re brought up in a certain way of reading 
the text, and then you read the text again, the 
initial meanings that were inscribed into the 
text “feel” correct. According to them, it’s the 
individual christian who’s been given this ability 
to see, by christ, that makes the text readable 
and understandable. Does that make sense?
Continuous ProjeCt: Mm-hmm.
Princeton: So, they would not say—did i use 
the word orthodoxy, or doctrine, or something?
Continuous ProjeCt: You said 
orthodoxy.
Princeton: they would not use that word at 
all. So from the outside it looks less like the 
American evangelical is more free to read the 
text how he wants to, and more that he has 
an ideology of being free. But the meaning is 
bounded just as it would be bounded if you 
were reading it in the catholic context. they do 
read the thing. 
Continuous ProjeCt: Where’s 
your wine?
Princeton: i’m drinking coffee now. So, this 
particular way… Give me two more minutes. 
this particular way of reading these books… 
the key books for these groups, in thinking 
about the end of time, are books like Daniel, 
ezekiel and isaiah, which are old testament 
books from a couple of hundred, three hundred, 
four hundred years before Jesus, which are 
difficult, opaque. to our eyes they would look 
like they were trading in metaphor.
Continuous ProjeCt: i�m sorry, 
this is really naïve and stupid, but the 
old testament has parts that came 
before the birth of jesus Christ?
Continuous ProjeCt:All of it.
Continuous ProjeCt: All of it’s 
before!
(laughter)
Continuous ProjeCt: really? 
sorry. note to self: “shut up.”
Princeton: even calling it “old testament” 
is subscribing to a christian supersessionism 
because—
Bernadette Corporation: 
Mary’s cunt is old testament.
Princeton: the key book for these people 
is the book of revelation, which—the author, 

according to the text, is John of Patmos; for 
believers, that is the same John as John who 
wrote the gospel of John. there are four gospels 
that tell the story—
Bernadette Corporation: For 
scholars, it’s not the same John.
Princeton: For scholars— well, i don’t even 
know if they think there was a John. But for 
scholars, the book was written in around the 
year 95.
Continuous ProjeCt: When was 
the gospel of john?
Princeton: i think it was around the same 
time. John is the last gospel. the others come 
from around the year 60 or so, and that one, i 
think, is around the same time. Anyway, over 
time, the book of revelation has been read in 
a number of different ways. Some have read 
it as prophecy describing stuff that actually 
happened in the first century. Some read it as 
prophecy that is describing events from the first 
century until the second coming of christ. And 
some—and that’s this group, the Left Behind 
people—see it as describing some future time, 
shortly before the Second coming. okay? So 
it’s that context that allows someone like Pat 
robertson to say that the Antichrist is probably 
alive today and he’s probably a Jewish male. 
the folks who are reading Left Behind… 
there’s a whole alphabet soup of different 
possibilities. these key events are, just quickly: 
the Millennium, tribulation, rapture, and these 
“dispensations.” So, in turn: “Millennium” is 
the thousand years. the text actually says that: 
there will be a thousand years. 
Continuous ProjeCt: “the text” 
being the Bible?
Princeton: the text in that case is the book of 
revelation, in chapter twenty.
Continuous ProjeCt: so we’re 
zooming in now on the book of 
revelation.
Princeton: that’s where all this stuff is 
happening. these are, like, four books among 
fifty, and they are... Very small parts of it are 
taken out of context. So, the Millennium is… 
the way it’s going to work is this. there’s 
going to be—most christians have these sorts 
of categories—there’s a Millennium, which 
is a thousand years of peace while christ 
will reign on earth, before the end of time. 
that one is fairly common. traditionally, you 
have postmillennialists and premillennialists. 
nineteenth-century America was dominated 
by post-millennialism. Postmillennialism 
means that christ will come at the end of the 
Millennium. Which means that we might be 
living in the Millennium now. Which means 
that our good deeds could be part of bringing 
about the end of the world. in a good way. 
the abolitionists who ended slavery were like 
that, the Quakers, who began the modern 
prison. Social reformers have long been, on the 
liberal side, associated with postmillennialism. 

Premillennialism, it’s said, is a far more 
pessimistic idea, because it means that 
christ doesn’t come until the beginning of the 
Millennium, and there’s nothing we can do to 
have any impact on—
Continuous ProjeCt: so it’s like, 
“why do good deeds”?
Princeton: exactly. So it leads traditionally to 
a certain kind of withdrawing from the world. 
So, the nineteenth century. You had a few 
premillennial groups in the nineteenth century, 
groups like the Millerites, who prophesied 
that the world was going to end in 1844, and 
then it didn’t, and that was called “the Great 
Disappointment.” And they became the Seventh 
Day Adventists, who maybe you’ve heard 
of. Postmillennialism was really prominent, 
even among these Baptists, Methodists, 
Presbyterians. there’s this guy John nelson 
Darby, who’s in the 1820s, in england, and 
he first theorizes what’s called “premillennial 
dispensationalism.” the point of it is this—and 
this is the idea that becomes really popular 
at the end of the twentieth century, and is 
the framework in which all these people are 
acting—Dispensationalism is something that 
answers the following problem for a christian: 
in the old testament you have one law, and 
then in the new testament you have a different 
law. 
Continuous ProjeCt: You mean 
a contradictory law?
Princeton: Yeah, that’s the premise of the 
new testament, that the law of Moses was 
just—this is according to Paul, the first great 
evangelist of christianity—that the law of 
Moses was just there to be our custodian until 
christ came. And now that christ has come—
Continuous ProjeCt: so, it was a 
provisional law?
Princeton: Yeah. now that christ has come, 
we’ve moved from living by the law to living 
by grace. rather then just following rules, we 
now are the recipients of christ’s forgiveness. 
that’s the message of the new testament. 
it’s a message of love, over and against the 
old testament, in which you have to toe the 
line, it’s a vengeful God, et cetera. So anyway, 
this guy Darby, he invents this theology 
of Dispensation, of which there are seven 
dispensations. Like, Adam is thrown out of the 
garden, the patriarch, et cetera, et cetera... 
We’re in the sixth dispensation, and the seventh 
dispensation will be this period at the end. 
(pause) i haven’t heard this song in so long. So, 
the tribulation is going to be this period that 
occurs before the Millennium. Again, you have 
this wide variety of opinion. You have people 
who think that the tribulation—that christ will 
come at the beginning of the tribulation, that 
christ will come in the middle of the tribulation. 
the tribulation is based on two passages 
somewhere in the Book of revelation, in which 
they talk about forty-two months here, and 

they talk about 1260 days here. i mean, it’s 
very obscure. none of this would lend itself to 
anything that would be…
Bernadette Corporation: 
Quantifiably correct.
Princeton: or beyond dispute. thank you. 
For those like this guy Darby, and like most 
Americans, this 25 to 45 percent of Americans 
at this time—
Continuous ProjeCt: Do you 
have reason to believe that it’s closer 
to one end of that spectrum then the 
other?
Princeton: no.
Continuous ProjeCt: it really is 
unclear?
Princeton: Yeah. i have no idea about 
quantifying anything. Anyway, for them, the 
tribulation is going to occur… excuse me. the 
tribulation is to be kicked off by the rapture. 
the rapture, which is first named in the Latin 
Vulgate in 405 AD, is based on one sentence 
in thessalonians, in which “to rapture” means 
you’re going to be carried away. it’s from the 
same root as “rape.” According to this end-
times schema, which was developed in the 
nineteenth century, first you’re going to have 
the rapture, in which the righteous are going 
to be taken right up. And it’s those who are not 
saved that are going to have to live through the 
seven years of tribulation. then, at the end of 
this tribulation, you will have Jesus coming and 
instituting the Millennium. Does that all make 
sense?
Bernadette Corporation: Yeah, 
it sounds like Bolshevism for Stalin.
Continuous ProjeCt: i’m getting 
a little bit lost in the details.
Princeton: that’s okay. We’re done with the 
details.
Continuous ProjeCt: But what 
characterizes the tribulation other 
than the time frame, and being…. is 
there a quality to that period?
Princeton: Yeah, it’s a terrible time.
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
the moment of taking of power, 
basically. the people who came up 
with this concept—which is well 
before the Christians, Jews already 
had it too, because they were 
fucking occupied before Jesus Christ 
ever made his face shown on the 
earth—they had this hope, and this 
thing, like, “okay, at some point, God 
will come down and make everything 
correct,” and tribulation means 
revolution, basically. things will 
happen, things have turned over, we 
take over. et cetera.
Continuous ProjeCt: it’s a long, 
bloody period, with a good outcome.
Princeton: Basically. that was the kind of 
hope for it. 

The conversation continues 
haphazardly for several minutes…
Continuous ProjeCt: What is 
new about this movement? You can 
trace a lot of things that are not new 
about it…
Bernadette Corporation: But 
this movement—
Continuous ProjeCt: What’s 
new—
Bernadette Corporation: this 
movement—sorry to interrupt you—
what’s new is that it’s not dependent 
on something else, it exists on it’s 
own, in a kind of, like, imaginary 
image realm, or whatever—
Continuous ProjeCt: Yes, but it’s 
deeply dependant on media, and—
Bernadette Corporation: What 
it boils down to is, these people 
aren’t thinking about—they’re 
just thinking about, “okay, yeah, 
seventies, sixties, black people with 
guns in the street… okay, we want to 
live quietly and peacefully.”
Continuous ProjeCt: i disagree. 
i think there are probably people 
across the political spectrum who 
think like that. But my impression 
was that what’s new about this is 
a dependence on media. And also 
the idea that there is going to be 
acceptance from the dominant 
political structures, and that they 
can rely on that. including media 
structures.
Bernadette Corporation: But 
you’re talking about the people 
who like Left Behind… Because i 
would equate—obviously, we could 
all equate—any whatsoever right-
wing american Christian, and any 
whatsoever radical islam thing, as all 
the same…
Continuous ProjeCt: But i’m just 
wondering, what’s not the same? 
What makes it not something that’s 
recurring in the Christian landscape, 
and something that’s not the same as 
islamic fundamentalism?
Bernadette Corporation: i 
would say it’s a question of wishing 
to have power, but not wanting to 
take responsibility for it. 
Continuous ProjeCt: And that’s 
new?
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
like, “there should be someone 
better taking over.” Which is really, 
in my opinion, fascist. “there should 
be someone else controlling things 
in a better way than we could do. 
and we don’t want to do it. We don’t 
give a fuck about”—i’m talking “we” 
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in a basic islamic fundamentalist, or 
fundamentalist Christian american 
sense—“we don’t want to think 
about these things.”
Princeton: in fact, it’s quite the opposite.
Bernadette Corporation: 
they have social systems, these 
Christians?
Princeton: What it’s about, just as a general 
point, i think we could agree—
Bernadette Corporation: islam 
has social systems; they’re very clear 
about that.
Princeton: i lean also towards saying 
everything is the same, but each singularity is a 
singularity. each thing that occurs in historical 
time—
Continuous ProjeCt: right, each 
repetition is a singularity.
Princeton: Yeah, there are things that are 
unique about it, but the idea is that God can 
come at any time, so you have to be ready. And 
the way that you’re ready is by living your life 
righteously. 
Bernadette Corporation: 
okay, but how does living your life 
righteously relate to others?
Princeton: it means having your relationship 
with Jesus in place, and it means doing the best 
you can to facilitate that relationship for others. 
Continuous ProjeCt: is that a 
relationship with yourself?
Princeton: it’s not an abdication of social 
responsibility.
Continuous ProjeCt: no, it’s very 
much social responsibility.
Princeton: it’s an utter embracing of social 
responsibility.
(banging, clatter, as small table is 
knocked over)
Continuous ProjeCt: oh my God, 
i like artists who—
Continuous ProjeCt: sorry.
Bernadette Corporation: 
that’s why islam is so much better 
then Christianity, they took social 
responsibility to another level. they 
really implicated it. they were really 
fucking serious. everywhere they 
went, it was like a conscious effort 
to create things, systems, let people 
live—we feed people in this way, the 
economy is regulated this way…
Continuous ProjeCt: nothing’s 
broken. 
Princeton: Let me finish up, and then we’ll 
bring it back to exactly where we were before 
this digression. Skipping to the chase: so, about 
these books, you see that people—there’s a 
Left Behind manual that’s also sold, that people 
are told to buy and leave in their house, such 
that, if and when they’re raptured, those who 
are left behind will understand what to do. 
Continuous ProjeCt: Have you 

looked at that?
Princeton: i haven’t seen that yet.
Continuous ProjeCt: When 
people are left behind, what are they 
supposed to do? 
Continuous ProjeCt: or are 
they even supposed to do anything? 
they’re supposed to die in their own 
vomit. 
Princeton: over the course of the seven-year 
tribulation, if you can get right with God, you’re 
still going to have to suffer tremendously, but 
then, at the end of time, when everyone’s 
resurrected, you’ll be in Heaven.
Continuous ProjeCt: so there is 
potential for redemption.
Princeton: there is potential for redemption, 
but not without tremendous suffering.
Continuous ProjeCt: it sounds 
like a video game.
Princeton: But this is, of course… one of the 
key things is that the state of israel is really 
important to these people and Jews are these 
special allies. But Jews will either have to 
convert or be destroyed. But just to get all the 
way to the end—
Continuous ProjeCt: Are you 
ready?
Princeton: Huh?
Continuous ProjeCt: to convert 
or be destroyed?
Princeton: okay, before i get to the end, i 
want to highlight Antek�s sense that what�s 
motivating all of this is fear. i think that�s worth 
discussing. that�s something that is often 
thrown at religion, and i�m wondering if we 
wouldn�t want to throw it other places, too. But 
the last thing is this, and it gets back to the 
rancière. We talked about emancipation at the 
end, and it gets back to this question of Utopia, 
wrapping back around to the Fascists. From our 
perspective, i assume that this phenomenon 
that we�ve just been describing, it seems sort of 
dangerous. to me it seems dangerous because 
it promises a time where the ends will justify 
the means in a really radical way. Although, to 
their credit, it doesn�t seem like the tribulation, 
for these characters, is an excuse to go kill 
heathens, the way that you would kill… orcs.
Bernadette Corporation: or 
Jews.
Princeton: it doesn�t seem to be what 
they�re about. i was pleasantly surprised, or 
disappointedly surprised, to find that. So, when 
rancière talks about emancipation, on page 
thirteen of that essay—
Pacemaker: Which essay?
Continuous ProjeCt: “the 
emancipation of the spectator.” or, 
“the emancipated spectator.”
Princeton: He says that the blurring of the 
opposition between they who look and they 
who act, they who are individuals and they 
who are members of a collective body, so 

that’s emancipation, which he seems to be 
advocating. So, again, this blurring of the 
opposition between those who merely look 
classically, the spectator, the person who’s 
at the theater watching the play, and those 
who act. okay? So, this scholarship that i 
was reading, about this, it’s not apologetic 
scholarship. these people are not evangelicals 
trying to present a rosy picture. But it does 
seem as if you have, in this particular form of 
media, or art, a radical sense of moving from 
one who just looks, or one who buys, into being 
one who acts, one who takes responsibility. 
So, the question i was going to raise, and it 
takes us right back to where we started, is, 
though this i assume strikes us as being sort of 
frightening, is it possible that in the model—in 
this sort of model, in the use of art for political 
ends—is there something that potentially could 
be learned and adopted? or, conversely, if we 
see in this series only the specter of fascism, 
then what allows us to absolve our own political 
ambitions of the same original sin, even if we 
are most assuredly less tacky than they are?
Bernadette Corporation: Well, 
that’s a more interesting question.
Princeton: Which is exactly where we were 
before we went on this digression. Here i see 
this mass movement using art, principally, to 
achieve a political end, to change people’s lives, 
in the everyday—
Continuous ProjeCt: “Art”: that is, 
you mean, like, uh, pulp fiction?
Continuous ProjeCt: You’re 
talking about Left Behind?
Princeton: Yeah.
Continuous ProjeCt: that’s not 
art.
Bernadette Corporation: 
Literature, whatever.
Continuous ProjeCt: it’s a mass 
cultural—
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
a form alien to the normal religious 
practices—
Continuous ProjeCt: Well, let’s 
just agree to call it something like art. 
Let’s just agree to call it art.
Continuous ProjeCt: Let’s call it 
media.
Continuous ProjeCt: it’s a use 
of mass media, i mean, it might 
be sophisticated, but it’s a certain 
means—
Continuous ProjeCt: But, 
okay, tolkien was a Christian, and 
blah blah blah, and he wrote his 
books, and hoped that they would 
sell, and injected his own Christian 
worldview… And that’s art, right?
Continuous ProjeCt: injecting a 
worldview into something is different 
from having an agenda for which you 
then write, drawing from this mass 

myth to make this propaganda, sci-fi 
pulp best-seller novel. it’s different.
Princeton: What if nobody read it, could it be 
art then?
Continuous ProjeCt: Well, if 
you would hope that in 500 years 
someone would dig it out and 
comment on it in an interesting way, it 
might potentially become an artifact 
of it’s time.
Continuous ProjeCt: that’s an 
interesting question: would you think 
that tim LaHaye and jerry whatever-
his-name-is are interested in this work 
surviving for the ages, their particular 
work? is it a stepping-stone to jesus, 
or for their own bank accounts?
Princeton: i think that they don’t think the 
archive is going to be around for very long. 
Continuous ProjeCt: Do you 
think they’re not completely cynical? 
they think they’re doing good works?
Princeton: i study religion, so it’s more 
interesting to me if i presuppose that people 
mean what they say. But, that’s a faith claim. 
there’s no reason to actually believe it.
Continuous ProjeCt: When did 
those books actually start?
Princeton: they started in the mid- to late-
nineties.
Continuous ProjeCt: even like 
’95, or ’96.
Princeton: they really spit them out.
Continuous ProjeCt: When 
the whole new Christian economy 
seemed to get going.
Continuous ProjeCt: You mean 
like Christian rap groups and Christian 
shoes and all that stuff?
Continuous ProjeCt: Yeah, 
everything. that was in the nineties.
Continuous ProjeCt: Well, it was 
all a big run up to the Millennium. it 
was like, get them while you can.
Princeton: Back to Bettina. i don’t know how 
you could defend the line that you’re drawing. 
or rather, let’s say that… it sounds like, from 
what you said, that self-consciously political art 
cannot be art. 
Continuous ProjeCt: i don’t think 
it’s art because… it’s applied craft. 
And applied craft, without reflecting 
the history of its genre, someone 
to recognize what this is doing, that 
this is now our contemporary form, 
understanding that this form has a 
history and trying to push it further, so 
hopefully it will be kept—
Continuous ProjeCt: But they 
are pushing the form further. this is 
like, setting a record. this is amazing 
for the idea of the novel, and blah blah 
blah.
Pacemaker: Is it written like a 

novel? It’s like literature?
Continuous ProjeCt: it’s written 
like a novel, but seth, who tried to 
read it—and he reads quite a lot of 
books, really fast, i can witness—he 
didn’t manage to read even half of it. it 
was so unreadable.
Continuous ProjeCt: it was awful.
Pacemaker: Like, awful in what 
way?
Continuous ProjeCt: i just 
couldn’t… Did you ever try to read 
The Celestine Prophecy? Anybody?
Princeton: Yeah, i tried to read that.
Continuous ProjeCt: Crazy, 
right?
Princeton: it’s the same thing. How bad it is.
Continuous ProjeCt: Like it’s 
written by somebody on—
Princeton: But The Da Vinci Code is the same 
way. 
Continuous ProjeCt: Yes, i was 
going to buy that.
Princeton: Really bad.
Pacemaker: Is it like bad writing, 
or just the story?
Continuous ProjeCt: it’s almost 
interesting. The Celestine Prophecy 
really reads like the ramblings of a 
lunatic.
Continuous ProjeCt: You were 
trying so hard to make it interesting 
for yourself, and to do something with 
it in your work, but you didn’t—
Continuous ProjeCt: i know, i 
tried really hard.
Princeton: i’m out of my league, obviously, but 
i don’t understand why you don’t end up with a 
definition of art that “art is that which i think is 
beautiful.”
Continuous ProjeCt: What?
Princeton: i see that as the only justification 
of excluding—i mean, this might be a point we 
could agree on… i mean, we could agree to call 
it “media,” and let it go.
Continuous ProjeCt: Wow!

The conversation continues 
haphazardly for several minutes…
Continuous ProjeCt: Most 
culturally successful products will 
probably not create a historic line that 
will be kept. it’s economic, it’s popular, 
as many people as you can in as 
short of a time as possible to have—
and it’s also an economic interest. 
Continuous ProjeCt: they also 
don’t think they have much time.
Princeton: exactly.
Continuous ProjeCt: there’s not 
much time. so there’s totally different 
parameters than that of a specific 
historical cultural discourse that you 
refer to, which is also millennia old.

Continuous ProjeCt: they must 
be postmillenialists.
Princeton: they’re pre-.
Continuous ProjeCt: Which 
means jesus came already, or he’s 
coming?
Princeton: Jesus is coming back in the 
beginning of the Millennium.
Continuous ProjeCt: it sounds 
like they’re trying to do a lot of good 
works.
Continuous ProjeCt: to me, 
it sounds like a kind of form of 
propaganda, and as long as the form 
doesn’t reflect propaganda but is 
propaganda, there’s no reason for it 
to become high art, really.
Princeton: Well, not “high” art.
Continuous ProjeCt: they’re not 
interested in calling it art, probably, 
certainly not high art in the way that 
you’re talking about. 
Continuous ProjeCt: i don’t think 
this is the interesting question of Left 
Behind, is it art or not. it’s really not 
what it’s about. But that would be my 
answer for why i would think it’s not 
art.
Continuous ProjeCt: But it’s 
interesting for art.
Continuous ProjeCt: Well, it’s 
an interesting mass cultural product 
that uses the contemporary means 
of spreading of myths, for a certain 
means. But as long as nobody 
reflects on it, as a form or as a 
concept in its time, i wouldn’t ever 
define it as art. 
Princeton: So to use—this would be, then, a 
hard-line answer—which is to say—
Continuous ProjeCt: i’m a hard-
liner.
Princeton: —that to use media in this way, 
in this self-conscious political way, is always 
propaganda, and if we did it, it would be 
propaganda as well, even if we were doing it for 
the side of justice.
Bernadette Corporation: the 
Whitney Biennial.
Continuous ProjeCt: if you 
want to argue what it means for the 
beginning or the end of the world, 
and the division of the people in good 
and bad, and going to heaven, and 
burning in hell, yes, i would say that 
would most likely be propaganda.
Princeton: What if we became socialist 
realists or something, and we wanted to 
produce art.
Continuous ProjeCt: there is no 
God.
Princeton: So, if there is no God, then it can 
be art? 
Continuous ProjeCt: But why 

does it have to be thought of as art 
anyway?
Continuous ProjeCt: i don’t 
know if this is an interesting question 
at this point.
Princeton: What’s the interesting question?
Continuous ProjeCt: For the 
history of art now, which includes 
the political discourse and which 
position you take, interesting is how 
certain artists survived stalin, and with 
which strategies, who was not purely 
complicit but who wanted to continue 
to live. it’s different from people who 
were purely taking advantage of 
being some kind of craft person who 
knows how to use a brush... that’s 
different.
Bernadette Corporation: 
exactly. Space of art, space of 
communication, space of media. 
that still exists today, more or less, 
in a degraded way. You think right 
away: these Left Behind people are 
literally doing a political thing. Like, 
we take control of the radio station, 
which the Bolsheviks did also; we 
control this fortress here, or there, 
and control the communication 
coming out of it. that’s generally a 
space of experimentation, in a sense.
Continuous ProjeCt: resistance 
to dominant structures, most often. 
it’s very hard to imagine to go with 
something like that…
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
permissive. that’s the paradox. art 
is… like… oh, fucking hell… 
(laughter) 
Bernadette Corporation: art is 
the permissive paradoxical structure 
of transgression that then gets 
absorbed.
Continuous ProjeCt: Although, 
this is stupid to play devil’s advocate, 
but i would say that tim and jerry 
probably think that they are resisting 
the dominant structure.
Princeton: they are, to a certain extent.
Bernadette Corporation: 
Yeah, but they’re resisting in a much 
different way. they’re resisting in 
kind of a direct political way of taking 
control of power. 
Continuous ProjeCt: Charlie 
Chaplin would be a more interesting 
example then tom and jerry.
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: Ben 
and Jerry.
(laughter)
Princeton: Separate the question of the 
mass versus not mass. if it seems like part 
of a utopian project, even on a small scale, 

to emancipate the spectator, to have the 
consumption of media not merely be a passive 
action but to have it be constitutive of a way 
of being in the world in an active way that is in 
pursuit of some virtue, whether it be aesthetic, 
ethical, or social, or whatever. it wasn’t 
important to me that they were doing art, but 
it seems like they’re doing that. And i heard 
from Antek before we started that, a hunger for 
that— well, i didn’t hear an endorsement of 
that specific activity, but i would have thought 
that you would have, and many of us would, 
have signed on to the use of art for precisely 
that purpose, to wake people up, for example.
Bernadette Corporation: if we 
talk about spaces of ritual, liminal 
space, like the adolescent graduating 
from the tribe, et cetera, they enter 
into a space where suddenly you 
experience, no matter what class 
you come from, you’re all equal, 
you experience something else, and 
that’s a kind of like reorganization 
into a new social sphere, like you’re 
in a new place in society. Victor 
turner, i guess he was a sociologist 
or whatever, like, an englishman in 
the sixties, he tried to make terms 
with american pop culture and would 
say art was always this kind of space 
that was bound to be recuperated. 
of course! that was its function. 
But maybe at certain points, it could 
grow larger, in a way, it could really 
reevaluate things, in a sense... (long 
pause)… i lost my track…
Continuous ProjeCt: But with 
the rancière, you shouldn’t forget 
who he’s talking to with this essay. He 
wrote this for a summer academy of 
theater students. He’s not writing to 
the producers of a Hollywood play.
Bernadette Corporation: But 
it’s also knowing that any space you 
create in art, of course it’ll be taken 
over, because that’s its purpose. 
But then it can get rampant. that 
is also the space of change. that 
was like the funny thing that turner 
would say. He’d say it’s predictable, 
it’s like holidays, festivals, inversion 
festivals, Carnival in Kreuzberg in 
Berlin on May 1st, et cetera, but 
then there could be a space that 
actually affects things and actually 
changes things in a certain way. But 
those people, i don’t think they’re 
thinking about that. they’re hardcore 
political. they’re not thinking about 
aesthetics… there’s no notion of 
experimentation with them… 
Continuous ProjeCt, returning to 
room, laughs.
Bernadette Corporation: 
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What?
Continuous ProjeCt: no, 
sorry, i just came back into the 
conversation… it’s great to think 
about the idea of experimentation 
as a criterion for anybody, for any 
population of the American culture at 
large, of any religion. But i think it does 
exist.
Bernadette Corporation: it 
does exist. of course. that’s also 
kind of the back story, because as 
much as we want to… You talk about 
my fascist tendencies or inherent 
fascist…. But our reaction is always 
to say “eliminate every fucking 
backwater Christian, because they’re 
all fucked up.”
The conversation continues 
haphazardly for several minutes…
Continuous ProjeCt: it seems 
to be that parts of American culture, 
religious people, feel alienated 
from capitalist culture. As it is more 
broadly experienced by the rest of 
us. they feel like they’re capitalists, 
and they want to be consumers and 
participate in America, and yet they 
feel alienated from the products. to 
me, it seems like the whole Christian 
economy is trying to assert the same 
kind of rights or sets of freedoms 
economically, yet producing products 
that—
Continuous ProjeCt: they’re the 
same, but they have a cross on them, 
or whatever. 
Continuous ProjeCt: right.
Princeton: i assume that you knew about this 
stuff, the fear of the one World Government. 
right? But there’s also the fear of the 
consolidation of media. they want more local 
control. i hear that anxiety.
Continuous ProjeCt: Well, 
all those churches, too—i won’t 
generalize it, but where i’m from, all of 
these Christian churches, they’re all 
incredibly locally run. there is no—
Continuous ProjeCt: there’s no 
Clear Channel.
Continuous ProjeCt: they’re 
really based on different personalities. 
Like, where i live, within the two 
or three towns in that area, there 
are probably sixty, seventy Baptist 
churches, Church of Christ, Church 
of God, and they’re all— maybe some 
are twenty people, some are ten 
people, some are a hundred people, 
and it all revolves around particular 
personalities. they all interpret things 
differently. Clearly, in religion, a lot of 
Christian religion, i don’t want to speak 
for other religions, but there seems 

to be—that sense of freedom comes 
out of there being a structure, and as 
long as there is a larger structure that 
you can somewhat depend on, then 
you have freedom within it. You even 
have that within art. there’s always 
this idea of structure being liberating, 
or structure allowing freedom.
Continuous ProjeCt: When 
you mentioned that, i had this weird 
thought that that’s the kind of test 
case of the entire religious idea.
Bernadette Corporation: 
Which is like the most fucking 
bullshit idea that ever happened. 
Continuous ProjeCt: no, no, 
no—
Bernadette Corporation: okay, 
“structure makes me free…”
Continuous ProjeCt: Let’s say 
you’re within an impossible life—
Bernadette Corporation: no, 
the structure does not make me 
free. Because even if i’m without 
structure, because i’ve always 
existed with no structure… the 
question of unemployment, the 
question of going to criminality, 
being outside of structure, before 
you end up in prison, it’s a question 
of structure all the same—
Continuous ProjeCt: right, of 
course. not that religion wasn’t meant 
for prison, religion was invented to 
take a structure that has a certain 
dimension and make you feel like—
Bernadette Corporation: Yeah, and 
with the fucking system of prison, 
if prison makes you suddenly come 
back and embrace structure, well 
okay, that sucks!
The conversation continues 
haphazardly for several minutes…
Bernadette Corporation: 
For me, my experience of rioting is 
that it’s not about a larger cause, 
it’s really about a simple thing of, 
like, breaking the law. it’s just about 
breaking the law.
Princeton: And that’s about pleasure? rather 
then about repairing—
Bernadette Corporation: 
pleasure, and also transgressing the 
law, and just, like, okay, can i face 
the police now? or do i run home 
and stay under the bed, like i should 
do? You understand? Because when 
they show up with their fucking 
military uniforms, et cetera… and 
probably, like, the only valuable thing 
of France—the March, april thing—
was to see the courageousness of 
sixteen year-old kids, seventeen 
year-old kids. Where do they come 

from? they’re like fighting the 
police under these conditions today, 
these post 9/11, super locked-down 
conditions, and there’s 3000 people 
in jail right now from those riots. 
Where does that come from? i’m not 
saying that it’s pleasure; i’m saying 
it’s a serious line that you cross. it’s 
not about crossing over to an idea, 
because crossing over to an idea 
can be as simple as voting, for God’s 
sake.
Princeton: Where do you think it comes from?
Bernadette Corporation: 
What? the desire to break the law?
Princeton: So it comes from desire.
Bernadette Corporation: no.
Continuous ProjeCt: What, 
those sixteen year-olds?
Princeton: Yeah, what enables them to do 
that? regardless of whether we think that it’s a 
good thing or a bad thing.
Bernadette Corporation: 
obviously in France what enables 
them to do that was the kind of 
pathetic-ness of a few years ago 
when the right wing almost got voted 
into government, and they had to 
vote for this guy Jacques Chirac 
going into the government, and the 
humiliation of that.
Continuous ProjeCt: Yeah, but 
these sixteen year-olds were not 
humiliated by jacques Chirac coming 
in.
Bernadette Corporation: 
Some of them are! i’ve been reading 
some tracts where there is a certain 
kind of social consciousness here, 
still existing in this country, which 
people are saying that we should go 
further…
Princeton: i’m sure there may be many 
motivations, but if i had to reduce it down to 
one thing, it wouldn’t be that. 
Pacemaker: What would it be?
Princeton: it would be something more like 
the desire to get laid. or something like that.
Bernadette Corporation: no.
Princeton: Which is to say—
Continuous ProjeCt: You mean, 
“akin to”? or…
Princeton: Akin to. Just picturing that… i 
mean, i think the human animal imitates.
Bernadette Corporation: Yeah, 
but the culture of getting laid… in the 
sixties there was already this kind 
of shock, of rock music, et cetera, 
which already was affecting youth 
culture for a good fucking fifteen 
years, before anything happened. 
the culture of getting laid? today? 
it’s clear: if you want to get laid, you 
can do it. it’s totally possible. You 

don’t have to protest politically to 
do it. 
Continuous ProjeCt: i thought 
you said it wasn’t possible in Berlin, 
though. 
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: to 
get laid?
Continuous ProjeCt: Yeah, 
weren’t you saying that?
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: 
Whatever…. i’m just saying, like…
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: 
no, man... Forget about… social 
possibilities in Berlin, et cetera… 
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: i’m 
saying, in a youth culture/sixties 
thing, when you have a general 
culture, which was more or less 
unified... You have to understand, 
bourgeois kids and proletarian kids 
were hearing the rolling Stones at 
the same time. they were affected by 
rock and roll. a phenomenon like the 
mods, or whatever, was happening 
across the board. it was a time of a 
certain kind of cultural exuberance, 
if you will, on a capitalistic level. But 
these days everything is fucking 
set. i don’t care where you are. 
You know how to find your libidinal 
satisfactions. From whatever class 
you come from. From whatever 
orientation you come from, sexually. 
it’s very strict, it’s very clear.
Princeton: But i think for you… i might be 
presupposing too much, but i thought initially 
the stake—
Bernadette Corporation: 
these are the worst dunhills i ever 
smoked.
Princeton: —that the stake was how to 
interrupt this hideous injustice. it sounds like 
the argument you’re making now is more about 
how to have more fun than we’re currently 
having, which—there’s nothing wrong with fun, 
but is it about… having a better time?
Bernadette Corporation: 
they’re a bit connected, i think. 
the things that prevent us from 
having a good time are exactly the 
same things that cause this fucking 
horror on this earth, in a sense. the 
fact that we can drug ourselves, 
immunize ourselves by certain 
bypasses or whatever, into believing 
we have a certain life, is the most 
tragic thing i could imagine. actually, 
i would never make a separation 
between the two. if i could have 
a good time, and rectify these 

things, that would be the best thing 
possible. Yeah! (pause) is that an 
answer? these cigarettes suck… the 
new dunhills are bullshit… Yeah! the 
division between the two…  
Pacemaker: Do you want coffee?
Bernadette Corporation: i 
myself particularly… number one: 
international, trendy, degraded, aging 
whatever—you know, i could do that 
in the first degree, fake to have a 
life, and at the same time… You talk 
about questions of social justice, of 
consciousness, of a certain abstract 
question of solidarity. Why don’t you 
say the word “solidarity”? Because 
solidarity is such an old lefty term, 
which is also kind of bankrupt. isn’t 
america’s trying to make democracy 
in the Middle east “solidarity”? that 
kind of bullshit. it’s a very abstract 
notion.
The conversation continues 
haphazardly for several minutes…
Princeton: So, this kind of transcendence that 
you imagine, which seems to drive you, right?
Bernadette Corporation: 
absolutely.
Princeton: Would that be about moments 
of transcendence, or is it about building the 
conditions for permanent transcendence? i tend 
to think like Bettina, that there’s no outside. You 
climb out of one illusion, you’re climbing into 
another one.
Bernadette Corporation: Yeah, 
okay, fine, but what are the qualities, 
from one illusion to another, exactly? 
For me it’s as simple as that. it’s 
exactly like passing through that 
experience, of going from one 
illusion to another... You don’t think 
about the outside…. (long pause) as 
i said, “passing from one illusion to 
another!”
Princeton: So, is it the iconoclastic moment? 
is that the shift? the moment where you 
destroy the previous thing and build a new one?
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
more the satisfaction of experiencing 
the destruction of the previous thing. 
it’s really like… that’s the funny 
thing. at that moment, throwing 
a brick, a Molotov cocktail at 
somebody—
Continuous ProjeCt: At 
somebody?
Bernadette Corporation: at 
the police. 
Continuous ProjeCt: this whole 
conversation, when you’ve been 
mentioning that moment of throwing 
that brick, or whatever, i’m totally in 
agreement that there is something 
that has to be salvaged or talked 

about from that moment, but it often 
gets clouded over or lost in the 
discussion because it immediately 
falls back into discussing the material 
realities of that social situation where 
you’re throwing a brick in the riot. 
But in fact that muddies the waters, 
because we’re really talking about 
something else that exists at the 
same time. so it’s not good, it’s not 
bad, it’s just there is something else 
that we’re talking about.
Bernadette Corporation: i 
don’t want to isolate it, like some 
kind of libidinal—
Continuous ProjeCt: no, i don’t 
want to isolate it. i want to say that 
there’s—you keep on adding. there’s 
another thing we’re talking about, and 
it’s not against the other thing. there’s 
a lot of things going on.
Bernadette Corporation: 
it’s also beautiful when that act is 
supported. When others say, oh 
yeah, that’s necessary, actually. that 
displays our articulation of force in 
relation to power.
Princeton: But as a principle—let’s propose 
it and see if people agree that these sorts 
of moments—that, one: for what you just 
described, you need both an ideal and your 
comrades, to have these moments.
Continuous ProjeCt: remember, 
you need a myth, otherwise you can’t 
convince your comrades.
Princeton: But let’s not take it apart. 
Continuous ProjeCt: there’s 
also one part in addition to that, 
that’s purely individualistic, maybe 
narcissistic, i don’t know—
Princeton: But i’m with you, in trying to 
say, “let’s not throw the baby out with the 
bathwater,” let’s try to figure out what it is—
Continuous ProjeCt: i just don’t 
want to say, “well, that’s a slippery 
slope to nazism.”
Princeton: exactly, i agree with you, but i think 
there is something that’s worth identifying, 
so let’s build it from the ground up. i was 
promoting that as a principle. it doesn’t have to 
be that principle. At the very least, you said you 
wanted it to be more than this libidinal charge.
Continuous ProjeCt: Yeah, of 
course.
Princeton: But at the very least, it is that, 
right?
Continuous ProjeCt: it might 
be that. it might be a thing and its 
opposite. 
Princeton: So, it’s a libidinal charge. it’s 
affective. We’re talking about a feeling.
Bernadette Corporation: But 
also how you continue with that 
feeling afterwards, and how so many 

other pressures and forces come 
down to extinguish that feeling, 
like the unions, the political parties, 
et cetera. i’m establishing a very 
traditional anarchist pose.
Princeton: But it has to lead to something.
Continuous ProjeCt: no, 
because at that moment it’s 
not about… it’s precisely about 
discharging from the idea that it’s 
going to lead to anything. Because if 
you start thinking that it’s going to lead 
to something, you’re like, “this is going 
to get me in trouble,” or “this is going 
to make me look cool.” it’s about 
getting beyond that.
Bernadette Corporation: Like 
Japanese performance art, or the 
Living theatre: you go out and have 
an orgy with them on stage, and go 
home and be your normal—
Continuous ProjeCt: Yes, but 
maybe there’s something that can 
be redeemed from those moments, 
from that history?
Bernadette Corporation: no, 
i’m not saying about the history, i’m 
just saying that they themselves 
recognized a certain problem, like 
Chris and Cosey and Genesis, when 
they’re doing Coum transmissions 
they said, “we were cutting ourselves 
up, and people come there like it’s 
their fucking holiday, and dismiss it,” 
in a sense. You want the experience 
to last, you want it to go on. that 
immediate experience and that 
immediate libidinal discharge. 
You want it to last. You want this 
interruption of daily life to last.
Continuous ProjeCt: i’m not sure. 
i think it’s actually maybe premised on 
the opposite. it has to be just a brief 
moment.
Princeton: Have you ever experienced 
anything like this, what you’re describing?
Bernadette Corporation: 
Maybe… i don’t know. not really. 
i was very resistant to it, actually, 
because i have so many repressions 
in general.
Continuous ProjeCt: i remember 
throwing a brick through a window in 
my high school. i still remember that. 
it was like, “let’s literalize it.” We got 
drunk, ran up to the science building, 
threw a brick through the window, 
and ran away.
Bernadette Corporation: 
that’s not the same thing. When 
i’m drunk, i’ve done so many stupid 
things. i’m amazed i’m not arrested 
for it yet. it’s not the same thing as 
facing the people, facing the police.

Continuous ProjeCt: in that 
moment i was facing the police. in my 
mind. 
Bernadette Corporation: not 
in your mind, in your paranoiac mind.
Continuous ProjeCt: Well, it’s the 
same thing.
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
not the same thing as seeing a line of 
them with their armored trucks and 
their shields, in front of you.
Princeton: And you’re on the side of good, and 
there’s only a few of you, and everyone else is 
on the side of evil.
Bernadette Corporation: 
it’s more like they’re on the side of 
extinguishment of anything... is it so 
hard to hate cops? 
(laughter)
Continuous ProjeCt: i don’t hate 
cops.
Bernadette Corporation: i do. 
Continuous ProjeCt: it’s the 
natural state to hate cops.
Continuous ProjeCt: i certainly 
have an instinctive— i see a police a 
car coming, and i feel like—
Bernadette Corporation: Like 
they’re such assholes!
Continuous ProjeCt: Yes, but i 
wouldn’t say, “i hate cops.” Who was 
it—was i talking to somebody in this 
room recently?—who said: “i hate,” 
and i stopped them... Who was it? 
somebody recently, in the last couple 
of days, said, “i hate,” and i stopped: 
God! that’s so rare to say you actually 
hate.
Continuous ProjeCt: God!
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: 
please, God… i hate the fucking 
police. it’s very simple, the police, all 
you have to deal with—
(laughter)
Bernadette Corporation: it’s 
very simple—
Continuous ProjeCt: Can we 
stop this? Who’s going to transcribe 
the whole thing?
Continuous ProjeCt: the intern. 
the Continuous Project intern.
Continuous ProjeCt: the unpaid 
intern.
Bernadette Corporation: all 
you have to deal with—
Continuous ProjeCt: You don’t 
hate the police. i know you don’t.
Claire Fontaine: Of course we hate the 
police!
(laughter)
Continuous ProjeCt: that’s the 
first thing you’ve said all evening!
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 “With the eighth epoch, with harmony, comes the aurora of  good fortune. The 
corona of  the North Pole (couronne boréale) is born, which then, like the sun, spreads not only light but 
also warmth, and thus initiates a series of  new creations. Under the influence of  the Northern corona, 
Petersburg and Ochotsk will get a climate like that of  Cadiz and Constantinople, that the climate of  the 
Siberian glacial coasts will equal that of  Marseille and the Gulf  of  Genoa, and that the fertility of  these 
Northern parts of  the earth will start to compete with that of  the tropics. At the same time, under the 
influence of  the Northern corona’s fluidum and the shifts in climate, the sea will reconstitute itself, taking 
on a lemonade-like taste. The current sea monsters, which are vicious and inimical to humans, like the 
shark, etc., will die out, replaced by new creations such as the anti-shark, the anti-whale, animals friendly 
to humans, who will lend their strength in the service of  tugging ships, etc. Similarly, a metamorphosis 
of  the land will occur. All wild animals (lion, tiger, leopard, wolf, etc.) and all venomous reptiles and 
disgusting insects, as well as poisonous and harmful plants, will vanish, to be replaced by new creations 
that are useful to humans. This is, for example, how the anti-lion will emerge, who is tame, and who of  his 
own volition offers himself  to humans as a riding animal.” August BeBel, Charles Fourier, sein leben und 
seine Theorien, leipzig: ReclAm, 1978, p. 40. (tRAnslAted fRom geRmAn By BettinA funcke) 

 “Avec la huitième période – la période de l’harmonie – commence 
l’aurore du bonheur. La couronne boréale est née qui, comme le soleil, répand non seulement la lumière 
mais aussi la chaleur et donne naissance à une série de nouvelles créations. Grâce à l’apparition de la 
couronne boréale, Saint-Pétersbourg et Ochotsk auront le climat de Cadiz et Constantinople, le climat 
des côtes glacées de Sibérie ressemblera à celui de Marseille et du Golfe de Gênes et la fertilité de ces 
contrées nordiques commencera à rivaliser avec la fertilité des tropiques. En même temps, la mer se 
déformera sous la double influence du fluide émanant de la couronne boréale et du changement de climat 
et aura désormais un goût à limonade. Les monstres marins hostiles et pernicieux pour l’homme comme 
le requin, etc. vont mourir et seront remplacés par de nouvelles créations comme l’anti-requin, l’anti-
baleine, c’est-à-dire par des animaux gentils envers l’homme qui lui proposeront leurs services pour tirer 
les bateaux etc. De la même façon aura lieu la reconfiguration sur terre. Tous les animaux sauvages (lion, 
tigre, léopard, loup, etc.) et tous les reptiles vénéneux ou insectes abjects, ainsi que les plantes vénéneuses 
et nocives, disparaîtront et seront remplacés par de nouvelles créations utiles à l’homme. De cette manière 
se forme l’anti-lion qui est docile et se propose volontairement à l’homme comme animal de monture.” 
August BeBel, Charles Fourier, sein leben und seine Theorien, ReclAm, leipzig, 1978, s. 40.

„Mit der achten Periode, der Harmonie, beginnt die Aurora des 
Glücks. Es wird die Nordpolkrone (couronne boréale) geboren, die dann, gleich der Sonne, nicht bloß 
Licht, sondern auch Wärme verbreitet und damit eine Reihe neuer Schöpfungen einleitet. Die Wirkung 
der Nordpolkrone wird sein, dass Petersburg und Ochotsk ein ähnliches Klima bekommen wie Cadiz 
und Konstantinopel, dass das Klima der sibirischen Eisküsten dem von Marseille und dem Golf  von 
Genua gleicht und dass eine Fruchtbarkeit dieser nördlichen Erdteile beginnt, die mit jener der tropischen 
Länder wetteifert. Gleichzeitig wird durch die Einwirkung des Fluidums der Nordpolkrone und durch die 
Veränderung des Klimas das Meer sich umbilden und einen limonadeartigen Geschmack annehmen. Die 
jetzigen, den Menschen feindlichen und schädlichen Meerungeheuer, wie der Hai usw., werden zugrunde  
gehen und durch neue Schöpfungen, wie Anti-Hai, Anti-Walfisch, ersetzt werden, Tiere, die dem Menschen 
freundlich sind und ihm ihre Dienste zum Ziehen der Schiffe usw. leihen werden. Ganz ähnlich vollzieht 
sich die Umgestaltung auf  dem Lande. Alle wilden Tiere (Löwe, Tiger, Leopard, Wolf  usw.) und alle giftigen 
Reptile oder widerlichen Insekten, ebenso die giftigen und schädlichen Pflanzen verschwinden und werden 
durch für den Menschen nützliche Neuschöpfungen ersetzt. So entsteht zum Beispiel der Anti-Löwe, der 
zahm ist und sich freiwillig dem Menschen als Reittier anbietet.“ August BeBel, Charles Fourier, sein 
leben und seine Theorien, ReclAm, leipzig, 1978, p. 40 (tRAduit de l’AllemAnd pAR mARiA muhle)

Charles Fourier: 
His Life and Theories

Charles fourier 
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The notion of the public realm developed by Hannah Arendt in The Human Condition1 is based on 
Aristotle’s political thought, and reworks the main characteristics of Greek public 
space. I want to reveal the aporias inherent to this notion of the public realm, aporias 
generated by its exclusion of those who do not belong. To this end, I will analyze the 
public realm from an outside perspective, and not that of the included.
  The public realm is a space of liberty and action. It is a realm of appearance, in 
which agents of public life can show themselves, be seen and heard, and thus enter a 
network of human relationships. Politics is not an affair of individuals; it presupposes 
the plurality of men and their inter homines esse. It’s in the small spaces, those created 
between men, that we find politics to be at stake, in the moment that reunites men 
even as it separates them, and which creates a public realm, a realm of equality, at the 
same time as it maintains differences between acting subjects. “The revelation of the 
‘who’ by speech, and the posing of a beginning by action, always takes place within 
an already existent network in which their immediate consequences can unfold.”2 
The essence of this space is not the question here, rather, how it is created, what 
relation it maintains to the concept of equality, and, in a wider sense, how this idea of 
the public realm is linked to Arendt’s earlier reflections on the status of the citizen. 

 

PublIc SPAce And PrIvATe SPAce
Arendt’s thought sees the public realm as radically opposed to private space in a relation of mutual exclusion at the 

same time as it enters into an antagonistic relationship with what she calls “the social.” The latter is a 
concept unknown to the Greeks; it emerged with the roman city and the city’s political transformations, 
thereafter establishing itself and coming to dominate the political scene up to the present day. “Society, 
when it first entered the public realm, assumed the disguise of an organization of property-owners who, 
instead of claiming access to the public realm because of their wealth, demanded protection from it for the 
accumulation of more wealth.”3 
  This citation introduces the fundamental concepts of the construction of a public realm in a defensive 
mode: the public domain must be protected against the invasion of the social, an invasion that proceeds 
via the constitution of private property as a public or political affair. For Arendt, private property must on 
the contrary function by giving the proprietor a place in the world, affording him access to the domain of 
politics. This place in the world is a necessary condition of access to the public realm, and thus to a world 
of liberty in which all are equal. 

   Arendt distinguishes the realm of the family and the realm of the polis, the first being based on necessity 
and the second on liberty. This notion of liberty must be examined closely, since it is defined in relation to a 
concept of equality and diverges in many ways from the modern concept of liberty. 

1 The German version of this book, which was origi-
nally published in english as The Human Condition 

(chicago: university of chicago Press,1958), has as its 
title Vita Activa oder vom tätigen Leben.

2 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 184.

3 Ibid., p. 68.

equality and Public realm according to Hannah Arendt
Maria Muhle

equaliTy and PubliC realM 
   

83



84  
  

ConTinous ProjeCT #8

 Humans – finite beings finding themselves in an infinite world – are confronted with two phenomena: the 
freedom of their actions and the necessity of biological cycles. This constant tension generates the specific 
position in which modern man still finds himself, poised thus between private life, the domain of the family 
and biological survival, and the public sphere of political life. Arendt bases this analysis on the tripartite 
distinction she makes within the vita activa, in which she assigns a specific condition each to labor, work, 
and action. Thus the condition of labor represents life in its purely biological aspect, a survival as the survival 
of man and of the species, the condition of work is a belonging-to-the-world, and that of action is the factum 
of plurality, which constitutes the foundation of political space: political life’s conditio sine qua non as well 
as the conditio per quam.4 

   In this analysis, then, political life and action are conceptually linked: action is possible because humans 
are neither gods nor beasts, but necessarily placed at the intersection of finitude and eternity. “Plurality is the 
condition of human action because we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever 
the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live.”5

   What then is this unequal equality, inscribed in the plurality of political life and based on an institutionalized 
exchange between private and public realms, which define one another by mutual exclusion, each incapable 
of existing without the other? Or, in other words, how can this equality define the status of political man, 
the question of who is political and who is not? Within which parameters is this action, which is based on 
plurality, possible? Who is capable of realizing it, and what are the political and vital consequences of not 
having access to it?

   According to Arendt, a mode such as this, one of free life, political life (a bios such as this) cannot be 
constituted by labor or by work. The former is assigned to securing the survival of the species, providing 
for humans’ physical needs, and guaranteeing the process of reproduction: “laboring always moves in the 
same circle, which is prescribed by the biological process of the living organism and the end of its ‘toil 
and trouble’ comes only with the death of this organism.”6 The life of labor is thus the experience of the 
absence-of-world: man concentrates on corporeal life and so is radically expelled from the world. “The 
activity of work, in which the human body, despite its activity, is also confined to itself, focuses on the fact 
of its existence and remains prisoner of its metabolism with nature without ever transcending it.”7 The other 
activity that cannot offer access to a genuinely free and political life is that of making a “work.” This work 
represents the non-naturalness of human existence, it creates a certain permanence in the world, attempting 
to surpass the condition of finitude that defines human life on earth, and the fleeting nature of human time. 
The work is the objectivity of this world made by man, and it also allows a confrontation between this world 
and the subjectivity of men. The work gives rise to what is called the Promethean revolt of the man who 
values the creativity of homo faber, who is conceived in the image of God, all-powerful creator.

   The man of action, the free man, is thus expelled from a world ruled by homo faber: an objectified world 
that increasingly resembles an interplay of forces within which any space of speech and action – any free 
public sphere – necessarily disappears. However, the man of action needs homo faber in order to render 
eternal his actions and words, in order that homo faber gives a form and substance to the complete futility 
of an action carried out, to the inconsistency of speech, the meaning of which dissipates immediately. “If 
the animal laborans needs the help of homo faber to ease his labor and relieve his pain, and if mortals need 
his help to erect a home on earth, acting and speaking men need the help of homo faber in his highest 
capacity, that is, the help of for artist, of poets, and historiographers, of monument-builders or writers, 
because without them, the only product of their activity, the story they enact and tell, would not survive at 
all.”8 Just as the public realm cannot exist without the private, free action requires preliminary activities that 
render the space of action materially possible, the activities of labor and work. 

excluSIOn-IncluSIOn In THe PublIc reAlM
The public realm, then, is defined and shaped through the three concepts of vita activa, labor, work, 

and action, which together allow a differentiation from a private realm. At the same time, 
it’s clear that action, and the man of action alone, will be admitted to the public sphere, 
once constituted. It is precisely here that the fundamental problem arises, that of inclusion 
in, or exclusion from this public realm, a space of free men, who democratically discuss 
the city’s laws as active members. In order to better examine the possibilities of inclusion 
within this political space, we need to return to the concept of equality, and consequently 
that of liberty, both of which shape the public realm, and which are completely absent 
from private life. everything in the latter is submitted to the will of the pater familias, 
who reigns over his family like a tyrant over his subjects, as well as to the necessity of 
biological cycles that determine the private realm’s rhythms.
  The sole extant liberty of the private space is that belonging to the father, the chief and 
sovereign, who may leave this realm and enter the polis and a public realm in which 
all are equal. equality thus becomes the very essence of liberty, while presupposing 
the inherent existence of inequality: the existence of those who remain at home, those 
eternally confined to the private sphere, condemned to work, in order to assure survival 
and maintain the natural cycles of the species. equality affords a right to liberty while non-
equality, inevitable in such a political project, leads to necessity and submission. 
considered from within, Arendt’s public realm is profoundly egalitarian and free, even as 
it is shot through with inequality and flagrant non-freedoms when it’s considered from the 
perspective of its external limits. The equality instituted in the public realm is based on the 
inequality of all those who are not admitted, on the exclusion of those who unfortunately 
must face the onerous tasks of working and of crafting objects for this world, which is only 
partially their world. 
  The fissure that seems to open here is not unique in Arendt’s thought. It joins the brilliant 
analyses of her book on the origins of totalitarianism, with the famous distinction she 
made between man and citizen, in order to reveal the dysfunctionality of any concept of 
human rights in which man is disarticulated from the rights of the citizen: when man is 
no longer a citizen, but reduced to simply being a man. “The concept of human rights, 
based upon the assumed existence of a human being as such, broke down at the very 
moment when those who professed to believe in it were for the first time confronted 
with people who had indeed lost all other qualities and specific relationships – except 
that they were still human. The world found nothing sacred in the abstract nakedness 
of being human.”9 
  Arendt pursues her examination of the concept of equality, deploring the fact that, in 
the modern world, the apparent equality of all boils down to a judicial and political 
recognition of society’s colonization of the political domain. The public realm – in which 
each citizen might excel, in which each demonstrated that he was irreplaceable while 
knowing that he was the equal of others in rights and duties – has been abolished. Modern 
equality is characterized by a profound “conformism inherent in society and possible only 
because behavior has replaced action as the foremost mode of human relationship.”10 

4 Ibid., p. 8.

5 Ibid., p. 8.

6 Ibid., p. 98.

7 Ibid., p. 115.

8 Ibid., p. 173.  

9 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, 
new York: Harcourt & brace, 1948, p. 299. 

10 Arendt, The Human condition, p. 41.
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For Arendt, this increasing equality would be equivalent to the introduction of criteria 
of sociological homogenization within the political domain, the irremediable demise of 
which would result.
  It is here that Arendt comes up against her unresolved aporia, one which she does not 
attempt to resolve as it a fundamental element of her political construction: inequality 
between individuals is the necessary condition for the formation of public space. She 
seems unaware of the negative political consequences that such inequality might have for 
those who, in her construction, are reduced by exclusion from public life. If equality is 
the very base of liberty, the latter is reserved exclusively for a small number of men, those 
who, notably, are not only men but citizens first and foremost.
  Arendt sets this problem aside by arguing that any inclusion of these excluded and yet 
fundamental elements within the public sphere would be tantamount to destroying it. 
This argument is founded on the separation between living and living well: in the private 
realm, private property assures man’s existence, while in the public realm, free action 
allows the attainment of excellence. It is nevertheless existence that is the necessary 
condition for excellence, or, to put it another way, it’s private property that affords active 
membership in the public sphere. “To own property meant here (in the case of having 
slaves who through their labor satisfy biological needs) to be master over one’s own life 
necessities and therefore to be potentially a free person, free to transcend his own life and 
to enter into the world that all share.”11

  And, contrariwise: “To live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived of 
things essential to a truly human life: to be deprived of the reality of … an ‘objective’ 
relation to others that comes from being related to and separated from them through the 
intermediary of a common world of things, to be deprived of the possibility of achieving 
something more permanent than life itself.”12 The desire for immortality is taken from man 
in private life, and it is this desire that Arendt defines as fundamental to the unfolding of 
the human as a human being. nevertheless, a private life, which in this context is reduced 
to private property, is crucial to approaching the desire for immortality, and to living a 
truly human life. 
  In Arendt’s work the concept of politics is caught up in a causal chain linking it to concepts 
of liberty and the public: whosoever is free and unreliant on any material necessity may 
enter the public sphere, permitting participation in active life and the politics of the 
community. liberty is represented by financial independence, the availability of time and 
space, and the possibility of expressing oneself, and thus it allows access to that public 
realm defined by limits, which defines itself by exclusion, the exclusion of the other. 
  let’s look briefly at the incarnation of this other in Arendt’s book on totalitarianism, 
and more precisely in chapter nine: “The decline of the nation-State and the end of the 
rights of Man.” There she defines the figure of the other (counterpart to that eminently 
political man which she will later define in The Human Condition): the stateless person, 
the refugee, the excluded par excellence, he who has lost the right to have rights. Her 
analysis of this figure of radical exclusion is striking in its clarity, and forms the starting 
point for numerous analyses of modern politics, of which one of the most interesting is 

that set forth by Giorgio Agamben in Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and 
Bare Life, his attempt to join the Arendtian concept of exclusion to the 
Foucauldian thought around the figure of the excluded or the “anormal” in 
its various definitions.13 
  exactly how to relate these two practical and theoretical political figures, 
that, which appears in Arendt’s early analysis of totalitarianism and that, 
which later appears in her study of the development of political space 
within democracy? I propose to unite these two notions by way of the 
figure of the excluded in its most radical form, the stateless person; but 
also through less radical forms more present within the democratic arena. 
The importance of thinking the political domain from this vantage lies in 
first seeing from where and on what basis it’s defined, in order to then 
consider how it might be possible to occupy or re-occupy that space with 
the speech of those who have no part, the part of the without-parts.
 We must focus on this problem or discontinuity in Arendt’s thought and 
try to understand how she can conceptualize the figure of the radically 
excluded without connecting it to the idea of a completely immanent 
public realm. This is, I think, an important moment, for the fact of thinking 
the radically excluded here allows us to avoid thematizing inclusive 
exclusion thereby reducing the phenomenon of the social to an invasion 
of public space by mechanisms of biological life, instead of seeing the 
presence of the other within the heart of political space as the moment 
when politics emerges. 
  The crucial moment is not that of the creation or definition of a public 
realm, but that moment when this space succeeds or fails in opening to 
that, which is beyond it. The following question must be posed: Is a public 
realm really in danger when threatened by its outside, or is this the very 
moment of politics, the moment when the outside integrates with the inside, 
when the excluded introduces himself to the public space of speech, thus 
creating, as Jacques rancière has argued, a political event?14

THe Occurrence OF THe SOcIAl
This will become clear in examining the concept of the social, which for Arendt belongs to neither the private 

nor the public sphere, which appears with Modernity, finding its political form in the nation-state, 
there imitating the model of the family, which it amplifies to a level of political significance. “The 
collective of families economically organized into the facsimile of one super-human family is 
what we call ‘society,’ and its political form of organization is called ‘nation.’”15 It is clear that 
for Arendt this definition does not correspond to the definition of a political space, because the 
structure of the family – that structure under the total authority of the pater familias, master of the 
very life and death of his sons, under which no change or revolt is possible – belongs entirely to 
the realm of necessity and leaves no room for action. In the figure of the pater familias we have 
an incarnation of “sovereign exception” of which Agamben writes. The space of this sovereign 
exception may be linked to the “political” space existing under the Ancien Régime, in which the 
will of the king represented the law.16

  However, Arendt vehemently rejects the notion of the social, which she considers to be the 
fundamental obstacle to the constitution of political space.17 With the emergence of the social 
and the social sciences in the nineteenth century, “behavior” replaced action, and the particular 
laws of those sciences – sociology, statistics, economics – became valid for large populations 
and extended periods. Singular actions were consequently reduced to the status of deviations, 
fluctuations without importance in the long-term trend. Such sciences reduce man to an animal 

11 Ibid., p. 65. 

12 Ibid., p. 58. (the emphasis is mine)
15 Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 29. Arendt sees in the political 

form of the nation-state the germ of the emergence of totalitarianism, 
and it is not astonishing that the collapse of that political form during the 
twentieth century lead to the disappearance of any political space, to the 
catastrophe of the two wars, and accomplished itself in the horror of the 
camps which became possible through the basically a-political position 

maintained by the citizens of the european nation-states. That is, the 
construction of extermination camps as the a-political space par excel-
lence was made possible by the complete loss of the political domain 

that preceded the catastrophe. 

16 We shall see later how this conception of a space of absolute domi-
nation, submitted to the king’s law or to divine law will serve as the start-
ing point for the Arendt’s analysis of the origin of the egalitarian juridical 

space, which we assume we live in today; at the same time it allows here 
to re-accentuate her critique of the social by condemning the French 

revolution as a purely social revolution, thus not a political revolution.

17 In this context she reproaches Marx for having prevented the constitu-
tion of a political space due to the introduction of the notion of social 
man. One could also note Arendt’s rejection of the notion of political 

economy, which she considers as a contradiction in terms, the economy 
being a totally apolitical domain, which belongs to the private.

13 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign 
Power and Bare Life, trans. daniel Heller-roa-

zen (Stanford: Stanford university Press, 1998).

14 See Jacques rancière, Disagreement: Politics 
and Philosophy (Minneapolis: university of 

Minnesota Press, 1998).
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conditioned toward predictable behaviors, incapable of spontaneous action, whose life knows 
no event; the fundamental elements of public space, like action, and of history, such as the event, 
disappear from public space. 
  Arendt says; “Society is the form in which the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of life 
and nothing else assumes public significance and where the activities connected with sheer 
survival are permitted to appear in public.”18 This transformation of the public realm implies 
nothing less than a new mode of politics, a mode positioned outside traditional means of political 
action, a parallel politics that might escape being reduced to the social, and, more importantly, 
which would allow the bypassing of Arendt’s radically exclusionary space. This parallel mode, 
which sidesteps the reduction of everything to biopolitics, would then become confused with the 
Arendtian liberty to act and escape the condition of necessity that work represents for humanity.
It is important to mention that Arendt’s critique is not directed against the absolutist character 
inherent to a hierarchical family model, but, on the contrary, against the constitution of survival 
as a public matter. 
  Why doesn’t Arendt connect her notion of the excluded to the political construction of a public 
realm? It is possible to identify parallel elements in these two lines of thought by suggesting that 
private property is to the man of action what nationality and citizenship is to the man of rights. but 
the comparison is problematic: the stateless person, the figure of the radically excluded, does not 
necessarily rejoin that of the laborer in modern society, nor that of the slave in antiquity, whose 
work was necessary. rather, he is always found between political and private life, excluded from 
politics by his status as laborer or slave, but included because of the necessity of his work. “Yet … 
even slaves still belonged to some sort of human community; their labor was needed, used, and 
exploited, and this kept them within the pale of humanity. To be a slave was, after all, to have a 
distinctive character, a place in society − more than the abstract nakedness of being human and 
nothing but human.”19 As such, stateless people couldn’t be equated with slaves, nor with the 
dispossessed middle classes deprived of social status, “they had lost these rights which had been 
thought of and even defined as inalienable, namely the rights of Man.”20

According to Arendt it is thus possible to distinguish between the radical exclusion of the stateless 
and another form of exclusion, which we might call, after Agamben, inclusive exclusion. In any 
case, this distinction in no way alters the Arendtian conception of a public realm as exclusive, 
a conception that distances not only the figure of the radically other, but also that of the other 
who is relatively accepted within a public realm because of his labor or productive force. The 
problem of exclusion is no longer posed in terms of property, at least not apparently, but in 
terms of national, ethnic, or racial belonging, factors usually tied to concrete social criteria. The 
material criteria have ceded to social and racial criteria, without, for all that, vanishing behind 
these criteria.
  In order to reconsider the Arendtian conception of a public realm one must therefore resolve the 
aporia of its exclusivity, render it more transparent and accessible. That would mean confronting 

the inherent dynamic of exclusion. Instead of pushing away the problematic moments of political 
life, one must incorporate them without assimilating them; one must attempt to produce an 
encounter between the dissonant elements of this exclusionary vision and the limits guaranteeing 
that exclusivity, in order to provoke a process of opening. This would allow the universal 
application of those noble Arendtian political criteria, which outline such a beautiful public 
space, a space of freedom, uniting the concept of freedom to that of equality in its entirety rather 
than in its reductive dimension.
  In that case one would have to assert that politics itself is reactivated around those conflicts that 
break with democratic homogeneity in order to pose anew the question of the political subject and 
the potential subjectivization of those who are not subjects. We must examine – with rancière, and 
against Arendt – the social as a polemical subjectivization apparatus, one that might be constituted 
by subjects who contest the ‘naturalness’ of its places and functions by valuing the part of the 
without-part.21 It is impossible to reactivate politics, as Arendt proposes, from inside the space 
demarcated by politics itself, which radically excludes any social element. One must exit political 
space in order to allow the entry of that, which may appear to be non political but which is 
ultimately the political element par excellence. The social question, target of all Arendt’s critique, 
does not by entering political space destroy it, but, on the contrary, reanimates politics itself. 

 November 2002, Translated by Olivier Feltham and Continuous Project

18 Ibid., p. 46. Agamben bases his arguments on 
these Arendtian claims in order to develop his 

concept of bare life, of private, and particular life 
exposed to the light of the public, just as he joins 

this idea to the Foucauldian idea of biopolitics, 
which includes all those mechanisms consecrated 

to the security of citizens, their physical needs, 
their needs for convenience and for work. In this 
manner the state, the public service, education, 

and everything that is in theory at the citizen’s 
service is transformed into police who watch 

over the running and the general flourishing of 
the society termed disciplinary. Politics is therein 

reduced to a small domain, which would be a 
step-aside, a step beyond the regular functions 

that each must fulfill.

19 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, p. 297. 

20 Ibid., p. 268

21  See “entretien avec Jacques rancière,” 
Multitudes, no. 1, March 2000.
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The February Revolution was the beautiful revolution…  
The June Revolution is the ugly revolution, the repulsive revolution, 

because deeds have taken the place of phrases…1

On 22 February 1848, a protest against the banning of a 
“reform” banquet in Paris initiated a chain of events that lead in 
three days to the downfall of Louis-Philippe’s monarchy and the 
birth of the Second republic.2 Those involved in the revolution were 
small urban bourgeois, artisans, craftsmen, and skilled industrial 
workers (including the first factory workers), who were determined 
to deal with something 1830 had not: la question sociale. From a 
bourgeois perspective, this attempt was deeply ambiguous. On the 
one hand, they supported the revolution of the People, which is 
to say the honest and respectable mass, the Third estate to which 
belonged everyone but the king, the clergy, and the aristocracy. 
but they feared what the People also implied: not the Third Class 
to which they also belonged and which they represented, but a 
mass of poor, uncultivated, unpredictable barbarians, coming from 
outside of the body politic, and therefore the exact opposite of what 
the bourgeoisie represented.

1
COnTinuOuS PrOjeCT: you 

discuss Marx’s use of the aesthetic 
terms “beautiful” and “ugly” 
to refer to revolutionary class 

situations: “beauty” for the February 
revolution, in which a unified class 

was able to fight as one against 
oppression, and “ugly” for the june 

revolution, in which some of the 
exploited fought on the side of the 
oppressive bourgeois against the 

working class. So, beauty in unified 
class struggle, ugliness in false 

consciousness. you suggest this is 
a false division, one that artistic 

practice would do well to ignore, and 
you critique Thomas Hirschhorn’s 
Bataille Monument for “[defining]  
a working class voice, identifying  

it as a genuine identity, and 
stabilizing it.” Do you think a work 

such as that is “speaking for,”  
or representing through images?  

Or is there a difference?

PabLO LaFuenTe: The question 
of visibility is at the same time a 
question of voices. not having a 

voice (not being authorized to speak) 
is the same as not being a part. in 

iMage OF THe PeOPLe, VOiCeS OF THe PeOPLe
PabLO LaFuenTe

1 Karl Marx, Neue Rheinische Zeitung, 29 june 1848, quoted in T. j. Clark, The Absolute 
Bourgeois: Artists and Politics in France 1848-1851 (London: Thames & Hudson, 1999), p. 9. 
2 This account follows closely T. j. Clark’s in The Absolute Bourgeois, pp. 9-16 and 187-88.
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The first weeks of March 1848 were a time of celebration and 
communion, until the original alliance started to break up in the face 
of two issues: universal suffrage and the social question. both Left 
and right realized that the mass of hungry and illiterate peasants 
could be an effective instrument in sabotaging the revolution. The 
right, with the help of priests and the gentry, began to work in 
that direction, while the Left, through the creation of national 
Workshops for the unemployed, the ten-hour work day, and the 
nationalization of the railways, sought to “feed” and “educate” the 
mass. On june 22nd, a day after the Workshops were dissolved, 
barricades were erected that cut Paris in two, eastern working-
class against the republic. Once again, however, the factions were 
composed of a peculiar mix: in the case of the workers, both old 
and new working classes, without common leaders or slogans; in 
the case of the republic, it was the bourgeoisie and the liberal and 
intellectual professions, but also Paris’s criminal class, recruited 
into the garde Mobile, as well as rural landlords and peasants. 
by the 26th of june the revolution was dead. The repression of 
press and clubs began, the workers from Paris were silenced, and 
the political fight transferred from the capital to the countryside, 
where the social question had already started to spark the attention 
of the peasantry, a fire that would be suffocated only some years 
later, in December 1852, when Louis-napoleon established the 
Second empire. 

For Those Who Don’T KnoW…

Karl Marx’s use of the words “ugly” and beautiful” in the Neue 
Rheinische Zeitung, referring to political events, implies an 
evaluation of those events on the basis of their presentation or 
material manifestation. The fact that he ascribes these terms to the 
revolutions of 1848 would seem to transfer these evaluations to the 
coherence and integrity of the events themselves. if the February 
revolution was “beautiful,” he seems to suggest, it is because the 
Third estate, as a unified class, fought against the oppressors; 
in contrast, june was “ugly” because some of the exploited (the 
peasants and the déclassé) fought on the side of their oppressors 
(the landlords and bourgeois) against others equally exploited (the 
working classes). This confused situation, which Marx relates to 
a predominance of deeds and a lack of “phrases” (and therefore 
rational discourse and knowledge), offers a possible explanation 
for the failure of the revolution: the exploited peasants didn’t know 
what side they were really on; had they known, they would have 
joined the workers, whose fight was in fact their own. 

The notion that the exploited are unaware of their real situation 
is one of the cornerstones of Louis althusser’s reading of Marx. He 
links this notion to two analyses: first, that it is part of the nature 

of the mechanism of exploitation to hide itself;3 and second, that 
ideology – ‘an imaginary relation to real relations’4 – is profoundly 
unconscious. The way to guarantee progress in science and politics, 
then, is through the Marxist philosophy of dialectical materialism, 
which supposedly opposes ideology by neutralizing its effects.5 
because of its “quite particular and specific relationship with 
ideology,”6 art can function as a weapon in this regard.

althusser dedicated two short texts to art, one on italian painter 
Leonardo Cremonini7 and another on the theater of Carlo bertolazzi 
and bertolt brecht.8 in his 1966 “Letter on arzt in reply to andré 
Daspre,” althusser divides art production into two types, art that is 
merely ideology reproduced, and genuine art. The former includes 
realist art, which is based on the naïve notion that reality lies waiting 
to be represented, and, inasmuch as it is merely ideology, requires 
neither explanation nor interpretation. genuine art also starts with 
ideology, only to define itself in opposition. “What art makes us see, 
and therefore gives to us in the form of ‘seeing,’ ‘perceiving’ and 
‘feeling’ (which is not the form of knowing), is the ideology from 
which it is born, in which it bathes, from which it detaches itself 
as art, and which it alludes.”9 unlike science, which provides us 
with knowledge, real art can help us perceive, with a distance-effect 
located in the inside, the ideology that is its basis. Cremonini’s 
paintings of faceless men and mirrors show the relations between 
things and men, and, through their radical anti-humanism, refute 
any subjective notion of production. brecht’s Galileo and bertolazzi’s 
El Nost Milan expose the spontaneous ideology of a society, defined 
as “that society’s … consciousness of itself,”10 by displacing 
consciousness, making it impossible for the spectator to recognize 
herself in the play, thus shattering her ideas of autonomy or self-
consciousness. The result is the production of a new consciousness, 
“of a new spectator, an actor who starts where the performance ends, 
who only starts so as to complete it, but in life.”11

*
Two consequences can be deducted from althusser’s texts. First, if 
art can liberate its spectators from ideology, it is because ideology is 
illusion and, as such, it is essentially on the side of ideas, not matter. 

athens, the women and the slaves 
were there, but the fact that they 
weren’t recognized with a voice 

meant that they didn’t really count. 
The same happens today with the 
sans papiers: they are there, but 

they are not recognized as legitimate 
interlocutors. (as the French riots 

mentioned in the text show, neither 
their sons and daughters, now full-
right citizens by law, are listened to, 
even when they decide to burn cars.) 
in that sense, performative speech is 
the basis of political representation.

That said, politics emerges not when 
someone decides to give someone 

else a voice or speak on their behalf 
(with good intentions or not), but 

when those who are not recognized 
as a voice decide to make themselves 
heard. Hirschhorn’s piece in Kassel 

was the opposite of this. The artist is 
invited to participate in Documenta, 

and he decides to build an 
installation off-site, in the Turkish 
neighborhood, inviting the locals 
to collaborate in the construction 
and use the installation during 

the exhibition. The core intention 
seems to be to create, through the 
displacement of the audience from 
the exhibition space to a “real life” 

area, a friction that results in a 
moment political awareness.

but what does the Bataille 
Monument actually do? as a social 
space for locals, if it ever worked 

as such, it is frustratingly lo-fi 
and short-lived. as a place for 

interaction between visitors and 
locals, it is completely flawed, 

because of the length of the average 
visit and the lack of interest from 

both sides. at the end, those visiting 
the site (mainly international art 

professionals) are never forced out of 
the art environment; they are simply 
“art slumming.” They are made to 

witness something they already knew 
was there: the Turkish community 
that can be found in any german 
town, Kebab store included. This 

community is invited to participate, 
but only according to the rules 

that Documenta and Hirschhorn 
establish. in Bataille Momument, 
their voice, their image, is the one 
that Hirschhorn imposes on them.

2
CP: Suppose it is art’s role to shed 
light on the fissures and cracks in 
a social moment, but to stop short 

of proposing solutions. in this 
formulation, maybe Hirschhorn’s 

creation of a problematic and flawed 
structure is interesting.

PL: The notion of role is problematic 
when talking about art. if we think 
that it is necessary to expose and 
analyze the fissures and cracks in 
a social moment, there are other, 
better, more effective, clear and 

articulate ways than art to  
do so. art doesn’t need a function  

to justify it, it is a productive 
practice that hopefully results in 

different ways of thinking, seeing, 
and feeling in general.

3
CP: “The eyes belong to the people, 

the voice belongs to the government” 
– an epigram that jean-Luc godard 
mentioned once. What is the place of 
images in this formula. ... Might one 
not instead say, the eyes belong to 

the people, the image belongs to the 
government? Or: the eyes belong to 
the people, the image belongs to the 
people, and the relationship between 

them belongs to the government?

PL: it’d be useful to know in 
what context godard introduces 
that sentence. it reads like a very 

concise summary of Alphaville: the 
government controls the voice (with 
the dictionary/bibles), while Lemmy, 
the private-eye, the director’s alter-
ego, fights it, in order to bring the 

image back to the people. godard is 
aware of the importance of language 

and discourse, but his focus is 
on the image: how to construct 
non-pedagogical, non-dogmatic 
visual material; how to free the 

cinematographic image from the 
power of text and plot. There is a 

stress on the viewer’s agency in that 
formula: “the eyes belong to the 

people” means they are able  
to construct images themselves,  

by simply looking.

3 See jacques rancière, “Le concept de critique et la critique de l’économie politique des ‘Manuscrits 
de 1844’ au ‘Capital’,” in Louis althusser et al., Lire Le Capital (Paris: Presses universitaires de 
France, 1996).  4 althusser, “ideology and ideological State apparatus (notes towards an investiga-
tion),” in Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays (new york: Monthly review Press, 2001), p. 113.  
5 initially, dialectical materialism is presented by althusser as a theory of theoretical knowledge 
or a science of science. (See althusser et al., Lire Le Capital; or althusser, For Marx  [new 
york: Verso, 2004].) Later, in texts like “Lenin and Philosophy” (in Lenin and Philosophy), 
althusser will maintain that philosophy can’t be a science because it doesn’t have an object or 
history. rather, philosophy is politics in the field of theory. 6 althusser, “a Letter on art in reply 
to andré Daspre,” in Lenin and Philosophy, p. 151. 7 althusser, “Cremonini, Painter of the 
abstract,” in Lenin and Philosophy. 8 althusser, “The ‘Piccolo Teatro’: bertolozzi and brecht,” 
in For Marx. 9 althusser, “a Letter…,” ibid. 10 althusser “The ‘Piccolo Teatro’…,” p. 144.  
11 Ibid., p.151. 
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Second, liberation from ideology is always characterized as directed 
from the outside: the theorist is the one who enlightens the working 
class as to its exploited status.12 Political revolution is therefore 
dependent on a revolution of consciousness only possible within a 
hierarchical division of labor between worker and intellectual, the 
latter serving as the voice of the former. in the case of art, this is 
complicated by the fact that, as Pierre Macherey shows in A Theory 
of Literary Production,13 agency is not on the side of the artist but 
of the work itself, such that Robinson Crusoe and Sons of the Soil 
reveal their ideological foundations regardless of the intentions of 
Daniel Defoe or Honoré de balzac. 

 

BuT They Do KnoW

The relation between theory and practice is an unresolved question 
in althusser. any new consciousness effected by philosophy or art 
doesn’t imply a renewed political engagement, or at least not the 
kind that the theorist or artist often demands. To account for the 
mysterious eclipse of the mechanism of exploitation, althusser 
proposes an even more mysterious relation between knowledge 
and action. The first step in solving this problem is to dismiss his 
original assumption, asserting instead that the exploited do know 
they are exploited and that the reason that they don’t try to change 
things is simply a lack of belief in their ability to do so.  

Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth14 (1961) makes this 
point in relation to colonization in africa. a few years later, in 
May ’68, jean-Paul Sartre (“We want the actors of an event to be 
those whom we consult, we want them to be the ones to speak”), 
Michel Foucault (with his “chronicle of workers’ memory”), and 
Libération (“information comes from the people and returns to the 
people”) agreed:15 the voice of the people is not ideology, it tells its 
own truth, it demands to be heard. Whether in 1848, May ’68, or 
today, the question is: what is the nature of that voice? 

The uniFieD Voice

When in 1848 jules Michelet said to his students at the Collège 
de France “Feed the People off the People,”16 he didn’t ask them 
to give the People a theater that awakened their ideological 

consciousness, but a theater in which the People performed their 
own greatness for themselves, a music to which they resonated in 
unison. in order for this to happen, the essential condition is that 
the People are already a great People, undivided by class, language, 
or interests. Once this is established, it is possible to construct a 
republican history like the one Michelet offered in his History of the 
French Revolution (1847-53) under the paradigm of “generalized 
synonymy.”17 as jacques rancière shows in The Names of History, 
traces of Michelet’s notion of the People can be found throughout 
modern historiography, in the work of the annales school, and in 
every attempt to render history scientific. but its influence is also 
present in completely different discourses: in Fanon, who writes 
that the “national culture is the ensemble of the efforts made by a 
People in the realm of thought to describe, justify and sing to the 
action through which the People is constituted and maintained,”18 
or, more recently, in italian politics after the general elections, 
where the first analyses perceived a country split in two (whereas 
it should be just one). 

Michelet’s generalized synonymy has two implications: the 
necessary localization of the unified voice, and the elimination 
of any possibility of dissonance. The unified voice is localized 
because it is always the voice of a well-defined group, one attached 
to a territory (the French) or an identity (the working class). by 
virtue of this localization, not only is the voice structured around 
inclusion/exclusion, but, more importantly, what it says is always 
predetermined, always written. because of this, there is no room 
for dissonance: if the greatness of the People is expressed through a 
single voice, the only legitimate speech is what this voice expresses. 
anything else is heresy, and those who dissent are therefore not part 
of the People, rather they are “a deforming element”19 that needs to 
be rejected, “scum”20 that should be silenced, because their voice is 
not human but animal. 

if, as rancière writes, “the revolutionary event, that which 
we must not dissolve in the supposed effect of its causes, is 
precisely the opening of a new political space, characterized by 
an excess of spoken words,”21 then Michelet’s formulation (like 
the Left’s project of republican education in the wake of 1848, or 
Friedrich Schiller’s proposed aesthetic community as a response 
to the failure of the 1789 revolution) is a remedy for that excess, 
and constitutes an attempt to control the revolution and deny 
its revolutionary character by silencing its words, explaining its 
causes, and defining its limits.

5
CP: you point out that the recent 
italian elections suggest a people 

divided, as if it should be a whole... 
The american media, or let’s say the 
entire political system, seems to be 
dependent on the idea of a divided 

public – i. e, blue and red states, etc., 
which is of course partly a function 
of the “two-party system.” is the 

uSa simply too big? Can a capitalist 
democracy survive at this scale,  

in other words? and is it a  
problem of representation –  

perhaps it is impossible to give  
an image to such a state.

PL: but, like in italy, that division 
appears to be based on the 

assumption that this shouldn’t be the 
case, that the american people should 

have one voice – a voice expressed 
through a common culture and certain 

political channels. The distinction 
between red and blue, which is 

effective internally, from the outside 
doesn’t seem so clear: there’s not 

much distance between both in terms 
of basic economic values, and the 

typically american narrative of the 
land of individualism, freedom, and 

opportunity is essential to both. What 
the increasing polarization between 
the two parties does is block other 

voices, which sometimes nevertheless 
break through, as in the recent 

immigration marches and strike.

as to whether capitalist democracy 
can survive at that scale, the answer 
is probably yes, if democracy here 
means a certain type of political 
regime, and not, as in rancière, 

politics as such.

6
CP: granting the fact that Courbet 

simply shows with his paintings 
what is there, rather than teaching 

something that is not there, we 
can say that this aesthetic truth 
did not ever reach its audience 
in an immediate way, and that 
it still doesn’t. The image of the 
people appears to be subjected 

instead to the material language 
of painting and its conventions. 
Thus the strategy of Courbet to 

simply show what is there can not 
be separated from the discourse of 
painting and the break with this 
discourse that Courbet initiated, 
that is, an aesthetic break, which 

is not visible in an immediate 
and universal way, but which is 
tied to a specialized knowledge 
of painting and its rules. The 
aesthetic truth of Courbet’s 
images can therefore not be 

separated from the truth-effect of 
its material production, which is 
based on an exclusive knowledge 
of the bourgeois practice of art.

PL: but Courbet’s truth reached 
his audience too well! That, 

according to T. j. Clark, is the 
reason why Parisian critics 

rejected his Burial at Ornans: they 
saw in it something they didn�t 

want to see.

The question of technique in 
rancière is a complicated one. 

4
CP: Could you talk about the 
position of Michelet in relation 

to rancière? What makes him a 
particularly French thinker, and 
could one apply his ideas to non-

French contexts, too?

PL: rancière’s The Names of History 
identifies Michelet as the father of 
modern French historiography. He 
was responsible for a revolution in 
the poetic structures of knowledge, 

through his invention of a 
republican-romantic paradigm of 

history. This new paradigm proposed 
a new subject of history (the people 

who died mute, unnoticed), new 
events (the poor, women, the 

revolution, France, or the native 
land) and a new writing that 

collapses the distinction between 
scientific and literary language. 
but, while he acknowledged the 
masses that the 1789 revolution 

had announced as the new subject 
of history, he showed the way their 
voice could be appropriated and, 

therefore, put under control. in that 
sense, Michelet is not a specifically 

French phenomenon.

12 The former despite althusser’s insistence on the material aspect of the ideological State ap-
paratuses. For criticism of both aspects of althusser’s philosophy, see jacques rancière, La Leçon 
d’Althusser (Paris: gallimard, 1974). 13 See Pierre Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production 
(London: routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978). 14 Frantz Fanon, Les Damnés de la terre, Paris: La 
Découverte, 2001. 15 all quoted in Kristin ross, May ’68 and its Afterlives (Chicago: Chicago 
university Press, 2002), p. 115. 16 “nourrissez le people du people,” quoted in jacques rancière, 
“Le théâtre du peuple: une histoire interminable,” in Les Scènes du peuple. Les Révoltes logiques 
1975/1985 (Lyon: Horlieu editions, 2003), p. 172.

17 rancière, The Names of History. On the Poetics of Knowledge (Minneapolis: university of Min-
nesota Press, 1994), p. 47. 18 Fanon,  Les Damnés de la terre, p. 222. 19 Fanon,  Les Damnés 
de la terre, p. 45. 20 “Racaille” was the word the French interior minister nicolas Sarkozy used 
to denominate the rioters in the banlieues of Paris and the rest of France in the winter of 2005. 
as a reaction to the riots, the French government called for a state of exception that brought back 
laws dating form the algerian independence war in the 1950s. See http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
europe/4441246.stm, accessed on 10 april 2006. 21 rancière, The Names of History, p. 37.
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inDiViDual Voices

as T. j. Clark says, “not many men – writers or politicians or 
painters – gave faces to the People in the nineteenth century. They 
were the mass, the invisible class; they all looked alike, in their 
jungle.”22 as with george Sand’s novels, jean-François Millet’s 
paintings, with their generic figures in a generic landscape, offered 
a picture of the peasantry that repeated the commonplace imagery 
of the pastoral. The peasants of The Sower (1850) or Men and 
Women Trussing Hay (c. 1849-50) were acceptable to spectators 
because they were distinctly other, and didn’t threaten to become 
part of the life and politics of the city. Those of gustave Courbet 
were different, but at the same time, too familiar and, because of 
that, threatening. His Burial at Ornans (1849-50) or The Meeting 
(1954) fully reflected the contradictions of the countryside, the 
struggle between local bourgeoisie and peasantry, landowners, and 
farmers. Courbet presented this struggle to an urban audience, 
exposing “the fact that there was more than one middle class, 
and more than one class struggle.”23 His urban audience was as 
complicated as the peasantry he painted: “not any one group in 
Paris: not an industrial proletariat, since no such thing existed as yet; 
not a Parisian ‘peasantry’, since there were peasants everywhere, 
losing or gaining a multitude of identities; not the older generation 
of the city’s working class, hopelessly enfeebled by half a century of 
disease and political failure; not even the old race of artisans, losing 
its outlines in the general disarray. Courbet’s public was exactly this 
labyrinth, this confusion, this lack of firm outlines and allegiances. 
it was industrial society still in the making, still composed of raw 
and explosive human materials.”24   

The fragmented image of the People offered by Courbet didn’t 
teach its audience something they didn’t know, i. e., a reality 
that hid itself; it simply showed them something that was there 
and which they didn’t want to see. in that sense, if compared to 
contemporary work, it is closer to eyal Sivan and Michel Khleifi’s 
Route 181, Fragments of a Journey in Palestine-Israel (2004), 
or Sharon Hayes’s After Before (2005) than to jeremy Deller and 
alan Kane’s Folk Archive (1999-ongoing) or Thomas Hirschhorn’s 
Bataille Monument (2002). Kane and Deller’s collection of visual 
material produced by the british and irish folk (or People) defines 
a certain working class voice, identifies it as a genuine identity, and 
stabilizes it. Hirschhorn’s installation in a Turkish neighborhood in 
Kassel displaces the spectator to a normally invisible environment, 
only to offer, again, a simplified image of this environment, one that 
doesn’t allow those who live there to be seen or heard. in contrast, 

7
CP: Could you talk about Stephen 

Willats’s social artworks of the 1970s, 
which you mention in your text?

PL: The work i was thinking of 
is West London Social Resource 

Project (1972) and others similar, 
like the Edinburgh Social Model 

Construction Project (1973). For the 
West London Project, Willats chose 
four “well-defined” social groups 
whom he invited to participate. 
The objective of the piece was to 
show the participants the role of 

behavior conventions in defining a 
structure of codes, and how those 

codes affected people’s attitudes and 
perception of their environment. in 
order to do that, he asked them to 

reflect on their relation to decoration 
and design items (from objects in 

their living-room to street furniture) 
by filling in questions in a booklet, 

then making the results public 
and submitting them to a vote. in 
Willats’s own words, in the West 
London Project the artwork is “a 
social resource operating outside 
institutions dedicated to art, as 
an integral part of its audience’s 
daily routines” [Stephen Willats, 

Art and Social Function (London: 
ellipsis, 2000), p. 26]. The basic 

structure here is one of sociological 
objectivation, directed from the 
outside by the artist/sociologist.

8
CP: The claim that it is not the 

philosopher who knows the truth, but 
rather the people, appears in Fanon, 

Sartre, Foucault, and rancière, 
naturally in the form of an argument 

within philosophical discourse, an 
argument that one may accede to or 

contest. The truth as a matter of pure 
materiality is thus still subjected to 
a regime of ideas and its mediators, 

even if this regime argues in denial of 
its own rules.

if one argues, against althusser, 
that the “voice of the people is not 
ideology” but truth itself, is there 

any need for a philosopher or artist 
to act as the messenger of truth? 

Might any interference of the artist 
or philosopher in order to try to 

represent this truth become not only 
unnecessary but also problematic?

even if we state that the “voice of 
the people” is the truth, we still don’t 
know what the voice of the people is, 
and where or when we might actually 
hear it, and what its characteristics 
are. is a more specific knowledge of 

the nature of this voice needed?

PL: Sorry if it seemed like it, but 
i never meant to imply that there 
is the truth of the philosopher as 

opposed to the truth of the people. 
in your formulation, you seem to be 
talking about a Truth with capital 

T, a monolithic truth that can’t 
be disputed, that doesn’t accept 
disagreement. The point was not 
that the voice of the people is the 

voice of truth (which would be the 
case in Michelet’s unified voice), 
but that there is truth within the 

disorder that constitutes the mass, 
and that attempts to put an order 
to that mass just silence it. What 
rancière is arguing in his early 

confrontation with althusser is a 
matter of political principle: does the 
artist or theorist reveal mystic truths 
yet unknown to the people? is there 

a hierarchy between the theorist 
or political leader and the worker? 

ultimately, is there a hierarchy? 

if we believe there is not, the role of 
the theorist can be one of research and 
the articulation of discourses that are 

not audible. What Foucault and others 
do in I, Pierre Rivière..., what rancière 

does with his collection of texts by 
Louis gabriel gauny (Le Philosophe 

plébéien, Paris: La découverte-
Maspero/PuV, 1983) what is at the 

back of the journal Les Révoltes 
Logiques, is an attempt to articulate 

those different discourses. 

in contemporary art, Catherine David’s 
Contemporary Arab Representations 

is exemplary. There, you can find 
a series of different voices (artistic, 

theoretical, political...) that don’t claim 
to offer a unified truth, but a complex 
articulation of a situation, including 

disagreements, displacements,  
and contradictions. another example 
could perhaps be irWin’s east art 

Map (www.eastartmap.org),  
a polysemic reconstruction of the 
history of art in eastern europe. 

Sharon Hayes’s half-fictional, half-documentary research project 
executed in the streets of new york two months before the 2004 
presidential election, or Sivan and Khleifi’s four-hour film located 
along the virtual border of the 1947 united nations resolution offer 
pictures in which disorder is not tidied up and noise is not silenced. 
in both of these cases it is still the artist who gives the cue for speech 
to begin (an element that complicates their political status), but only 
in service of an image that allows for disagreement. 

*
in France in 1967, left activists developed an investigative practice 
aimed at presenting the working class without approaching it as a 
unified, undifferentiated block. The enquête, as it was called, was 
conducted with workers and farmers, door to door, in markets, by 
metro entrances, in villages. against a sociology of the workers, in 
which the sociologist transforms the worker into an object of study (a 
strategy that recalls, for example, Stephen Willats’s social artworks 
from the 1970s), the enquête “places the project under the direction 
and control of the workers, who discuss and elaborate an initial 
text sentence by sentence. The enquête thus serves the political role 
of regrouping workers around a project.”25 it intends to avoid the 
usual discursive representation of workers practiced not only by 
sociologists but also by trade-union delegates, political theorists, or 
journalists, the activities of which were often at the time described 
using the verb “parachuter.”26 For contemporary art production that 
deals with issues of representation, the Maoist enquête could perhaps 
serve as an operational model, or at least point to the problems one is 
bound to encounter. Only an artistic practice that is aware of those 
problems and is not concerned with the “beauty” or “ugliness” of the 
material manifestation will be able to offer an image of the people 
with the potential for political activation.

April 2006

22 T. j. Clark, The Absolute Bourgeois, p. 29. 23 Clark, Image of the People: Gustave Courbet 
and the 1848 Revolution (new york: Thames & Hudson, 1999), p. 142. 24 Ibid., pp. 148–49. 
25 ross, May ’68 and its Afterlives, p. 112. 26 Ibid.

in principle, technique is irrelevant 
within the aesthetic regime of the 
arts—it’s a term that denominates 
a dominant way of producing art 

and its discourse, since romanticism. 
What constitutes a revolution in 

Flaubert, as in Courbet, is the fact 
that the subject of the artwork 

doesn’t determine its style, which 
makes their language democratic. 

another characteristic of this regime, 
related to this indifference of style in 
relation to the subject represented, is 
the opposition to a classification into 
genres, as well as into different arts. 
The distinction between painting, 

sculpture, music and literature is not 
essential to artistic production. There 
are different languages, and different 
combination of those languages, but 
the rule is basically “anything goes.” 

at the same time, as you say, the 
way things are said in art matters: 

the way the pictures present 
something and the way these 

pictures are themselves presented. 
The aesthetic effect will depend on 
these two factors, which means that 
this effect is not stable or fixed. but 
it doesn’t mean that expertise is a 
necessary condition for this effect 

(what expertise can do is articulate 
a poetics that explains how the 

aesthetic effect works). basically, 
as with the issue of who knows and 
who doesn’t know, it’s a matter of 

political principle: the starting point 
is not that you need to have a certain 

knowledge in order to understand 
what a particular artwork does; the 
starting point is that, in principle, 

anyone can understand it.
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“…some kind of elemental process is taking  
place where the living fabric of life is  
being transformed into the theatrical.”

—Viktor ShkloVSky

*        *        *

The artist dreams that he is at an average mid-week art opening. Growing tired of the person 
he’s speaking to, he makes an initial move to get away but finds the physical effort he made was 
too great. He has propelled himself through the air, shooting backwards through the sky, away 
from the earth, through a tunnel of clouds rising higher and higher, passing through thresholds of 
conscious thought into a plane of unconscious experience. When he finally slows down, the tunnel 
closes and darkness sets in. After a few moments it lifts. He is in a hall that leads to a living room 
partitioned by stylish dividers and lined with red upholstered benches that remind him of the 1930s. 
A young man is sitting at a table at one end of the room. He beckons the artist to approach. 

*        *        *

The artist had only been keeping a dream diary for a few days when it occurred to him that it 
would provide good raw material for a new piece of work. He decided to continue to write down 
his dreams each day but would need to effect a formal change. He would write the dreams as a 
series of letters, much like an epistolary novel, and the recipient of the letters would be the gallery 
that represents him. 

The following is an excerpt from his notes on the piece, which were later included as an appendix 
to the work’s first printed edition:

“I anticipate that our correspondence will be somewhat one-sided, with 
my letters rarely receiving a response. Thus the exchange may take on 
the flavor of unrequited love. But the project’s purpose is a critical one: 
by handing over my dreams – fantasies, imaginings, my most personal 
experiences – to the gallery I will explicitly perform the alienated 
economic and social condition of the artist who prostitutes his creativity 
on the market…. I might even suggest that the gallery assistants make 
drawings based on the dreams so that the conversion of the raw material 
of my intuitions into commodities will be complete.”

*        *        *

T h e  e m a n c i p a T e d 

or 

Letters Not about Art

*

M e l a n i e  G i l l i G a n
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“Dear ,

In my dream, the gallery has planned another show at the same time 
as mine and I’ve effectively been strong-armed out of my position. The 
other artist, a woman I know, has made a wooden thatched house and 
she’s going to be doing something with it. “Why don’t you do hers 
another time?” I ask the gallerist. “Don’t worry about it,” they say, “You 
guys should hang out, go for coffee together.”

I’m in the bathroom later and, as I use the toilet paper, I realize that a 
deeper layer in the roll is concealing a wad of shit. As the layers unfold 
I get closer and closer to the shit concealed there, and then finally the 
toilet paper becomes unusable. It’s revolting. 

Like some Mafia threat, the shit is a way of telling me to get out while 
the going is good. I hear from over in the next stall, “Is there shit in your 
roll of toilet paper too?” A colleague steps out and says that he’s being 
punished as well and of course, he gets it much worse because he’s old.

Best,

The artist consults with the gallery first to make sure that they’re willing to support the piece and 
then sends the letter. A response arrives two days later. 

Dear ,

Thanks for your letter. We’re not that sure how you would like us to 
write in response, but we hope that the project turns out well.

Best wishes,

*        *        *

Dear ,

In my dream last night, I open my emails and a spot that I click on the 
screen erodes away. Behind it is an image of the street outside my house 
and then, as if in a film, the next scene starts with me in the street. I’m 
with a few friends and we are walking. A dark blue truck with the word 
JUGGERNAUT printed on it drives along beside us. As it turns a corner, 
I point out to my friends that it’s expanding and that we should move 
back. Its back end is unfolding so that it grows higher and wider, then 
it gets longer, coming uncomfortably close to us. The truck is no longer 
turning away but begins to drive in our direction. We very narrowly 
manage to get out of its way. It threatens to crush us again when it folds 
out a broad and dangerous contraption that looks like a peacock’s tail. It 
unfurls rapidly, nearly trapping me under it. 

Once we’re at a safe distance from the truck, we’re curious about who 
is in it so we speed as if disembodied to catch up and be in line with its 
cab. Inside are four art collectors, drinking and enjoying themselves and 
we realize that they’re celebrating some auction or deal that went well.

The next scene cuts to a whorehouse filled with impoverished Latino 
women – one woman stands apart with all the others grouped around 
her. The same collectors have arrived to celebrate. When they approach, 
the women all begin dancing, rocking their pelvises back and forth to 
the music. Their lower bodies move in a series of rapid poses as though 
the film had just sped up. The men stand around watching as the main 
woman makes coy and provocative faces.

Then I hear a banging from inside the container of the truck. It is a 
group of illegal laborers being transported to their jobs somewhere in the 
hinterlands outside the city. I worry for them stuck inside that container.

If you’re wondering what this has to do with anything, perhaps you 
should leave it to your assistants to interpret the dream in whatever 
medium they see fit.

Yours,

*        *        *
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After several more of these communications, the artist comes to a grave realization, but he is not 
very clear about what it means. 

Dear ,

I am in a very wealthy, newly corporate-sponsored Kunstverein (with 
a Kunsthalle atmosphere) where my work will be exhibited in several 
months, looking at the show they have on.  The work is a full-sized 
representation of an actual city street somewhere else in Europe. At one 
end stands a beautiful art-deco building whose charm had provided the 
original stimulus for recreating the street. The artist wanted to remake 
not just the building but also its context, including all the people who 
live in the area or frequent that street, down to the minutest detail. As 
an afterthought, the artist began to consider the politics of the situation. 
The people, if they were really to be like the people that exist around the 
building, would have to live their lives freely. The artist had read that all 
politics are a performance of sorts and she had misunderstood this to 
mean that she could literally stage politics.

So a group of people were paid enough to spend all their time immersed 
in literature about their social condition and then have interactions 
based on what they learnt about themselves. In fact the artist, inspired 
by the splendor of her art-deco building, thought that this would be 
the perfect setting for a real utopian politics to come to fruition. “We 
have no needs here, everything is provided for us, you just have to 
demand it!” she told them. The Kunstverein almost became a life-sized 
version of the computer game “Sim City” with every detail taken into 
account. But nothing particularly unpredictable came about, despite the 
artist’s continuous attempts to stir-up political tensions or compel the 
participants to some decisive act where they would try to improve their 
condition. And what did she expect? The people needed their salaries 
too badly to step outside the prescribed limits of their character. 

Best wishes,

*        *        *

The artist reflected and wondered whether he’s not like the artist in his last dream. It occurred 
to him that his project was replaying a familiar epistemological binary: critical faculties putting 
the passive material of experience to work, a subjugation of his dreams by his rational thought. In 
trying to draw attention to the instrumentalization of the artist’s creative and intuitive capacities 
he had set up a relation of supremacy whereby his own critical meta-discourse would reveal a 
higher truth about a supposedly lower form of discourse: his dreams. He now understood that he 
has simply repeated the age-old dilemma of intellectuals and vanguardists who try to educate the 
people in order to help them improve their lot. He is reproducing an order that presupposes them 
uninformed or inferior. He thought of Brecht, who for better or for worse, had wanted to educate 
his audience. But then he wondered, “aren’t my dreams starting to educate me?”

From then on, the artist, having learned his lesson possibly too well, tried to devise a new 
performative action that would go beyond the enactment of art commodity exchange in his previous 
attempt. He worked fervently on this next line of attack, unsure what it would be, but now using his 
dreams as a guide instead of manoeuvring them for his own ends. Reading over his letters, he began 
to see the dreams as another kind of criticality that would challenge the presumptions he’d been 
imposing on the world. He would redress the inequality in his original project by acknowledging, 
through his work, that these two types of thought – the rational and the intuitive – were radically 
different but neither better than the other. 

*        *        *
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Dear ,

I dreamt that a recently bought house was being renovated and that 
the new occupants wanted to leave traces of the previous décor intact 
to remind them that the house had prior owners. In one of those quick 
conversions of dream logic, this became a new trend in the art galleries: 
for a few seasons now all the shows in Chelsea included elements from 
previous exhibitions — a bit of the last wall color here, the traces of a 
built wall there — so that an accretion of details from previous shows 
would inform the viewer of the gallery’s recent history. When the erasure 
of what went before is ever more imperative in order to continue the 
drive into the future, it becomes essential to fetishize the signs of having 
had a past. So what ostensibly presents itself as a materialist treatment 
of history is actually a revamping strategy blinkered to the fact that it’s 
far too late. 

Best,

*        *        *

Dear ,

In my dream I saw a map that charted all the art practices in the world as 
well as the relations between them. The map was morphing as I watched 
it and I noticed that many of the artists were consolidating into groups. 
When I asked someone next to me why this was, she responded: “The art 
world continually proliferates and diversifies new practices. In an ever-
expanding field of production one strategy that artists have adopted is to 
form super-identities in the form of collectives. The political connotations 
and social commitments that had inhered in such a strategy have, for the 
most part, evaporated, leaving behind a few residual signs. Many factors 
play into this surge for consolidation. One in particular is that combining 
one’s resources as artists, much like the collectivization of labor or the 
intensification of accumulation effected by capitalist concentration of 
production, gives logistical and strategic advantage.”

While the woman was speaking, the map became a series of photo stills 
from performances by art collectives. One was a large group of artists 
performing a mass choreography of sorts reminiscent of Soviet rallies. 
The next showed a collective re-enacting an anti-capitalist demonstration 
of the year before. Many people from outside the collective joined in 
and it eventually resulted in a stand-off with the police. As the images 
went on, it became clear that the rally, either with or without the art 
collective knowing it, was being used as a war game for the police to 
practice urban protest-control. The mock-demonstration proved so easy 
to contain that the police began to covertly support their future staging 
since these demonstrations conceived of as theatrics tended to delimit 
themselves and pre-empt more unruly forms of public dissent. 

Best,

*        *        *
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The artist tried to reformulate the project in numerous ways, but ultimately, each failed for the 
same reason. The equality (in difference) that he sought between dreams and rational thought was 
ineffable and elusive, and simply expressing the alterity of dreams seemed always to lead him to 
mystify or romanticize them.

Meanwhile, his dreams had become better critics of the art establishment than himself. They 
were continually generating new critiques at precisely the moment when he wanted to believe in 
their sovereign difference from critical thought. The artist presumed that he was alienating the 
inner life of his dreams by turning it into creative raw material for the gallery system. Instead he 
finds that the art world has in fact become the raw material for his dreams and that his inner life 
is relentlessly focused outside. 

He started to think that maybe there was good reason why no artist would touch the topic of 
dreams with a ten-foot pole. 

At this point, after many weeks of not hearing anything, the artist receives a response:

Dear ,

We’ve been reading all the letters and notes you’ve sent us, paying 
close attention to the concerns that you’ve expressed about the project. 
Regarding one of your remarks, we think that the best way to prevent 
the formation of a hierarchy in this work is to not make any objects like 
texts or drawings, but to turn the same ideas into events or performances 
instead. That’s why we’ve decided that instead of executing your dream 
diaries as drawings we would like to have them staged by actors (or non-
actors). How would you feel about this?

Best,

Confused and dismayed, the artist hopes for a dream that will bring an answer, but all he is given 
are nightmares:

Dear ,

For several nights in a row I’ve been haunted by dreams of a constant 
revolution that is international but not fought on class lines. It is 
announced publicly that, since politics have always operated through a 
set of theatrical and artificial roles and scenarios, all politics are now to 
be considered aesthetics and theater. And if politics are aesthetics then 
revolution will amount to a battle of spectacles and styles. Aesthetics 
has its own ways and means of conducting politics and they will be 
transposed over what’s left of the post-political public sphere.

All across the art world, barricades are erected from the meaningless 
rubble of weekend events. A new model was already developed here: 
one-off, context-specific performances, exhibitions lasting for only a few 
hours, fostered by an art economy of spontaneous and improvisational 
production and strategizing. The revolution incessantly produces heroes 
and I find that I am one of them as my practice has always performed 
a theatrics of revolt. The art economy is propelled ever forward into 
increasingly rapid and fervent productivity where the new has always 
already been replaced, where nothing ever settles or is fully given form. 

The revolution isn’t just riddled with profit opportunities, it is one since 
a glut of as-of-yet undervalued as artworks are available at any given 
moment. In addition, it is assured that at a multitude of unpredictable 
turns each work’s value can appreciate immensely. The revolution 
doesn’t dissolve the art world for good but rather over-inflates it until it is 
finally instated as the meta-economy, overshadowing the temperamental 
market for stocks and derivatives. 

Nothing, no consensus, ever solidifies and adheres into a fixed order. No 
paradigm shift is possible in society at large. Instead we have a paradigm 
of shifts that keeps everything in check, maintaining and refining the 
current economic order; advanced capitalism at its most pure. 

*        *        *
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The term installation figures as a formal description for an increasing part 

of contemporary artistic production. As the name for a genre, however, it 

refers neither to the specific material a work consists of nor to a particular 

technical support, condensing, rather, to the very cipher for obsolescence of 

a discourse on art that has been centered on the function of such a term.1 Its 

elusiveness is by no means due to any exclusionary complexity, but to its sheer 

capacity to include: it takes in not simply all materials but also any artistic 

genre. As a specific form it constantly refers to that which lies outside the 

boundaries of form, as such, that is, any particular form of production. This 

is a situation Donald Judd sketched in 1965 as follows: “Obviously, anything 

in three dimensions can be any shape, regular or irregular, and can have any 

relation to the wall, floor, ceiling, room, rooms or exterior or non at all. Any 

material can be used, as is or painted.”2

 The question of what an installation looks like and, subsequently, its 

classification according to apparent categorical characteristics—illustrations 

of a text or slides of a lecture—, hence shows itself as at least insignificant, 

if not altogether misleading. The method of analysis that begins by showing what 

an installation is and, in consequence, hopefully seeing or experiencing it, in 

fact begins at its own blind spot. Its theoretical analysis as a specific form 

actually starts out with the structural impossibility 

of seeing it. To attempt to describe the viewer’s 

experience within an installation or to make such 

experience the very character, misses therefore from 

the outset the crux that is its very production.3 

Upon confronting this problem of theoria it seems 

necessary to return to Marx’s insight that the site 

of consumption and the site of production appear to be 

separated by a gap that renders them incommensurable 

from a singular vantage point. To be more precise, it 

is this impossibility as symptom that must serve as 

one’s point of departure.4 

Defying any external similarities that might be 

conceived on the part of the viewer, installation 

Remarks on Installation

Simon Baier

1 Rosalind E. Krauss describes 
this situation as an implosion of 
the arts into the all including 
one of exchange-value.  See 
Rosalind E. Krauss, “A Voyage on 
the North Sea”: Art in the Age 
of the Post-Medium Condition (New 
York: Thames & Hudson, 1999).
2 Donald Judd, “Specific Objects,” 
Arts Yearbook, no. 8 (1965), 
reprinted in Complete Writings 
1959–1975. (Halifax: Press of 
the Nova Scotia College of Arts 
and Design; New York: New York 
University Press, 1975), p. 184.
3 I would like to refer to two 
major works in this field of 
research that make the experience 
of installations their sole focus: 
Claire Bishop, Installation Art 
(London: Tate Publishing, 2005); 
Juliane Rebentisch, Die Aesthetik 
der Installation (Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 2003).
4 It is Paul Valéry who included 
Marx’s analysis in his aesthetic 
theory. See Paul Valéry, 
“Reflections on Art,” in Valéry, 
Aesthetics, trans. Ralph Manheim 
(New York: Pantheon, 1964), pp. 
142–43.
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figures as the actualization of an art that may only 

be grasped in the form of a deictic sum: each work 

of art standing for itself and, in particular, a 

material accumulation of “objects, in fact” [En 

fait, des objets]5 that can be classified and counted: 

a sum of endless and dubious lists of materials, 

always failing to grasp what it tries to qualify. 

Thus, it appears by no means accidental that the 

term installation, its history and definitions, 

appears as a symptom of contestation, if not of 

art’s decadence. The following remarks are intended 

not to outline a tendency in art, nor to enumerate 

a list of works and their contexts, but rather to 

outline the implications of what it means when to 

install becomes the generic description for what 

an artist does.

Universal Exhibition

If one examines installation as a specific artistic 

practice, it becomes clear that is has not been 

invented, in the strict sense of the term. Its 

emergence might instead be described in terms of 

appropriation. If its first explicit appearances 

within art can be traced back to the late 1960s, 

it is as a technical term, one by no means new to the institutions of art, rather 

appearing the sine qua non of those institutions. On the level of language as well 

as on the level of practice, the emergence of “Installation Art” must therefore be 

seen as a doubling of a pre-existing form of administration of the art object. 

This doubling occurs at a historical juncture that sees both the crisis of 

the museum as a bourgeois institution, specifically around its archival claims, 

and, at the same time, a moment of unprecedented expansion in the international 

contemporary art market. A critique that proclaims the exclusive narrative of 

Western modernism to be a limited perspective on art’s modernities, and the critique 

of the museum’s claims to represent this past, is paralleled by a neutralizing 

force of equivalence that subjects a museum collection to constant reorganization, 

a consequence of the links between the institution, its assets, and the constant 

flux of capital.6 However, this concurrence of crisis and expansion appears to be 

structured around a fundamental paradox that catches the two in a destructive double 

bind: if the contemporary art market, with its accelerated production of value, 

asserts an autonomous existence according to its own rules, that, the regulation  

of contemporary art’s exchange value is nothing but a credit against art’s future, 

i. e., its eventual place in the museum canon. The essential supplement to market 

is its own outside, the illusory stability of the museum as archive, a guarantee 

in which it must continue to believe. 

The implicit and paradoxical reason for selling art is a gamble that it will 

eventually be un-sellable, withdrawn from circulation within the museum’s walls: 

a negation of exchange-value as its highest expression. In the age of mechanical 

and digital reproduction, it is this negation that serves as the very definition 

and last remnant of what is meant by the term unique, that is, not for sale. 

The inclusion of the museum in the sphere of circulation marks nothing but the 

destruction of the market’s own credit, the leap of faith on which its rules of 

exchange are based.7 One might say that in this respect the acceleration of the 

art market is still pious as it erodes the foundations of its own belief. 

If the history of modern art is read as the story of art’s quest for material 

support, or a medium beyond the museum (i. e. “life,” the conceptual, the 

political, mass production, the market), the function of the museum in fact 

remains unsurpassed, if not irreducible, for allowing art’s very possibility 

under the condition of modernity. Within this narrative, in which art’s constant 

transgression of the museum walls is matched by its continued inclusion within 

those walls, either in fact or in documentation, the strategy of installation 

situates itself on neither of these sides but in the form of a repetition. It 

repeats because it presses into service the museum’s own function, that of 

display, a function, which increasingly dominates museum as an institution 

and which superimposes its own contradictory uses. The phantasma of a site of 

pure conservation as the museum’s own utopia, a site that is always beyond its 

own capacities, is from this perspective a genuine contemporary symptom whose 

impossibility comes into sight at the moment it is left behind. It is Marcel 

Broodthaers’ Musée d’art moderne, Département des Aigles (1968–72) that can be 

situated around this axiom as a museum whose only site of conservation is the 

exhibition catalogue.

The function of display realizes itself in the form of a double movement. The 

installation that supposedly frees the object from the bonds of use, simultaneously 

uses the object for its own purpose: it both isolates and narrates, it exposes and 

7 For an analysis of the capitalist 
form of exchange in the context of 
Soeren Kierkegaard’s terminology 
of faith: Koijn Karatani, 
Transcritique: Kant and Marx, 
trans. Sabu Kosho (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2003), p. 189.

5 I’m referring here to Marcel 
Broodthaers’ description of his 
own work on the invitation card of 
his first gallery show in 1964.
6 See in particular: Krauss, 
“The Cultural Logic of the Late 
Capitalist Museum,” October, no. 
54 (Fall 1990), pp. 3–17.
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relates.8 Giorgio Agamben suggests in his recent essay “In Praise of Profanation” that 

we conceive of modern art solely as a form of sacralization (and thus a destruction of 

use-value), a process that must be unraveled, dissolved, and abolished. He apparently 

leaves aside that the emergence of the museum and of modern art cannot be described 

as a mere extension of the religious sphere but, to the contrary, as an Enlightenment 

project it first of all marks a radical break with this sphere,9 a break, however, that 

nonetheless had its own religious undercurrents, as Theodor W. Adorno noted.10 The 

function of the museum can thus neither be described in terms of sacralization, nor 

in terms of profanation but has to be characterized as a particular intersection of 

the two. And one could add: the history of the museum can only be told as a history 

of particular configurations of this intersection.

The dialectics of the installed object can be summed up as follows. The art 

institution’s dissolution of use-value must be seen as the function of another use, a 

use that invests its material with an excrescence of meaning. This meaning cannot be 

deduced from either the installation’s own materiality or the viewer’s reading. Its 

predominant effect—the function of display—can be located neither within the material 

construction of the object itself, nor on the side of the viewer who agrees to take 

this scenario as an occasion for aesthetic contemplation. It manifests rather a third 

term, a form of use that cannot be seen from either of the two sides.

 As an antinomic production of visibility and its reflection, the spread of 

installation as technique may not only be situated at a moment of crisis in the 

function of the art institution but also at a moment when cultural discourse in 

general seems to have focused increasingly on modes of display, ranging from the 

model of the universal exhibition to the notion of the spectacle. The description of 

modern society as an apparatus of totalizing display and enforced contemplation—a 

mass instantiation of the philosophical world view, as well as its depreciation—can 

be found in the work of Georg Simmel and his Philosophy of Money, and particularly in 

early Georg Lukács, whose theory of reification was subsequently taken up by Martin 

Heidegger and Walter Benjamin, then to find its radical conclusion in Guy Debord’s 

analyses, which are echoed, amplified, and superimposed in the writings of contemporary 

authors like Jean Baudrillard and Agamben. This picture of society as universal 

display with the bourgeois citizen as viewer is now common sensical, indifferent to 

any political divisions. This represents a paradigmatic shift, a replacement of the 

discourse of production with discourses of visibility and spectatorship, a replacement 

that clearly marks the universalization of one particular side of Marx’s thought, a 

universalization that became all the more decisive in the de facto disappearance of 

the Left.11

Universal Production

Today, the question of what an artist does seems 

to be utterly obsolete. Already in 1967 Allan 

Kaprow could state: “Young artists today need 

no longer say, ‘I am a painter,’ or ‘a poet’ or 

a ‘dancer.’ They are simply artists.”12 What it 

means to be an artist is once and for all separate 

from any specific ways of doing and making. Art 

as an activity within the bourgeois state thus 

amounts to one more legally defined and controlled 

activity, the distinction of which is drawn up 

by a signature on a certificate of authenticity. 

In this respect the appearance of the ready-made 

signifies nothing but the profane epiphany about 

the reality of art: that which realizes itself 

through force of law alone, obliterating any 

substantial distinction between itself and other 

objects, obliterating any distinction upon which 

it could draw to manifest itself.13 

As prescribed by the modernist strategy of 

entrenchment—each medium as particularity, and 

each for itself—the purification of artistic 

production resulted in art’s exposure to an indifferent equalizing force 

that rendered artistic production indistinguishable from any other kind 

of production.14 The search for what is specific to each way of doing and 

making pointed to that which is common to all modes of production. Rather 

than signaling modernism’s collapse, it marks instead the dialectical 

turn of its own consequences. It seems worthwhile then to trace once more 

these dialectics and to follow them to their extremes. The investment 

of material with an immaterial surplus, understood as the concept of 

“composition”—a technique of which montage constitutes only the last 

remainder in which any internal relations are already externalized—is 

shattered by an indifference towards modes that must continuously refer 

to some internal meaning, which realizes its difference as critical 

effect. These are the banal realities of the market that enshrine 

this indifference once and for all when it abolishes the superstition 

critique doesn’t sell. This is the silent premise of Adorno’s Aesthetic 

Theory, in which the negating force of progressive art asserts itself 

through a failure to sell, thus binding it to the market as its mirror 

of the real. The shiver of aesthetic experience finds its double in the 

truth of exchange that the bourgeois subject attempts to decipher.

The urge to explicate that which has been implicit, to expose 

that which has been hidden, has thus been radicalized to such a 

12 Allan Kaprow, “Pop Art: Past, 
Present and Future,” Malahat 
Review, no. 3 (July 1967), quoted 
in Alexander Alberro, Conceptual 
Art and the Politics of Publicity, 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
2003), p. 26.
13 See in particular: Benjamin 
H.D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 
1962–1969: From the Aesthetics 
of Administration to the Critique 
of Institutions,” October, no. 55 
(Winter 1990), pp. 105–43.
14 See Clement Greenberg, 
”Modernist Painting,” in: 
Greenberg, Collected Essays 
and Criticism, vol. 4, Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1995, 
p. xxx. An investigation of 
Greenberg’s military defense 
vocabulary is still due. Within 
this context, his project of 
rigorous purification actually 
appears as it’s own opposite: a 
defense against an event that has 
already taken place.

8 Boris Groys describes this 
double function as a paradoxical 
function of both sacralization 
and profanization. See Boris 
Groys, Über das Neue. Versuch 
einer Kulturökonomie. (Frankfurt 
am Main: Fischer), pp. 119–22.
9 See Giorgio Agamben, Lob der 
Profanierung, in Giorgio Agamben, 
Profanierungen, trans. Marianne 
Schneider (Frankfurt am Main, 
Suhrkamp). pp.  70–91.
10 Agamben’s project to step 
outside the fatal project of 
modernity should thus be read as 
opposed to Adorno’s Dialectics of 
Enlightenment. Regarding Adorno’s 
analysis of the antinomies of 
the museum, see also: Theodor W. 
Adorno, “Valéry. Proust. Museum,” 
in Adorno, Gesammelte Schriften, 
Bd. 10, (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp), pp. 181–94.
11 It is interesting to note that 
the Communist party from the start 
reacted negatively to Lukács’ 
theory of reification, a concept 
that still dominates large areas 
of discourse in the humanities, 
particularly in the U.S.
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degree that the art object itself is no longer 

seen to contain what it is still considered to 

be. Mass production introduced to art the idea 

of the interchangeable, thereby establishing a 

rule of equality, which, as it equalizes art and 

production, simultaneously dislocates both terms. 

The artist is becoming a figure who does nothing in 

particular but work: a production process entirely 

removed from not simply specific materials, but any 

particular discursive field. 

It is within this scenario that during the heyday 

of Conceptualism it became plausible to conceive art 

as such as unbound from the reality of the singular 

object, and that a notion of art as idea could be 

introduced. This is a notion that transcends each 

of its own material realizations, leaving the object 

behind in a state of absolute split. The argument 

for what has been termed the dematerialization of 

art15—its turn to the realm of analysis and critique, 

to the time of the project, to distribution, to 

the administrative or managerial—can not ignore 

art’s incessant re-materialization through display, 

including sheets of paper, ink and writing, photographs, books, magazines, a variety 

of machines, exhibition utensils, documentary leavings. The act of inscription 

becomes itself something to be looked at. The downside of the conceptual, its 

irreducible aesthetization in the instance of its appearance, should therefore not be 

conceived of as a secondary effect, an instance of reification post factum, but as that 

which always already precedes it. Failure is its precondition. Every discourse on 

art’s dematerialization is first and foremost an after-effect, a figure of speech that 

follows a primal encounter, the production of which always evades its analysis.

The Production of Aesthetics

Modernity in art can thus be characterized as a regime of the constant purging and 

return of the aesthetical. The aesthetical, however, is not to be found in a certain 

look or style, but in the establishment of a distance. It finds itself in something 

to be looked at, implementing a void between art and its own appearance, between the 

object and its display.16 Aesthetics and production are thus bound in an aporia of 

mutual negation in which each vantage cancels out the other, an aporia, which comes 

to a head in the contemporary field of artistic production that might be defined by the 

reduction to the following function: to install.

The current global distribution of art, a quantitative proliferation without 

precedent, is accompanied by the ongoing disappearance of artistic production as 

such. This paradox might be seen as a structural characteristic of what Jacques 

Rancière calls the aesthetic regime of art, a regime whose emergence he situates at 

the verge of Romantic Idealism and the European Enlightenment, an episteme on which 

the production of art, according to Rancière, still depends: “The aesthetic 

regime of the arts is the regime that strictly identifies art in the singular 

and frees it … from any hierarchy of the arts, subject matter, and genres. … 

[It] asserts the absolute singularity of art and, at the same time, destroys 

any pragmatic criterion of isolating this singularity.”17 Art’s singularity, 

and one might also say its autonomy, depends on an absolute identification 

with the common, a material heteronomy inscribed in its own process, which 

singles out art as it identifies with that which lies outside itself. But 

what Rancière calls a pragmatic criterion, a criterion that can distinguish 

artistic ways of doing and making from other forms of production, would 

itself seem to be nothing but an aesthetic criterion. It is a criterion that 

is only visible from the vantage of the spectator, a perspective from which 

the dialectic of what Rancière calls the aesthetic regime has certainly 

reached its final eclipse. 

This eclipse of the discourse of art served as the starting point for 

these remarks on installation, a phenomenon that is its own blind spot, 

a symptom that can be neither seen nor analyzed, fragmented into infinite 

multiplicities of materials and media of which nothing may be called its 

own.18 Yet, as that which situates itself beyond material and medium, it marks 

art’s residue of its own materiality, which may be neither transgressed nor 

reduced.19 The eclipse of the aesthetic regime, which marks the point of its 

own disappearance, is haunted by its own production of which it constantly 

loses sight. The practice of installation as production of the aesthetical 

itself—a process that puts things on view but cannot be seen—marks the 

aesthetic regime’s antinomic subtleties and constant oscillation between the 

aesthetics of production and the production of aesthetics: an extremism in 

reflection that appears as the most opaque.

May 2006

17 Jacques Rancière, The Politics 
of Aesthetics: The Distribution of 
the Sensible (New York: Continuum 
Publishing, 2004), p. 23.
18 See Krauss, “A Voyage on the 
North Sea”, p. 9–20.
19 The morphology of installation, 
which appears without any 
distinctive features, can be 
compared to a similar though 
distant event to whose limits 
writing of contemporary prose is 
still exposed: the emergence of 
the novel during the 18th century, 
which divided the literary world 
into two adversary camps. See in 
particular: Diderot, Denis, “In 
Praise of Richardson” (1762), in 
Diderot, Selected Writings on 
Art and Literature (New York: 
Penguin, 1994); Roland Barthes, 
Writing Degrée Zéro, trans. 
Annette Lavers and Colin Smith 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1967).

15 See Lucy Lippard, Six Years: 
The Dematerialization of the 
Art Object from 1966 to 1972 
(Rpt., Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996). The 
summing up of specific and highly 
contradictory positions under the 
rubric Conceptual Art here implies 
not a sufficient accounting but a 
strategic change of perspective.
16 This makes explicit the 
point that what transfigures a 
construction of wood and paint 
into a painting is not its 
composition but the fact that it 
is mounted on the wall. 
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Impure Ideas: On the Use of Badiou and Deleuze for Contemporary Film Theory            Nico Baumbach

If there was a single dogma of 1960s and 1970s film theory, it can be summarized in a sentence 
by Christian Metz: The role of film theory is “to disengage the cinema-object from the imaginary and 
win it for the symbolic.” This is where semiotics, Althusserian Marxism, and Lacanian psychoanalysis 
all seemed to find a point of convergence in the fruitful moment that began in continental Europe 
in the 1960s, especially France, and spread throughout the anglo-American academic world in 
the 1970s. By imposing questions of representation and subjectivity into a phenomenological 
experience that effaced those questions, theory was a political intervention into cinema’s machine 
of the imaginary. As Pier Paolo Pasolini claimed, the work of theory was to add something to our 
knowledge of its object and hence to separate itself from “the obscure ontological background” 
that arises from “explaining cinema with cinema.” As the example of Pasolini should remind us, this 
period was not anti-cinema, but was firmly committed to a cinema of the symbolic, whether in the 
camera-stylo of Nicholas Ray or John Ford in which the mise-en-scene functions as écriture to 
reveal the contradictions of the film’s official narrative or in the more overtly oppositional cinema of 
a Godard or Pasolini in which the cinematic-imaginary is perpetually under erasure. According to 
Godard, the concern was not the representation of reality, but the reality of representation; that is, 
not with the imaginary, but with the symbolic.  
Today nobody believes this dogma anymore, but the problem is now everyone believes the exact 
opposite. Today, the dominant assumption of writing on the moving image is that the goal is to wrest 
it from the symbolic and restore it to its immanence as a heterogeneous bodily experience.  
The rapidly proliferating English-language books on Gilles Deleuze and cinema as well as the recent 
returns to phenomenology in both film theory and New Media, privilege what is no longer called 
the imaginary, but is now referred to as affect or sensation. These writings would likely wish to 
separate themselves from what film scholars David Bordwell and Noël Carroll have termed “Post-
Theory”: a movement against grand narratives oriented toward local, empirical investigations and 
using terminology derived from cognitive science. If Bordwell’s interest in “biological propensities” 
and “cognitive universals” would strike the Deleuzian as too normative and not properly nomadic, 
let’s identify what they have in common: a refusal to see media in terms of either the subject or 
representation and an unqualified dismissal of the utility of concepts such as identification, ideology, 
or any terminology derived from psychoanalysis or Saussaurian linguistics. In short, they share an 
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attempt to shield the cinematic experience from the knowledge-effect of theory.  
The use of Jacques Lacan is kept alive in a new eclectic Lacanian cultural criticism associated 
primarily with Slavoj Zizek. Here, too, is a shift away from the symbolic, but it is toward the failure of 
symbolization—not a materialism of the body, but the way that films and generally filmic narratives 
reach an impasse in the traumatic void of the Real. Zizek explicitly attacks the Post-Theory turn 
for renouncing the promise of film theory. He seizes upon Bordwell and Carroll’s claim that 
psychoanalysis is the fundamental problem with film theory as a discipline, but those of us still 
faithful to psychoanalysis might notice here a displacement. More significantly absent from the Post-
Theory project are Marxism and radical feminism. Psychoanalysis is a convenient scapegoat for a 
rejection of 70s film theory, because the assumption is that it is a dated hermeneutic without any 
necessary political valence. Ignored is that its use in 70s film theory was explicitly part of a feminist 
project as well as firmly within the tradition of Marxist ideology critique.  
But the problem with the newer Lacanian writing on film is neither the absence of Marxism nor the turn 
to the Real, but that too often the relation between film and theory is viewed as just that: a relation, and 
not a non-relation in the Lacanian sense. In regard to his use of Krzysztof Kieslowski, Zizek says that his 
aim is “not to talk about his work, but to refer to his work in order to accomplish the work of Theory. In 
its very ruthless use of its artistic pretext, such a procedure is much more faithful to the interpreted work 
than any superficial respect for the work’s unfathomable autonomy.” In Zizek, the tendency is for film to 
have only an instrumental function in the illustration of Lacanian concepts. These are not then cinema’s 
concepts but mere repetitions of the same. Zizek is right that theory should not lie prostrate before the 
work of art as autonomous entity, but this should not mean relegating it to a pretext for theory. Indeed, 
for Zizek, the effect of the work of art is finally imaginary.  
Let’s instead propose with Alain Badiou that there are such things as cinema ideas, and philosophy 
submits itself to the effect of these ideas.  
Badiou identifies two ordinary ways of talking about film. The first is our immediate stupid reaction, 
which he calls the “indistinct judgment.” “I liked it,” “I was bored,” and so on. This is how it made me 
feel. Opinions. The norm of judgment is obscured. 
The second way of talking about film attempts to preserve something that gets lost in the immediacy 
of the indistinct judgment, to rescue our pleasure from the lazy habits of consumption. Here, we 
propose a norm, and a system of evaluation. Filmmakers are emphasized rather than actors, plot, or 
isolated effects—the name of the auteur provides an emblem of the effect of a certain style. Badiou 
calls this the diacritical judgment, and by it he means to include not only the more sophisticated film 

criticism but also much traditional academic writing on film.  
Badiou proposes a third way that is indifferent to judgment and is not normative. He calls it “axiomatic.” 
This position “asks what are the effects for thought of such and such a film.” This is a way of 
conceiving of film as a mode of thought, which is not to say that it demonstrates already existing 
theoretical concepts, but that it produces own new concepts. 
If there is a work that could be used as a model for an axiomatics of cinema, it is none other 
than Deleuze’s two-volume Cinema (1983/85). The importance of Deleuze’s Cinema books for 
contemporary theory is not the rejection of psychoanalytic and linguistic models, but the attempt 
to submit philosophy or theory to the conditions of cinema. Deleuze proposes a reversal of the 
traditional relation between film and theory. The attempt is not to think a theory of film but instead to 
think of film as theory—to think of how film itself is creative.
If the name Deleuze is thought to authorize a rejection of 70s film theory, still disingenuously 
labeled as dominant, in favor of a bodily materialism, this is directly connected to what is ignored in 
Deleuze—his auteurism. Auteurism is thought to be the elitist and conservative practice of cinephiles 
since it amounts to a list of great names and separates cinema from its more immanent pleasures, 
which are connected to what makes it popular. But if cinema is an art in Deleuze’s sense, then it 
must stand up on its own, which means there must be names attached to the signs it produces. 
His use of auteurs is not diacritical, in that they are signifiers for singular modes of conceptual 
production. The break with auteurism, according to Deleuze, is an attempt “to level the difference 
between commercial and creative work.” It is a falsely democratic move that places all authority in 
the hands of the theorist. The tendency in current American academic theory might be said to be 
an attempt to debunk the diacritical judgment, in favor of the indistinct judgment now recuperated 
for the discourse of the university. 
Let’s suggest instead that the project of 70s film theory is not saturated, but where it fails (which 
is where Zizek fails as well) is when film and filmmakers are substitutable pretexts to illustrate 
theory’s concepts.
Deleuze and Badiou both see art as a locus for production that gives rise to concepts. The concepts 
are neither art’s nor philosophy’s. Art cannot create concepts and philosophy when thinking about art, 
cannot apply its concepts to art. Philosophy, when thinking about what art thinks about, creates the 
concept that it derives from art’s sensual production. For Badiou, philosophy seizes hold of or submits 
itself to the conditions of art’s truths. For Deleuze, philosophy’s creative practice lends the consistency 
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of the concept to art’s logic of sensation. This is not respect for the work’s unfathomable autonomy, but 
a non-relation, because artworks are the Real and not an effect or performance of the Real.  
But we should note that for Badiou cinema’s relation to art is a precarious one. The autonomy of 
cinema is inextricable from its heteronomy. As Badiou claims, the singularity of the cinematographic 
procedure is tied to its essential impurity; what is intrinsic to cinema is that it bears the traces of 
non-art as well as all the other arts. It is, as he says, not the seventh art, but the plus-one of the 
arts. Like Theodor W. Adorno, Badiou’s skepticism about cinema as an art comes from identifying 
in it a social function that cannot be evacuated from its aesthetic dimension. As Adorno claimed: 
no aesthetic of cinema without a sociology of cinema. For Badiou this means a cinematic truth 
procedure, unlike Mallarmés’s book, cannot exist in itself, but must perform its operation as an 
intervention into dominant tendencies in the circulation of moving images. This impurity is double, in 
relation both to non-art and to the other arts. Cinema cannot completely purify itself of its history as 
mode of communication and as a recording device that can function in the absence of an author. At 
the same time it subsumes all the other arts. We need only think of Dziga Vertov’s attempt at creating 
a sui generis language of images: the subtraction of any leaning on the literary, theatrical, or painterly 
is only possible through the creation of a rhythmic montage that ultimately finds recourse to music 
as an analogue for cinematic language. Indeed, Vertov did create new cinematic ideas but only by 
revealing the explosive power of cinema’s impurity.
So we should not pass lightly over this peculiar role Badiou assigns to cinema. He wishes to preserve 
its status as art, as capable of immanent singularities, but immanent singularities are for Badiou, as 
they are for Deleuze, dependant on the claim that there is something proper to art and to each art, 
whereas what is proper to cinema is precisely its impropriety. As Badiou is aware, this is something 
Deleuze struggles with as well. He must keep reminding us and himself that what Mallarmé does 
is not the same as what Nietzsche does—a sensation of the concept is distinguishable from the 
concept of a sensation.
I propose that Badiou’s thesis that cinema is the plus-one of the arts should not be isolated from 
Walter Benjamin’s recognition in the 1930s that all arts are now under the condition of cinema; that 
is, cinema is symptomatic of a particular moment in the decline of art’s autonomy. Cinema’s impurity 
must be seen in the context of the intrinsic impurity of all the arts in what Jacques Rancière has 
called “the aesthetic regime of art.” As with Adorno, Badiou’s tendency to find the truth of all art in a 
subtractive poetics evacuated of rhythm and image, comes from the refusal to fully accept the truth 

content of cinema. On the other side, for Deleuze, as Jean-Luc Nancy has suggested, philosophy 
itself becomes cinematic. What’s left of this project in much Deleuzian writing on film is—through 
a disavowal of the symbolic—a return to that obscure ontological background that Pasolini thought 
theory must cut through.  
According to Badiou, the saturation of the great modernist cinemas and the absence of the signs of 
any new event in cinematic production, point us toward the prescription of neo-classicism. Let me 
propose instead that this is the moment of the cinema essay. Taking what it wishes from the political 
or “counter-cinema” that was co-extensive with 70s film theory, cinema must anticipate relations 
to the moving image possible today, which are heterogeneous to the newly calcifying, dominant 
tendencies without trying to resurrect a declining mode of spectatorship premised on the notion that 
there is something proper to cinema. This means an experimental cinema in which the conventions 
of genre, the distinction between fiction and documentary, and the temporality of the feature film are 
subtracted from the raw material. Nothing is gained by resting on nostalgia for the good old days 
from Chaplin to Hitchcock when cinema may have seemed to provide evidence for the consistency 
of the term “mass art.”
At the same time, there is no reason to pretend this moment is still with us. The cinema essay 
should be oriented toward operations that teach us to see images. As Serge Daney has suggested, 
the cliché of “the power of images” is proven false every day. More and more images have no 
power in themselves. The power of images is derived from the time and space they occupy and the 
number of people watching. The trend in art cinema toward shocking imagery of cruelty, violence, 
and explicit sexuality is an attempt to posthumously resuscitate the power of images. What needs to 
be performed instead is a turn to a subtractive pedagogy of the image that disrupts the way we are 
trained to not see images. As Deleuze has proposed, images today are no longer window or frame, 
but now information table. We should look for works that allow us to see what does not count as 
information or as the visible or the audible. This does not necessarily mean the production of new 
images, but can focus on the production of new forms of montage on images and sounds already in 
circulation. What is needed are new forms of linking and delinking, neither personal nor journalistic, 
and not oriented toward endless conjunction or the deconstructive gestures of re-edited footage, but 
that seek to arrest heterogeneous sensible experiences excluded from what counts as perceptual 
and affective forms of life.  
Where today are the new cinema-ideas?                                                                   February 2006
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In 1989, and then in 1990, news television achieved two Pyrrhic victories. In their haste 

to cover an impoverished Romania newly open to the media, news crews and editors, having 

mistaken a morgue for a mass grave and the smoke of a coup for the fires of revolution, found 

themselves forced to re-examine their basic assumptions.1 Now that “Television and Romania” 

is a punch line and a conference topic, many of the humiliated have secretly sworn that in the 

future they’ll look at their images. It was about time, too.

 However, hardly had Romania and its deceptions returned to Purgatory then the Gulf crisis 

presented a new challenge. This was no longer some small stage for the news; it was another 

theater entirely, that of “operations”: martial and dispersed, too disparate to get a picture. 

And yet it was here that news TV—CNN, really—had its crowning moment and exposed its 

limits. All it took was for George Bush and Saddam Hussein, the lords of the realm, to press 

the news system into service as if it were nothing but a giant Minitel.2 This is why we didn’t 

get to see the Bushite message to the Iraqi people, broadcast directly to them, some kind of 

TV capable of bypassing us, its normal audience. As if, having finally broken free from direct 

political oversight, TV now had to cede back some of its technical facilities to politics. For who 

can’t see that in war, control of the small screen is a logistical necessity for each side.

 In both of these cases, the outcome was a call to order. At precisely the moment it was 

becoming more “competitive” than ever before, TV media, with its news3 and magazine programs, 

its overemphasized servitude and overpaid stars, rediscovered an oft-forgotten truth: you can’t 

always film whatever you want, however you want. At the edges of the real, something resists 

homogenization. Furiously. The formal droit de cuissage 4 that TV asserts over all subjects, 

the pathetic reheated zoom shots that reveal nothing and the running commentaries that say 

nothing, the blackmail of abruptly running out of time and switching back to the studio, the 

growing number of stylistic tics borrowed from clips and ads, the realization of the stalest 

fantasies in the guise of “emotion,” in short, the homogenization of the world, via an electronic 

surveillance which before our very eyes is threatened with the loss of all credibility.5

 Let’s take the recent example of a segment of the TV news “magazine” Audit, reporting 

on the French army’s deployment to the Persian Gulf. A noble and fool-proof subject, or so the 

I n 

S t u b b o r n 

P r a I S e 

   o f 

I n f o r m a t I o n

S e r g e  D a n e y

1  O r ig ina l l y  “se  re t rouverent  g rosses  j eannes  comme devant” .

2  M in i te l :  F rench  p recurso r  t o  the  in te rne t ,  s ta r ted  in 
1982 ;  a  smal l  compute r  t e rmina l  w i red  th rough  phone 
l ines  to  p rov ide  access  to  on l ine  in fo rmat ion .

3  I n  Eng l i sh  in  the  o r ig ina l .

4  Dro i t  de  cu issage :  a l l eged l y  a  r ight  possessed 
by  med ieva l  l o rds ,  a l l ow ing  them to  spend  the 
wedd ing  n ight  w i th  a l l  newlywed  w ives .

5  the t ruth is  more bi t ter.  at  the end of  the 
Gul f  War,  what  does one not ice? that  the l imits 
of  television were tested by vir tual ly  everyone. 
but  also that  one mustn ’ t  begrudge tV the fact 
i t  had to knuckle under so,  for  the good reason 
that  the “law of  the strongest” became, once 
again,  the law tout  court .  (Daney)

Ar t i c l e  o r ig ina l l y  pub l i shed  in  L ibé ra t i on  (1990) . 
Foo tno tes  as  ind icated  were  added  by  Daney  in 
1993 ,  a l l  o the r  f oo tno tes  the  t rans la to r ’s .
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producers must be thinking as we find them standing in the heat of the Yambu6 night, mikes in 

hand, pulling grave faces. Here’s how the plan goes: in Paris, SIRPA7 and General Germanos’8 

jolly mug, in Yambu, some soldiers and a few superiors. Both locations share a single talking-

point: we’ve got everything under control. The grunts basically seem to have as much of a clue 

about this “war” as they might have about the Boxer Rebellion. The officers, hands on hips, 

claim to know what’s going on. SIRPA says it knows they know. 

 When the report’s over, it takes only a bit of effort to bring oneself to face the awful truth: 

it contained zero information. What we saw, carefully framed according to the requirements 

of the “image” (that of the military, that of TV), was a slice of “current events,” letting us 

know that it’s a live feed, broadcasting from an Arabia that’s one hundred percent Saudi, 

to which an actual news crew really, truly made the trip. The sole bit of information, then, 

is that TV went there (and we didn’t). We’ve entered an era in which news is confused with 

sheer topicality.9

 This example (among countless others) is all the more exemplary for the fact that Audit is 

a fine program, even a good one. It illustrates a law that is, alas, set in stone: television has 

no future, due to the fact that it’s not a real work-place. To fend off the cathode-ray squawking 

I can already hear rising in protest, I’ll clarify what I mean by “work.” Not the agitation, the 

stress, the abducted babies, the fear of ratings and trademark infringement. Nor the serious 

and heroic deployment of reporters to all ends of the earth. When I say “work,” I mean the 

prerequisite exercise of a minimum of forethought. Such a minimum that it would be better to 

simply call it “common sense.”

 So what would common sense say about a report like this one? It would say that there’s no 

reason why, in 1990, the army would cease being what it is at heart, which is a total mute.10 

Common sense would go on to say that it’s fine to devote a report to the French army, as long as 

you somehow hit on a way of making it talk to you. All that this “work” would require is maybe 

five minutes of discussion over a cup of coffee, but it’s precisely those five minutes and that 

coffee that are missing.

 Television reminds me of a boorish young upstart to whom it would be difficult to explain 

that, while he’s certainly proved his power (a technical power, better suited to amplifying 

things than actually creating them), he has yet to turn to serious matters. Well, serious matters 

are upon us. Did the Audit journalists think it was enough to just touch down in the desert for 

the generals to bare their souls? Did F.-H. de Virieu11 think that the presence of cameras in 

the Rabat palace would alleviate the fawning atmosphere, which, to the contrary, stifled the 

broadcast? Did those who “covered” Romania have any inkling that this pre-media population 

might pull a fast one? And did d’Arvor, in interviewing Mobutu, hope that, faced with “Patrick,” 

he would suddenly tire of lying and burst into tears?12 There are as many mistakes as there are 

lessons, and each is unique.

 If it weren’t in all likelihood already too late, you could say that this new order of things is a 

dream opportunity for televised news to make a fresh start. For, apart from all the non-work, there’s 

a certain naïveté to those who are used to adjusting other people’s realities to their own Procrustian 

audio-visual bed. It’s a naïveté we know all too well, resigned as we are to the melancholy and 

masochistic idea that this slick spectacle polluting our screens is the unhappy result of a treatment 

(in the medical sense) that we’ve imposed on all that lies outside of ourselves.

 Documentary, Godard once said, is what happens to others; fiction is what happens to me. 

Is this always true? Certainly our cultures have scrawled across the surface of their values, like 

some house special, “the other.” The other as an object to be reduced, but also as an enigma 

worthy of respect. Meanwhile, feeling the first stirrings of the dangerous sorts of Nationalisms 

that wracked the South, the North wants to know what’s happening to it. But in order to do 

this, it entrusts itself less to fiction than to fantasy pure and simple.

 Thanks to market research surveys and the group narcissism created by market research 

surveys, we’re on the verge of embracing the notion that fantasy deserves the same status as 

“news information.” L’Evenement du jeudi13 is one licentious expression of this profitable 

exchange, in which the “other,” if Liberian, can be summed up solely in relation to Kouchner 

and righteous charity,14 while, if he’s an Arab, he stands in for the empty spectacle of fantasy. 

No longer is there any need to analyze, inform, or witness for yourself: for a society entranced 

by its own constituent fantasy-opinions, anti-journalism will do fine.

 This isn’t about decrying fantasy (the “us”), which would be pointless; rather, recall that 

fiction (“me”) and documentary (“they”) are together the twin supports of the audiovisual, 

which, short of collapsing under its own blunders, could hardly make it on one leg alone. Quick 

to notice this fact, TV’s higher echelons benefit by devoting more screen-time than ever to the 

philistine theme of “what’s happening to us?”

 If we are at a turning point in the history of information, and of information as the very 

condition of history, it’s not because artists and moralists from Baudrillard to Godard have 

finally made their voices heard. For them, the “other” remains a luxury, or already a memory. 

Rather, it’s thanks to the new issue of war that television, child of the North (and perfected 

under the Nazis) and peace (a peace born of Yalta), increasingly finds itself confronted with 

the apparent bad faith and cunning of the other, who seems increasingly inclined to let us 

know he hates us. For if the notion of East/West described two rival visions, that of North/

South knows only an envy (more mutual than it seems) between two states, rich and poor. 

Which is to say, any Saddam Hussein knows how to use the news apparatus of the North,15 but 

for no Saddam Hussein does news information itself have any inherent “value.” These are the 

rules of the game today. To ignore them would be folly.

 Which is why, if we don’t want the management of fantasy to usurp the news game, we must 

demand of our television journalists—who call the shots, in advance of print journalism, which 

generally follows their lead—that they seek out those subjects who have increasing reason to 

resist them. If they don’t do this, they’ll be reduced to filming small-town high school hazing 

rituals, as in the provincial “Perdu de vue,”16 where they barge into some poor person’s kitchen 

to document—a shameful “extra,” to the benefit of no one—the tears of the guilty mother, the 

mumblings of the long-lost big brother. Soon television will have to make a choice between 

opening up to the world at any cost, or retreating into its cathode-ray community.

 Today, it’s the most decommunitarian society in the world, the Soviet Union, which 

restores some dignity to the idea of “news,” indeed, to the documentary form of old. Given the 

impossibility of maintaining our illusions about this defrosted monstrosity, all TV reports on the 

USSR are good. Because all of them, in their modest way, inform. Because our deficit of Russian 

images is practically endless. It was within the strictures of “Audit” that we were recently able 

to see the morning opening of Gum, with its empty shelves, its pale cashiers, its queues now 

speaking volumes.17 “Stop filming,” protested the housewives, “it’s humiliating enough as it is!” 

By sudden virtue of the image. By virtue of sound. And if the Soviets had been filmed earlier 

on, if they’d seen themselves reflected in the camera-eye of the other, wouldn’t that humiliation 

have caused them to rise up against the image of a bondage too readily endured?

 Utopia? But it’s this alone that’s worth it. For information is not only what I pry from 

the other by force, it’s what he learns about himself in having his portrait “drawn” (even 

withdrawn). It’s true that news gives way, then, to something of which one must speak only 

with great delicacy: communication. But that’s another story.                    

31 October 1990

Translated by Seth Price, with permission, from Serge Daney, Devant la recrudescence des 

vols de sacs à mains: cinéma, télévision, information, Aléas Editeur, Lyon, 1993.

8  Genera l  Raymond Germanos :  spokesperson  fo r  the  
F rench  Min is t r y  o f  De fense  dur ing  the  Gu l f  War.

13  L’Evenement  du  j eud i :  F rench  news  magaz ine .

14  Be rnard  Kouchner :  F rench  humani ta r ian , 
co founder  o f  Médec ins  sans  F ront iè res . 

15 an over-est imation of  the aforemen-
t ioned Saddam. Hence a quest ion:  is 
the north/South divide now deep enough 
that  a leader f rom the South,  even a 
dangerous and suicidal  one,  can no lon-
ger correct ly  interpret  the (porous and 
gloomy) logic of  the north? (Daney)

16  Trans la tes  as  “Los t  f r om S ight” ;  a  F rench  TV 
p rogram wi th  the  a im o f  f ind ing  miss ing  pe rsons  and 
reun i t ing  them wi th  the i r  fami l i es .

17  Gum:  a  depar tment  s to re  near  Red  Square .

7  S IRPA :  the  F rench  mi l i ta r y  o f f i ce  o f  in fo rmat ion . 

12  Pa t r i ck  Po iv re  d ’A rvo r :  w ide l y  known F rench  TV 
j ou rna l i s t ,  news  anchor  and  wr i te r.

11  F ranço is-Henr i  de  Vi r i eu :  ce lebrated 
F rench  TV  j ou rna l i s t  (1931–97) .

10  La  Grande  :  popu la r  name fo r  the  F rench  mi l i ta r y 
muet te  (“The  B ig  Mute” ) ,  pe rhaps  in  re fe rence  to  i t s 
p roh ib i t i on  f rom in te r fe r ing  in  po l i t i ca l  l i f e .

9 Jean-Luc Pouthier  does not  make 
this mistake.  (Daney)

6  aka  Yanbu ,  a  Saud ia  A rab ian  po r t  c i t y.
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1 I’ve come across some fascinating adjectives 
used to describe Sherrie Levine’s persona: 
“confiscator,” and work: “audacious,” “scan-
dalous,” “notorious,” and “bold assertion,” in 
introductory art history survey texts, leading 
me to wonder where the line gets drawn 
between homage and theft, and how that 
distinction might relate to the gender of  the 
appropriator. 
2 In her “The Originality of  the Avant-
Garde,” in The Originality of  the Avant-Garde 
and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge and 
London: MIT Press, 1985), Rosalind Krauss, 
on page 168 of  that text, points to Sherrie 
Levine as an artist whose practice most radi-
cally questions “the concept of  origin and 
with it the notion of  originality.” Krauss’s 
overriding argument in the essay is that 
today’s production of  artwork might operate 
by way of  a discourse of  “reproductions 
without originals.” Indeed, she points out, 
as does Walter Benjamin before her, that the 
notion of  an “original” only came into being 
after “reproductions” became possible. 

 ‘Of  Things Near at Hand,’ or
Sherrie Levine: Plumbing Cézanne’s Navel
JOHANNA BURTON 

(is not to Be modeRn to know cleARly whAt cAnnot Be stARted oveR AgAin?)
—roland barThes 

This essay on Cézanne will begin with a discussion of  another artist, one whose work 
is rooted firmly in the 1980s (rather than the 1890s), and one whose methods of  artistic 
production couldn’t, at a glance, be further removed from Cézanne’s. Yet her work lets 
me explore a narrative that takes “postmodern” tactics as a starting point and wind 
backward toward modernity, allowing for an examination of  the metaphors, if  not the 
histories that, by turns, further complicate and negate notions of  “origin.” 

In 1993 Sherrie Levine produced a series of  gelatin silver prints, entitled After Cézanne: 
1-9. For anyone even remotely familiar with Levine’s work, there was little mystery as 
to what sort of  imagery this series would contain. The nine images in it were black and 
white photographs depicting reproductions of  canonical paintings by Cézanne—which 
is to say that Levine’s photographs were twice removed from the originals, photographed 
as they were out of  textbooks or from posters. Since the late 1970s, Levine has been 
known for her blatant usurpations and redeployments of  works by male artists ranging 
from Degas to Duchamp, Walker Evans to Brancusi, El Lissitzky to Edward Weston.1 
Not only stealing works away via the mise en abyme of  photography, Levine resorted to 
multi-media methods, often recasting sculpture or repainting canvases. Understood 
by some as doing away with authorship and notions of  the original and by others as 
recuperating authorship by way of  a feminist-infused Benjaminian mode of  mechanical 
reproduction, Levine’s art history was, by all accounts, one that disrupted a comfortable 
modernist canon.2 Still, her practice shares affinities with generations of  artists before 
her. While hers is, indubitably, a more ludic version, can it not be read alongside 
previous artists who have used artistic quotation of  past masters to posit themselves in a 
future lineage? And what might it mean, in 1993, to have a contemporary photographic 
series, titled After Cézanne, enter the world as a new work of  art—to spontaneously update 
Cézanne by a century through a de- and re-contextualization? Further, how does this act 
of  re-presenting Cézanne as both more immediate and twice removed re-figure him into 
the canon of  art history while simultaneously initiating Levine into it? And how does 
Levine’s artistic correspondence with Cézanne’s work allow us to reexamine those works 
and their influence on contemporary art and thinking? While these questions are not, 
ultimately, the focus of  this paper, they do help point to the ways in which art history 
and production is always already a kind of  filial genealogy—one whose umbilical links 
are formed by quotations and appropriation. 

The most important detail to fall away from an “original” work when it is 
appropriated by Levine isn’t, as one might expect, richness of  color or preciseness of  
stroke (while this happens, we’ve learned to disregard or self-correct those effects of  
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reproduction for as long as we’ve been reading survey texts). What disappears from 
the scene entirely, and effects the greatest change, is Levine’s title-whitewash: that is, in 
Levine’s version of  Cézanne, the images have lost the names originally given to them 
and have assumed the status of  items in a serial line-up. After Cézanne 1-9 stands for so 
many masterpieces (Levine photographed nine of  Cézanne’s most well-known paintings 
and then assigned them each a number, ranging from one to nine)—reducing them to 
a kind of  illustrative “modernity’s greatest hits.” Levine suggests that the original titles 
aren’t integral to our understanding of  Cézanne’s oeuvre and that perhaps we know the 
works so well that the titles have been culturally disseminated, absorbed, even forgotten, 
becoming part of  our collective aesthetic memory. It’s hard to tell exactly why Levine 
picks the particular paintings she does, or why she limits herself  here to only nine;3 these 
are choices we’d like to start attributing to a kind of  authorship on Levine’s part, but 
her hand is so hidden that it’s hard to assign any definite meaning. Perhaps such opaque 
aribtrariness itself  comes to mark an unexpected mode of  production.

Having dispensed with the paintings’ titles, Levine adds her own umbrella appellation, 
one that serves to simultaneously distinguish and homogenize, by naming the artist but 
blurring the edges between autonomous works. Her titles are structured as a gathering 
of  “always already missed encounters,” a pile of  “afters”: After Léger, After Alexander 
Rodchenko, After Egon Schiele.4 How are we to understand this after? As an adverb denoting 
Levine’s temporal placement as later than the artists she borrows from? As an adjective 
pointing to a spatial or genealogical distinction, where after is always secondary (maybe 
even as a nod to gender, as in Eve’s creation after Adam)? As a conjugation linking past 
and future, a kind of  liminal or linguistic placeholder, the likes of  which J. L. Austin 
describes as almost material in its ability to both defer and anticipate meaning?5 

The term “after” derives from the Old English, from behind. Levine comes afterwards 
(in history and in prominence) but also comes up behind the artists she names, quotes, 
and usurps from. To come up behind is necessarily a sneaky act, a maybe-sexual act, most 
certainly the act of  a thief. Looked at this way, Levine doesn’t simply appropriate—there 
is no clean fit, not even a particularly clear purpose or use, as the term would suggest. 
Additionally, Levine has been seen as anything but appropriate as a practitioner. Instead, 
perhaps she propriates (to borrow a term from Derrida’s 1978 Spurs—meaning: to make 
something one’s own—appropriately enough, an essay on women and style.)6 Levine, as 
propriator, is vacillating between appropriation, expropriation, taking, taking possession, 
gift and barter, mastery and servitude.7 Levine calls this back-and-forth process less 
“critique” than “analysis,” and, appropriating Roland Barthes’ 1968 “The Death of  the 
Author” to suit her purposes, once stated that “the birth of  the viewer must be at the 
cost of  the painter.”8

It is to “birth” that I’d like to turn now, or at least to the metaphor of  birth that 
has hovered as a specter throughout my preliminary discussion of  Cézanne by way 
of  Sherrie Levine. It is Levine’s After Cézanne, #9 that grabbed my attention most 
recently. A black and white gelatin silver print at 8 x 10 inches, the reproduction of  a 
reproduction shrinks Cézanne’s original to less than half  of  its size and drains it of  all 
its luscious color. #9 is an appropriation of  Cézanne’s 1895 Still Life with Plaster Cupid 
(to re-anoint it with its name), a painting that resides at the Courtauld Institute of  Art 
in London and which I have never seen myself  except through myriad reproductions: 
large and small, grayscale and color. Oddly enough, it was while examining Levine’s 
After Cézanne, considering origins and originality, the birthing of  viewers and the death 
of  painters, that I first noticed the central-most element of  this image I’d looked at 
so many times before. Displaying a quite literal Barthesian punctum, the cupid’s round 
belly is graced with a deep dimple, its plaster molding mimicking and exaggerating 
the sensuous turning in of  the body on itself  at its duly marked point of  simultaneous 
origin and alienation. Gathered around the cupid’s feet like so many adoring admirers 
are animated, anthropomorphic apples, whose spherical bodies are turned to proudly 
display their own navels. Here, Cézanne infuses the seemingly non-narrative genre of  
still life with the primordial corporeality of  the navel, multiplied to echo again and again 
across the canvas in the bodies of  its many non-human models.

3 Levine’s series aren’t made up by a standard 
number of  images. While After Cézanne is 
composed of  nine images, After Degas (1994) 
contains only seven.
4 The idea of  the “always already missed 
encounter” is central to Lacan’s formation 
of  the initial trauma experienced during 
birth and applies more generally to the way 
trauma is experienced at any time in one’s 
life. In his “Tuché and Automaton” in The 
Four Fundamental Concepts of  Psychoanalysis, ed. 
Jacques-Alain Miller (1973), Lacan discusses 
at length the way in which any encounter 
with the real is a missed encounter, and that 
it is this inevitable “missing” that provokes 
our repetitive attempts to “return” (unsuc-
cessfully) to the (figurative) site of  that en-
counter. This resonates in interesting psychic 
ways with the notion that there is never an 
original, only copies.
5 As a conjugation, after might be considered 
in line with J. L. Austin’s notion of  the “ac-
companying utterance” (usually a hmmmm 
or an uhhhhh or a stutter), a vocal utterance, 
which might be seen as adding meaning 
to a performative or constative utterance. 
For Austin, and for Levine, this “accom-
paniment” might well serve to make the 
commonplace strange, if  for a moment. This 
works well with Levine, who relies absolutely 
on the canonical nature of  the images she 
picks, and who uses canonical (and consta-
tive) assumptions as primary (moldable) 
material for her own works.
6 Jacques Derrida, Spurs; Nietzsche’s Styles/Éper-
ons; Les Styles de Nietzsche, trans. Barbara 
Harlow (Chicago: The University of  Chicago 
Press, 1979 [1978]).
7 Appropriation, as a mode of  artmaking, can 
be interestingly linked, though I don’t have 
time to do so in more than passing here, to 
Freud’s distinction between anaclitic and nar-
cissistic object-choice in love. An anaclitic ob-
ject-choice is one modeled on dependency, as 
with a child’s on her parents (anaclisis means 
to rest, prop, or lean upon) as opposed to a 
narcissistic object-choice modeled on one’s 
own image. Interestingly, then, appropria-
tion might be considered a kind of  aesthetic 
and genealogical anaclitic object choice, one 
as internally complicated and as naturally 
ambivalent as is the impulse to choose a love-
object based on a parental figure. Of  course, 
appropriation takes up the ambivalence of  
artistic genealogies with a self-consciousness 
that enables the reflexivity and criticality that 
appropriation is best known for, marking it as 
a quite different anaclitic instance.
8 Levine, “Five Comments,” in Brian Wallis, 
ed., Blasted Allegories: An Anthology of  Writings by 
Contemporary Artists (New York: New Museum 
of  Contemporary Art, and Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1987), pp. 92–93; quoted in Howard 
Singerman, “Sherrie Levine’s Art History,” 
October, no. 101 (Summer 2002), p. 98.

In a footnote for his The Interpretation of  Dreams, written in 1900, Freud writes that, 
“There is at least one spot in every dream at which it is unplumbable—a navel, as 
it were, that is its point of  contact with the unknown.”9 It is of  particular interest to 
me that Freud, in describing the stubborn tangles of  dream-work, would fall back on 
such a bodily metaphor. The navel is, arguably, one of  the most intimate parts of  the 
body, signifying both dependence and mortality. The navel is an unsexed, generally 
de-sexualized orifice, shared by both genders and the literal center of  the body that, at 
once, marks our connection to the maternal body and our traumatic expulsion from it. 
Quite literally proof  of  an “after,” the navel marks the point where and the moment 
when the most critical union is severed. And, as the epitome of  all the “afters” that will 
come, the site of  the navel, at once a knot and a hole, is indicative of  the formation of  
autonomous, singular subjectivity. While proof  of  sexuality, the navel somehow does 
not carry the whiff  of  sex (or, for that matter, aid in clear-cut demarcations of  gender). 
But, given Freud’s own lessons on condensation and displacement, one might guess that 
the navel, at once phallic and vaginal in form, can be made to assume some connection 
to the genitals that exist just inches below it on either the female or male body (though 
it mustn’t be forgotten that the one’s own “bellybutton” is proof  of  prior connection 
to the maternal body only). The navel, then, is as Freud aptly notices, unplumbable by 
virtue of  its being a kind of  mute proof  of  one’s own birth, in addition to being proof  
of  sexuality, though truly once removed. Given its literal and figural centrality to human 
subjectivity, it’s little wonder Freud would choose the navel as apt bodily metaphor to 
illustrate the most inaccessible part of  what he relied on to be otherwise decipherable, 
rebus-like dreams.

In 1866, Gustave Courbet painted L’Origine du monde (The Origin of  the World), a 
composition that conflated allegory and reality in a way that evoked admiration and 
shock from the public who saw it. A woman’s body—naked, not merely nude—fills 
almost the entire canvas. Courbet crops the woman to just a torso, which lushly fills the 
frame, leaving no room for extremities; thus, the top of  the canvas begins with a white 
sheet, under which one rather truncated breast peaks out, in much the way one of  
Cézanne’s later apples will inhabit draperies. The woman’s legs are spread and her pubis 
is thrust toward the viewer; her meaty thighs are cut off  by the edges of  the canvas, 
so we are left with what—with different treatment—would look like an anatomical 
rendering of  a human trunk for medical study. But where the viewer’s eye lands, time 
and again, is just above dead center, on the figure’s navel. There, the soft belly yields 
as to the pressure of  an invisible finger, and it looks as though the point of  entry to the 
woman could just as well be her navel as her genitals, which are both framed and veiled 
by a foliage of  pubic hair.

Courbet’s composition, it seems to me, is both a life-study and a still life, if  it’s possible 
to do them simultaneously. The woman’s trunk is both animate and inanimate, a human 
subject and not quite a human subject. The roundness, angles, colors and shapes give the 
composition a feel that is strikingly similar to fruit found in still-life compositions of  the 
time. Here, Courbet works elements of  the sacred and the secular into the same canvas, 
if  only by titling an otherwise scandalous image L’Origine du monde and thus forcing his 
viewers to contemplate the allegorical value of  a nearly pornographic rendering of  the 
female body.10 However, the title might be (however unintentionally) knotty for another 
reason: we are looking, in this painting, at two possible referents for the signifier “origin.” 
It’s possible to read Courbet’s origin as the one that is, after all, central to the painting—
the navel. Etymologically and anatomically, the navel is linked with the umbilicus, and 
both derive from concepts of  embedded centrality: the core or heart of  a physical body. 
Further, while there is little doubt that woman—here pictured as both omnipotent, 
fecund mother earth and passive, penetrable vessel—could be allegorized as the origin 
of  the world, her navel is a striking reminder that she, too, has an origin. How can one 
both be and have an origin?

The same year Courbet’s infamous canvas was completed, Cézanne was busy painting 
his fantasy and passion images: images that could be said to come from internal sources 

9 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of  Dreams 
(New York: Basic Books, 1988 [1900]), p. 
143n.
10 In Linda Nochlin’s “The Origin without 
an Original,” which deals with the loss of  
Courbet’s L’Origine du Monde and the reliance 
by scholars on reproductions of  it, she dis-
cusses the way it moved between high art and 
pornography. In fact, and notable for my uses 
here, reproductions of  the image appeared 
in “pseudoscientific, soft-porn” publications 
well into the 1960s. Nochlin, “The Original 
without an Original,” October, no. 37 (Sum-
mer 1986), pp. 76–86.
11 It is particularly interesting to note that in 
1866, when Cézanne was sure to have heard 
of  Courbet’s L’Origine du Monde (though, as it 
was in a private collection, he very well might 
never have seen it), he himself  painted Uncle 
Dominic as a Monk, perhaps a projection of  his 
own desire to master his conflicted impulses 
toward women and sex. 
12 Roger Fry, Cézanne A Study of  his Development 
(New York: Noonday Press, 1968 [1927]), 
p. 11.



142  
  

ConTinous ProjeCT #8 TiTle 
   

143

rather than external ones.11 These appear to us now perfect fodder for Freudian analysis 
resembling, as they do, darkly disturbing dreams—dreams, as it were, with unplumbable 
navels: bleak, violent, passionate, sexual, they have been dealt with in much critical 
literature as “Baroque contortions and involutions.”12 (If  our contemporary eyes don’t 
find these compositions so immediately disturbing, it is only because rape and murder 
scenes have become wholly normalized—yet, in my estimation, Cézanne’s handling of  
paint still registers as unnervingly sadistic.) Descriptions by Roger Fry concerning the early 
work of  Cézanne are particularly telling, as they draw a distinct line between inner and 
outer inspiration, something Meyer Schapiro also relies on in his writings on Cézanne.13 
It seems fairly common consensus that the unruly, even mad, passions that held Cézanne 
in their grasp were best utilized when projected onto less clearly charged material forms, 
harnessed by way of  a kind of  aesthetic displacement, whereby sexual or violent urges 
were subverted into more seemingly neutral forms like landscape and still life.14

Cézanne’s 1895 Still Life with Plaster Cupid remains one of  his most celebrated works 
(and it became Levine’s After Cézanne No. 9). The composition includes items that 
seemingly wouldn’t be found in one place: cobbled together are elements from the 
artist’s studio, along with vibrant organic still life elements, unleashed throughout the 
picture, as if  to bestow life on the less easily metaphoric participants. At the rear-most 
left part of  the painting is a jumbled stack of  canvases, at competing angles, and with 
their backs turned toward us. These signifiers for the site of  painting are rendered as 
three-dimensional as two dimensions allow: the canvases are thick and angular, very 
much objects rather than screens on which to project illusions of  reality. The corner of  
the canvas that is closest to us intersects sharply with several objects. It makes contact 
with a blue drapery, which holds two very ripe apples; the fruit is rosy and firm within its 
folds, perfectly shaped orbs that, paired, suggest the symmetry of  a body. 

The table, a dappled caramel color that appears to take on the highlights of  the fruit it 
carries, is covered with objects. The round body of  an onion is nestled against the base 
of  a plaster cupid, a small replica of  Puget’s Cupid, a cast that we know Cézanne owned 
and drew over and over again, in the round, in his sketchbooks.15 Here, the body of  the 
cupid is a series of  curved strokes—its plump corporeality neatly rendered as the human 
variation of  the apples. The imp of  love has, indeed, the crystalline sheen that indicates 
he is cast of  plaster, but the material blushes with pinks and blues that make its sculpted 
skin more animated than many of  the purportedly live figures in other works by Cézanne. 
There are no angles in the body of  the cupid—only curving, rounded lines, and there is a 
fullness to the object that shows how carefully it has been studied in the round. 

Some apples and a second onion are loose on the front-most side of  the table, 
surrounding the cupid, as though paying it a kind of  homage. One apple is propped 
under the delicate toe of  the cast, while two others huddle in the foreground. To the 
right, where space opens up on the table, an apple and onion are paired, the apple 
large and heavy, its thick shadow marking it as at the peak of  ripeness. The onion, like 
its counterpart on the left hand of  the canvas, displays an enormous green stem, which 
hangs over the edge of  the table, having pulled its owner sideways. 

In the upper right hand corner is a second plaster cast, complicated by the fact that 
it is not the representation simply of  a cast, but a representation of  a painting of  a 
painting of  a cast (making it a painting within a painting). This, Cézanne’s next step in 
his compositional mise en abyme, is a (partial) representation of  another Baroque sculpture, 
this one not of  a pre-pubescent figure but of  a fully mature man. The rendering is a 
drawing of  a cast of  The Flayed Man, here flayed again by Cézanne’s partial painterly 
treatment.16 Cutting the man off  just above the waist, Cézanne depicts only the lower 
half  of  his body, legs bent at the knees, limbs fusing to the cast plaster base. In this 
awkward pose, the body is in a permanent state of  tension, unlike the cupid posing 
nonchalantly nearby. The genitals of  this figure, which we would expect to be displayed 
prominently (a sculptural, male equivalent of  Courbet’s L’Origin du monde?), given its 
odd cropping, have instead been occluded. Indeed, there are no genitals to speak of, but 
rather a dense patch of  paint where they might have been. The schematic rendering of  
the man leaves him less flayed than simply de- or un-sexed. The apple at the figure’s feet 

13 See, for instance, Meyer Schapiro, “The 
Apples of  Cézanne: An Essay on the Mean-
ing of  Still Life,” (1968), reproduced in Mod-
ern Art: 19th and 20th Centuries, Selected Papers 
(New York: George Braziller, Inc., 1978).
14 For writers like Schapiro and Fry, 
Cézanne’s eventual move from the more 
overt imagery to the more subdued is written 
about as one successful narrative of  Freud-
ian sublimation, for more on which see, 
“Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of  His 
Childhood,” written by Freud in 1910 and 
reproduced in the Standard Edition IX, 252. 
Leonardo’s case study is of  interest here as it 
might serve as the first “psycho-biography,” 
where an artist’s life is connected to and seen 
as enmeshed with, their work. Of  course, 
this aspect of  psychoanalytic theory is highly 
debated, and I’m not suggesting biography 
singularly explains Cézanne’s work, though 
I would agree with Schapiro that biography 
offers clues to be taken up, if  not literalized.
15 More recently the cupid cast has been at-
tributed to Duquesnoy or Veyrier. See Robert 
Ratcliffe in Watercolor and Pencil Drawings by 
Cézanne (London: Hayward Gallery, 1973).
16 Again, while initially attributed to Puget, 
this cast has been contested and The Flayed 
Man is now generally considered to be by 
Michelangelo. See John Rewald, “The Last 
Motifs at Aix,” in Cézanne: The Late Work, ed. 
William Rubin (New York: The Museum of  
Modern Art, 1977).

looks drained of  color and heavily shadowed, as neutered and disembodied as the apples 
at the feet of  the cupid are infused and sensual. The “flayed man” is left faceless, and, 
interestingly, might be thrust back into a kind of  pre-gendered physicality, his genitals 
gonad-like and imprecise, his bodily features not rigorously “male.” Most important 
for me is that fact that he has been given no navel, his flat plane of  a belly truncated by 
Cézanne’s angular composition at just the site where it should exist. 

Yet, I am drawn back toward the central element of  the painting, to the place where 
the eye is drawn again and again, to the deep recession pressed into the belly of  the 
cupid—its navel. The navel endows the cast figure with an uncanny human quality 
that is materialized in the fleshiness surrounding the navel’s presence as absence. 
Immediately below the navel, the genitals are a single, ambiguous stroke, highlighting 
and obscuring the space of  sex, reminding us that the cupid, itself  allegorical figure 
for love, is simultaneously embodiment of  pre-pubescence. A baby’s body occupies a 
liminal sexual space, its genitals not yet fully developed. Here, in Cézanne’s composition, 
it’s hard to tell whether the cast indeed has genitals or whether they have simply 
been blurred where the rest of  the body has taken on rigorous definition. Indeed, 
the emphatic treatment of  the bellybutton can be seen as doing something very odd 
here—it is possible to see the genitals of  the male cupid as having been “feminized” 
and displaced onto the site of  the bellybutton, just inches above. Given the emphatic 
repetition of  the form in the navels of  six of  the apples in the composition, and most 
notably in the pallid apple that has rolled to the feet of  the not-so-flayed, navel-less 
man, it is not much of  a leap to assert the significance of  that part of  the body here. In 
Cézanne’s rendering, the navel is, indeed, the most intimate body part portrayed, and 
its obvious depths allude to the female sex both in form and in correspondence with the 
fruit below. It’s hard not to look at the distended onion stems as inverting the apples’ 
navels, phallic growths among vaginal shapes. The figure of  the cupid, as presumably 
but not convincingly male, is able to take on feminine attributes with ease, leaving the 
flayed man in the corner equally un- or, rather ambiguously- sexed.

Still Life with Cupid, then, is both a multiplication and deferral of  sexuality—while both 
its human figures occupy only the most provisional “animated” status (clearly at several 
removes from real human figures), the apples and onions are infused with an uncanny 
human vivacity. And while hints of  sexuality are everywhere in the painting—both 
in metaphor and in form—there is not a single overt instance of  its presence. Indeed, 
Cézanne’s still-life presents a kind of  tableau of  suggestion that always works in two ways 
at once. At its most basic, it is a merging of  studio and domestic sphere, Aix and Paris, 
inside and sur le motif. Yet it operates, too, as a tableau of  sensual form and continued 
anxiety about the figure—here, apples take on the lushness and tautness of  skin, while 
plaster figures serve to reify and remind of  sexuality’s inherently unstable construct.

I am hardly the first to note Cézanne’s odd affinity for apples. In his brilliant essay, 
“The Apples of  Cézanne: An Essay on the Meaning of  Still Life,” Meyer Schapiro 
makes a case for not only Cézanne’s continued displacement of  repressed desire into the 
rendering of  his apples, but traces a trajectory of  the gradual migration of  overt desire 
displayed in his fantasy images into a more implicit sensuality infused into everyday 
objects—apples, cupids, teapots, those items Schapiro terms “things near at hand.”17 
Yet, while Schapiro would have us understand Cézanne’s love for apples as one based in 
myth and cultural significance, I want to take things just one step further.18 Apples are, 
of  course, and as Schapiro points out, perhaps the most sensual fruit by standards of  
consensus—linked intimately with allegories and myths of  love, discussed in terms of  its 
“fleshiness,” and metonymically associated with female breasts. In a sense, though the 
still life has been argued by many to be the genre of  painting most able to leave content 
behind, it might be said to rely the most heavily on cultural citation and projection. 
Certainly, as Schapiro makes clear, there is more to a still life than depicting a grouping 
of  formally pleasing or artistically challenging objects to be painted. He writes that, 

the represented objects, in their relationship to us, acquire meanings from the desires they 
satisfy as well as from their analogies and relations to the human body. The still life with 

17 Schapiro, ”The Apples of  Cézanne,” p. 26.
18 Schapiro begins his essay with a re-reading 
of  one of  Cézanne’s paintings (1883–85) 
that had been understood to be The Judgment 
of  Paris, but that Schapiro believed was a 
depiction of  The Amorous Shepherd. Schapiro 
bases his correction in this respect on two 
things: Cézanne’s obsessive translations of  
Virgil and the number of  apples given by 
Paris (one) versus the number offered by the 
shepherd (ten). 
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musical instruments refers to the musician; the table with fruit and wine recalls the dinner 
or banquet; the books and papers are the still life of  the writer, the student or scholar 
and may find their place in his portrait. The small objects in old portraits, reducing the 
austerity of  an empty space, humanize the milieu and stamp it as the domain of  the 
portrayed individual…. They are a symbol or heraldry of  a way of  life.19

Schapiro’s description of  the still life and its charged contents is reminiscent of  Freud’s 
description of  his “decoding method” of  dream-analysis (which is stumped, of  course, 
only when it reaches the navel.) Freud insists that “we must take as the object of  our 
attention not the dream as a whole but as the separate portions of  its contents…[The 
decoding process] employs interpretation en détail and not en masse; like the latter 
it regards dreams from the very first as being of  a composite character, as being 
conglomerates of  psychical formations.”20 

Given Schapiro’s and Freud’s insistence on the importance of  the object as bearer of  
meaning in both still life and dream, I can only reassert the importance of  “Cézanne’s 
apples.” More than other fruit, it bears affinity to the human body, and not simply by 
virtue of  its coloring and texture but by way of  the constant cultural citation its form has 
accumulated over the years. Indeed, la pomme d’Adam, is perhaps the most famous fruit of  
all, bound up as it is in stories of  origin, sin, sex, and the fickle nature of  women. The 
conditions of  Cézanne’s apples may, then, be seen both en détail (by way of  Freud) and en 
masse (by way of  larger cultural associations). Let’s begin en détail.

In his exposition on the affinity between the still life and the portrait, Schapiro recalls 
a scene from Madame Bovary, when Léon creates a fantasy tableau for his future life in 
Paris, replete with all the accoutrements that best designate a young bohemian: a guitar, 
a beret, and a fireplace, among other things. In his essay, “The Reality Effect,” Roland 
Barthes, too, relies on Flaubert for a discussion of  the détail we are after. Barthes begins 
his essay by reminding us of  Mme Aubain’s room, where “an old piano supported, 
under a barometer, a pyramidal heap of  boxes and cartons.”21 It’s not a coincidence 
that the quintessentially modern Flaubert is the author of  choice when discussing 
“details,” as it were. As Barthes points out so acutely, “the reality effect is…the basis of  
that unavowed verisimilitude which forms the aesthetic of  all the standard works of  
modernity.”22 For Barthes, details are hardly decorative padding for narrative (or, for 
our purposes, touches that enhance but do not further a painting). Instead, the details 
signify, claims Barthes, momentary interfaces with signifiers that connote the “real” (but 
that are always proof  that any such encounter is always already missed). Without getting 
too far into the mise en abyme of  significations and their infinite regress, suffice it to say 
that Barthes’ notion of  the “reality effect” emphasizes that any signifier of  an object 
(say, a painted apple) is perhaps a notation of  absence (of  any singular apple) while 
simultaneously a kind of  material quotation of  what we take to be reality. Thus, we 
might see the genre of  still life as so many of  these mute quotations—where an apple is, 
of  course, only a fruit, but it is already so many other things.

Quotation, however, leads directly to what Freud has termed en masse, as it is cultural 
quotation (the more naturalized and assimilated the better) that imbues any composition 
(painting or otherwise) with the illusion of  unity.23 Cézanne’s Still Life with Plaster Cast 
includes a number of  citations, some overt, others implicit. The apple, as I’ve already 
stated, might serve as one of  the most familiar and multivalent of  cultural quotations 
with various sexual connotations. Moreover, the apple is presented as at once timeless 
(a placeholder in mythology, forever presented by Paris to Venus or by the shepherd to 
his beloved) and a reminder of  mortality—as in the seventeenth-century Dutch still-
life, where the apple blushes with a fleeting radiance that we understand will fade and 
eventually decay.

Of  course, there are more literal citations in Cézanne’s: the amorous cupid and 
the flayed man, both of  whom maintain their sturdy plaster bases to remind us just 
how deeply embedded in art-historical citation they remain. Yet, while citing Baroque 
statues such as these, Cézanne is able to give into his old leanings toward abject 
violence and conflicted passion (if  only through a kind of  calcification of  canonical 

19 Ibid., p. 23. 
20 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of  Dreams, 
p. 136.
21 Flaubert as quoted in Roland Barthes’s 
“The Reality Effect” (1968) in The Rustle of  
Language, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley: 
University of  California Press, 1989), p. 141.
22 Ibid., p. 148.
23 What I mean by this might be clarified by 
way of  the example of  gender, an infinitely 
fragmented and fragmenting conception, 
and one that is constructed to maintain 
social order and gendered hierarchies. For 
an argument detailing the ways in which 
gender (and sexuality) are socially constituted 
and applied to the material of  the body 
(even before birth) see Judith Butler, Bodies 
That Matter; On the Discursive Limits of  “Sex” 
(London: Routledge, 1993). By taking apples 
as his erotic subjects, Cézanne is able to defer 
the question of  gender somewhat, allowing 
his own desire to remain as ambiguous as his 
ungendered subjects.

Baroque signifiers) while simultaneously rendering them less immediately readable as 
such. Still Life with Cupid is not the first painting in which Cézanne overtly cites other 
artists—as Theodore Reff  points out, Cézanne made borrowing his business.24 He took 
thematic and compositional elements from contemporaries like Manet (in that case, to 
simultaneously pay homage, poke fun, and manifest his own anxieties) as well as making 
copies of  and using to many ends elements from all manner of  previous masters—from 
Giorgione to Delacroix to Chardin (in these cases to both claim and kill the fathers). 

While it would do me little good to claim that these literal quotations on the part of  
Cézanne make him an “appropriation artist” of  Levine’s ilk, what I do want to posit is 
that appropriations or, here, quotations, of  this kind are oriented to operate as kinds of  
navels in themselves; that is, they offer ambiguous, multiplicitous points of  entry that 
are at once recognizable and unplumbable (if  “to plumb” is to “reach the bottom of  
things,” the unplumbable never—and this should be understood in all its connotations—
gives itself  up.) To return to Barthes a final time: in his “Lesson in Writing,” he describes 
what he calls “the reign of  the quotation.”25 Operating in the midst of  objects that 
already carry social connotation, one is able to own, as it were, a quotation, to make 
it one’s own, by understanding quotation as simultaneously spontaneous and already 
determined. In this way, we can understand Cézanne’s apples as both the manifestation 
of  his own repressed desires while also as objects with an accretion of  historical 
signification while also simply as apples, or shapes. Similarly, the cupid and flayed man 
become art objects twice and three times removed, while they also stand for frozen 
desire (Cézanne’s) and as important canonical references to cite and outdo). Of  course, 
they also stand as objects of  genealogy, serving to root Cézanne as the next in line of  
a filial chain (or continuous male umbilicus) linking each great artist of  the past to 
a contemporary successor. One only need look at Maurice Denis’ famous Homage to 
Cézanne (1900) to see the ways this tradition operates. In addition to an homage, Denis’ 
composition is a strong posting of  lineage, and while Cézanne himself  figures into the 
image, more important is the central element: a copy of  Cézanne’s 1879-82 Still Life with 
Compotier, painted, of  course, by Denis, apples and all.

In 1988 Sherrie Levine claimed:

The pictures I make are really ghosts of  ghosts; their relationship to the original images is 
tertiary, i.e., three or four times removed. By the time a picture becomes a bookplate it’s 
already been re-photographed several times. When I started doing this work, I wanted 
to make a picture which contradicted itself. I wanted to put a picture on top of  a picture 
so that there are times when both pictures disappear and other times when they’re both 
manifest; that vibration is basically what the work’s about for me—that space in the middle 
where there’s no picture.26

Cézanne’s mode of  quotation (like Levine’s, though to different ends) moves nimbly 
between those elements of  a composition that are en détail and those that exist en masse. 
Indeed, the navels of  his apples, alongside those of  his figures are so many vibrations 
between the decipherable and the unplumbable. 

It’s not, I think, off  subject to close by mentioning Sherrie Levine’s perhaps most 
famous appropriation: Edward Weston’s series of  photographs depicting his young son, 
Neil, posing naked. Levine simply re-shot the images from a poster and called them her 
own (After Edward Weston), causing a huge scandal, a law suit, and a hurried re-assessment 
of  copyright law. Yet, Weston himself  had, in the series, appropriated the most classic of  
male poses, indeed those foundational to our understanding of  aesthetics: he had Neil 
pose in the stances of  the Greek kouroi.27 (Why Weston’s were considered “originals” 
and Levine’s “one-offs” has everything to do with the way each artist manifests ideas and 
repercussions of  reproduction.) This meant, of  course, that those images—first Weston’s, 
then Levine’s—are so many repeated croppings of  a truncated child’s torso, looking for 
all the world like a plaster cupid, displaying—dead-center— a deep, unplumbable navel.

24 See Reff ’s “Painting and Theory in the 
Final Decade,” in William Rubins, ed., The 
Late Cézanne, especially page 32. Reff  points 
to many examples in Cézanne’s oeuvre where 
works of  art by other artists, both painted 
and sculpted, show up as objects of  hom-
age—and conflict—in his compositions.
25 Here, Barthes is discussing Brecht’s meth-
odology of  relying on shared cultural texts 
and stereotypes as the foundation for a more 
revolutionary kind of  theater. “Lesson in 
Writing” was written in 1968 and appears in 
Image Music Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1977).
26 From an interview with Jeanne Siegel, 
entitled “After Sherrie Levine,” in Art Talk: 
The early 80’s, ed. Jeanne Siegel (New York: 
DeCapo Press, 1988), p. 247.
27 Rosalind Krauss (in The Originality of  the 
Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths), Doug-
las Crimp (in “The Photographic Activity 
of  Postmodernism,” October, no. 15 [Winter 
1980]), and others have noted Weston’s ap-
propriated pose before me.
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ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Aristotle’s pupil Alexander ushered in, some two-
and-a-half millennia ago, an œkumene- that was the 
first global culture of our Western tradition. As we 
have recently, with great pomp, celebrated another 
year with many zeros, one that closed a blood-
dimmed but still pregnant decade and century, a 
‘retro-perspective’ view of the ars of our moment 
through the speculum of time evokes striking 
similarities to the situation of our own modernity. 
After a series of conquests lasting barely a decade, a 
cosmopolitan Greek-speaking imperial culture came 
to stretch from the Pillars of Atlas, at the edge of 
the Atlantid, to present-day Afghanistan. Alexander 
was, of course, no Greek, and he took advantage of 
the Greeks’ endless political antagonisms towards 
each other to subsume the polis into his new world 
order, whilst preserving the supreme though now 
lapsed fiction of the free Greek city-state. Under 
the ideological banner of koino-nia (‘community, 
commonness’), the élites of the Hellenized Oriental 
successor realms united the most diverse and 
contradictory historical, linguistic, religious, and 
cultural strands into a seamless syncretic web whose 
growth was fed by the fabulous accumulated wealth 
of the East, now released into circulation in the 
Mediterranean with the same inflationary effect the 
extracted riches of the New World were to have on a 
modernizing Europe nearly two millennia later.
By the Year Zero, Hellenism had collided with 
the imperium Romanum (and thereby with a small 
and slowly but relentlessly expanding circle of 
Christianized Jews writing and preaching in koine-

, the ‘common,’ demotic Greek now sufficiently 
devolved to serve as a universal language). Its 
political power superseded, and with it the theoretical 
raison d’être for the doctrines of the post-Aristotelian 
Academy, Hellenism’s techne-—the Greek term 
Latin required two words, ars and scientia, to 
translate—paradoxically became all the more free 
to do its work. Its legitimacy, never questioned even 
by the captivated Romans, was then preserved, 
through the constancy of monastic clerics during 
the long ‘Middle Age’ after the ultimate demise 
of antiquity, by new nomadic cultures brought, 
with the Völkerwanderungen, those great periodic 
migrations we so casually call ‘barbarian’—though 
they are us—into a fold now Roman and Catholic (a 
process not unlike the consolidation of Greek poleis 
amongst barbaroi during the Greek ‘Dark Age’ a 
millennium-and-a-half earlier). Our own modern 
age is traditionally dated from yet another supposed 
renaissance and reformation of that Greco-Roman 
culture. But what became the ‘West,’ nothing if not a 
master-work of endless forming and reforming, had 
and has never ceased working every encounter, new 
and old, familiar and alien, to effect; this capacity for 
anabolizing the Other may indeed be the operating 
principle of our Occident, one that has allowed it 
to prevail upon and over its often more advanced 
concurrents, as Greece and Rome overtook Egypt, 
Persia and China, and Europe Islam.
Apart from the antiquarian or critical interest 
of such monumental history, it can shed a raking 
light on much of the work of our contemporary 
artists, permeated as it is by the problematics of 

art and life in a new ordo seclorum. New artists, 
like the ancients, function in a world-system that 
is a cyclonic confluence of many streams. The 
Gründerzeit, the founding, or rather ‘grounding,’ 
time, is again past, and, like our Hellenic forebears, 
our capacity to directly recast the shape of future 
history is drastically limited both by the power of 
that past and the ever-growing complexities and 
contradictions of present necessity, increasingly 
governed as it seems to be, by that quintessentially 
Hellenistic goddess Tyche-, Fortuna or Chance. But 
as a world-system entails the severe curtailment of 
our freedom to govern others (though we may still 
try to rule), it cedes to a supplementary ethics and 
æsthetics of governing oneself.
A new emphasis on the personal and the individual, 
made possible by the concentrations and circulation 
of wealth, was manifested in the arts of that era in 
contradictory fashion. In Alexandria, the great city 
near the mouth of the Nile founded by Alexander 
himself, his successors the Ptolemies (of which line 
Cleopatra and her son by Julius Cæsar Ptolemæus 
xiv were the last) founded and maintained a great 
Library and Museum. There scholars began the 
great task of canonizing the classics of an artistic 
tradition now no longer productive. A vast body 
of epic, lyric, drama, and monument, rooted in the 
social life of the polis and generated and regenerated 
on an ongoing basis for many decades, was reduced 
to a small number of works that became the basis 
of a Kopienkritik. But the lack of invention gave 
rise to a greater inventiveness. The idea of art as 
an exemplary collection of works designed to 

The Ars of Imperium
WARREN NIEsLUCHOWskI

 

In allen dIesen BezIehungen Ist und BleIBt dIe Kunst nach der seIte Ihrer höchsten  
BestImmung für uns eIn Vergangenes. damIt hat sIe für uns auch dIe ächte WahrheIt und 

leBendIgKeIt Verloren, und Ist mehr In unsere Vorstellung Verlegt, als dass sIe In der 
WIrKlIchKeIt Ihre frühere nothWendIgKeIt Behauptet, und Ihren höheren platz eInnähme.

Art, in all these relations, and from the side of its highest vocation, is and remains for us a thing of 
the past. It has thereby also lost, for us, genuine truth and life, and has been shifted more into our 
imagination, rather than maintaining its earlier necessity in reality and occupying its higher place.

g. W. f. hegel, Æsthetik

‘Ο βίoς βραχύς, ἡ δὲ τέχνη μακρή
ars longa, vita brevis

hIppocrates, Aphorismoi

Art comes up as a bad dream, as something to avoid.
VIto hannIBal acconcI
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be comprehensive and complete (along with the 
dynastic portrait gallery) were first conceived in 
the late-classical era. On the other hand, new art, 
stripped of its aura and aspirations, was allowed 
a greater, almost proto-Romantic, fancy, and 
indulged a thirst for the extreme and the unusual, 
the gigantic and the miniature. Among art forms 
original to Hellenistic modernism are ones having 
to do specifically with the written word. scholarship 
as we know it today, based in libraries and on 
encyclopedic compendia of information, first came 
into being in this period. Obsession with things and 
facts gave rise to an endless fascination with lists. 
simultaneously, a rhetorical and æsthetic criticism, 
based on the exegetical more than the dialogical, 
and, as the French structuralists understood, many 
of whose categories once again impose themselves 
as strikingly contemporary, detached itself as a 
separate activity from philosophy, characterized, as 
now, by learned artifice.
Late antiquity in its heart remained suspended 
between the great stoic and Epicurean philosophies, 
seeking a truth oscillating between duty and desire. 
Their teachings promoted dialectically opposed 
resolutions of the tension between a shrunken civic 
sphere and rapidly developing economic, social, 
and personal ones. Not merely ‘philosophies of 
self-consciousness,’ as famously described by 
karl Marx, they preached practices and ideals 
for that needy time. stoic happiness results from 
concording the human condition to the mastery of 
nature, the world as it is given to us; service (ideally 
as counselors) in subjection to a state and unto death 
was one of its noble ideals. Epicurus, on the other 
hand, sought self-mastery in a withdrawal from that 
world into his ‘Garden,’ the basis for a network of 
alternative and egalitarian communities of equals. 
This counter-polis was one of the most advanced 
social formations of the ancient world, the only 
one to fully admit slaves and women, including 
courtesans, as equals, on the basis not of ero-s, 
but of philia, ‘friendship,’ lit. ‘[standing] by-ness,’ 
a more enfolded form of love. In his last project 
Michel Foucault examined the implications of this 
late-Classical techne- of life. Its moral pendants, 
usage des plaisirs and souci de soi, ‘care [ = Latin 
cura] of the self’ closely entwine in the strategic 
play of philosophy and potentia in what Foucault 
termed the spiritualité politique of the period, and 
constitute the main axis for his inquiry into the 
historical ‘genealogy of the (hu)man of desire’ 
and the régimes it creates. Bie- and vis, ‘force’ are 
inherent in any theory or practice of bios and vita. 
In our modern age, when a contested demokrateia is 
still the ago-n it was for antiquity, en-krateia, ‘power 
of, over, and in’ the self, remains the principal locus 
of our struggle. The tension between aske-sis and 
aisthe-sis in our relations to the pleasure and pain, 

passio and pathos, implicit in our conception of the 
world, co-opted and ‘curated,’ as it were, by a Church 
Militant following the teachings of a Jewish-Roman 
cosmopolite Antichrist who took the name Paul, was 
to determine its (and our) cultural contours for the 
next two millennia.

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Basel, that most Hellenic of free city-states in 
Europe, was, in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, the site of an encounter fateful for another 
implication of classicism into modernity. In 1869 
Jakob Christoph Burckhardt, the famed author of 
Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien, welcomed 
into his life the young Friedrich Nietzsche, 
recently named Professor Extraordinarius of 
Classical Philology at the age of twenty-four, not 
yet having earned a doctorate (eventually awarded, 
as was the academic nomination itself, on the 
basis of his written contributions to the journal 
Rheinisches Museum). Burckhardt, whose names 
and patrician lineage are in themselves an epitome 
of the procession of civilizations in Europe, shared 
with Nietzsche an iconoclastic conviction of the 
importance of the ago-n in antiquity, and both 
despised and mocked the prevailing Prussian and 
Anglo-saxon national-imperial idealizations of 
the ‘classical’ legitimated by Hegel. Their radical 
revisioning of Hellenism was vilified by the Prussian 
Wilamowitz-Moellendorf, the leading academic 
classicist of the time. Though Burckhardt was no 
radical (he led a life of stoic interiority worthy of 
Plutarch’s Parallel Lives) and twice Nietzsche’s age, 
the two pastors’s sons shared a profound respect for 
Arthur schopenhauer, that most unrecognized of 
philosophers, and his emphasis on a philosophy 
of illusion and imagination linked to a pessimistic 
pathos of Will; for them, even when their own 
work left him far behind, he always remained 
‘unser Philosoph.’ In their effort to encompass, 
and for Nietzsche to surpass, modern man and his 
emergent life-forms, they were among the few who 
attain ‘an Archimedean point outside events, and 
are able to “overcome in the spirit” ’ (in Nietzsche’s 
case, perhaps under duress). (Archimedes, the 
greatest mathematician of antiquity, who died 
defending his Greek city on the island of sicily, 
the ancient equivalent of switzerland, against the 
Romans, also insisted on apartness, composing his 
scientific works in a long obsolete Doric dialect, the 
Schwyzer-Dütsch of his time.)

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Gno-thi seauton, ‘know yourself,’ the inscription 
above the Apollonian temple at Delphi on the 
slopes of Mount Parnassus, remained for centuries 

our supreme arche-, Latin principium, a beginning 
and founding principle for all humankind, not just 
those coming to consult the Oracle. Anagno-thi 
seauton—Anerkenne Dich selbst!—‘Re-cognize 
yourself!’, Nietzsche seems to have decided, 
in his Selbstbeobachtungen, a series of ‘self-
observations’ composed in 1868, shortly before he 
left Germany. This ‘an[a]–archia’ of Nietzsche’s 
was no mere gloss or glorification, but became his 
kano-n, his rule, for the twenty years of creative life 
left to him. In his remarkable corpus he created a 
series of startling figures that still stand as radically 
unassimilable moments in a project for recasting the 
relations between life and art, indeed for making a 
life into a work of art.

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Dionysos, for Nietzsche, is one such figure, the 
masked stranger and suffering god from the East 
bringing drama, trance, and excess into the stately 
lyric of ritualized chorus in orchestral space. ‘From 
the spirit of music,’ as Nietzsche subtitled his 
Birth of Tragedy, emerged a speaking actor—an 
‘impersonator’—into the theatron, the ‘Schauplatz’ 
which, along with the agora, defined cultic and 
civic life for the Greek polis. As a symbol of the 
fusion of wild and cultured, barbaros and Greek, 
Dionysos incarnated and enacted the ecstatic body 
so long consigned to oblivion, and was the starting 
point for the ‘philology of the future’ Nietzsche 
strove towards. 
For the paradox-addicted Greeks the cult of Dionysos 
was closely associated to that of Apollo, Dionysos’s 
Other, as at Delphi, the shrine of the oracle they 
shared until long after Christianity became the 
dominant religion of late antiquity. In addition to the 
considerable oracular powers he brings to whatever 
art he adopts as his own, it is Vito Hannibal 
Acconci—bearing the name of Rome’s most gifted 
and ingenious adversary—who has strikingly 
embodied Nietzsche’s hybrid æsthetic for our time. 
After a turn from a poetics of the word (which itself 
seems to have followed an abandonment of personal 
piety), Acconci undertook his own project of radical 
self-observation in a series of now famous and 
infamous actions and performances. Ever his own 
agonist, Acconci tended toward something like the 
mythic power of Apollo’s cruel and untypically 
Dionysian—though in Greek the verbal form 
appolo-n signifies ‘destroying’—flaying of his 
artist-antagonist Marsyas with his own knife for 
his transgressive (and failed) challenge to the god. 
The dark ambiguities in Acconci’s self-presentation, 
where decorum and destruction continually fuse and 
confuse, seem echoes of that eternal cult. (There are 
more trivial and less distant sculptural echoes of 
the god, as in his multiple returns to Rome: one a 

statue of Dionysos presented to Hitler by Mussolini 
[also an unworthy adversary, executed in the same 
degraded position as Marsyas—hung by the heels], 
then installed in the lobby of the Nietzsche-Museum 
Hitler so loved to visit in Weimar; and another, 
purloined from the Villa Torlonia, a residence 
of Mussolini’s built above Jewish catacombs in 
Rome, recently rescued from Christie’s through the 
diligence of the New York police.)

[‘I mean, I see most art as detestable. No, I just hate 
the idea of art. And I think a lot of it has to do with 
that notion of observer. Because an art context is a 
context of observers. In every other field of life, when 
you come upon something for the first time, you know, 
just out of normal circumstance, you pick it up, you 
touch it, you possibly smell it, you taste it. But in art 
the tradition is you stand aside and look. And there’s 
probably an economic reason for that. If you stand 
aside and look, then you’re always in the position of 
desire, you can never have. So you’re always in the 
position of being lower than the art.’]

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Epicurus, advocating harmony rather than excess, 
though a historical figure, may also be something 
of a mythical one, for not only did he choose to 
celebrate his birthday on that of Apollo, but it 
remains unclear whether Epicurus was his given 
name or later (self-?)conferred, from epi-kouros, 
‘helper to, ally, protector.’ This is the moral agency 
of epimeleteai, the constant ‘attending-to, intent-
ness’ every societal function requires. Acconci has 
spoken of one ideal of the artist as the ‘agent which 
attends to it, the world, out there.’ In its various 
avatars, curator, ‘caretaker,’ the Latin term for the 
Greek office of epimelete-s, became the prototype 
for an proliferating set of ‘caring professions’ that 
have survived and cumulated to the present day. 
The contemporary art-world has now expanded the 
range of this function beyond office and institution 
to an independent career, and the Anglo-saxon 
‘curator’ is increasingly imposing itself in other 
languages on more limited Continental, military-
bureaucratic, terms like commissaire or kustosz, 
or technical one conservateur. But it is important 
to recognize artist as one of those emerging caring 
professions of the future, increasingly summoned 
to take on wider functions (without always being 
given the training, not to speak of having either 
the temperament or the talents, to fully assume 
them). And everywhere the private is again being 
called on to assume functions once borne by the 
public sphere, as occurred in late-classical times 
(for example, both the philosophical schools in 
Athens and the Mouseion at Alexandria were 
private associations).

Proselytizing was problematic for the Epicureans, 
given their belief in withdrawal, especially without 
the charisma of the philosopher after his death early 
in the third century b. c. Yet these communities 
flourished, successfully attracting a stream of 
converts to the contemplative life. Bernard Frischer 
has convincingly argued that it was the statues of 
Epicurus, in what he calls a ‘sculpted word,’ that 
were the effective agent for this recruiting activity, 
representationally transmitting the esoteric qualities 
(philosopher, megalopsychos, father, savior, culture-
hero, and god) of the founder to the uninitiated via 
a commonly accessible iconography, a unique and 
particularly subtle example of a social use for art.

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra was another such heathen 
stranger from the East. Also sprach Zarathustra, 
a visionary fiction, a chant, with the preternatural 
beauty and horror the Apocalypse of John must 
have had for early Christians. Zarathustra both 
prefigures and transcends Christ in its efforts to be 
the advocate, Heidegger’s Für-sprecher, a teacher, 
speaking to and for us, of self-transcendence and 
suffering (but often dissolving into laughter), but of 
a natural, ‘animal’ religion for Diesseits, here below, 
whose new (old?) commandment is: ‘Be hard!’

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
He-done-, ‘pleasure,’ the kano-n of the Epicurean, 
is implicated in the struggle and conflict with the 
suffering of Yes!—No!—Yes-and-No! that mark 
Acconci’s early performative work as he passed 
from literature to (his own) life. They constitute 
something like a series of exercises (Greek aske-

sis) in living more, a multi-media enchiridion, 
the ‘hand-book, manual’ of mores that became so 
popular in later Greco-Roman times. sensuality 
is always framed in sense, and many of Acconci’s 
‘command’ performances, written in a brutal koine- 
of power-play, sound that decidedly Nietzschean 
imperative mood.
Pagan or post-, every being or becoming requires 
a guide. Acconci’s work has conveyed alarmingly 
well how now, more than ever, the technical 
reproducibility of society depends on the constant 
resolution of the conflict between cultivating desire 
and administering (also in the sense that medicine 
is administered) or enforcing it (the word aske-sis 
was often used in the sense of ‘military exercises’). 
Max Weber, a close reader of Nietzsche and trained 
thinker of the hard, was the greatest student of the 
ethic and æsthetic tension inherent in Herrschaft, 
‘domination,’ both in the religions of antiquity and 
in the rise of modernity. 
Weber ends The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism, his analysis of the dialectic between 
asceticism and modernity, with a warning, an Old 
Testament diatribe sited along the line between 
Amos and Zechariah to ‘die letzten Menschen,’ 
the last of our line: ‘specialists without spirit and 
hedonists (Genußmenschen) without heart: this 
nullity (Nichts) imagines that it has attained a 
level of civilization never before achieved.’ Genuß, 
both ‘pleasure’ and ‘consuming’ or ‘enjoying’ (in 
the archaic legal sense, as in ‘usufruct’) was for 
our forebears an elective ethical calling; for us 
moderns, as Weber never ceases to remind us, it 
has become a duty.
And when like Nietzsche, he had to seek refuge 
from the rigors of his life, academic and spiritual, 
in a milder clime, he challenged the revolutionary 
students of fin-de-guerre Germany who invited him 
to address them (twice) on techne- as a calling, to 
consider the responsibilities their convictions entail. 
His points ranged over politics and poetics, calling 
and charisma, concept and coercion, vocation 
and avocation, popularity and professionalism, 
plutocracy and prospects, patrimonialism and 
personality, and mania and mediocrity, ending in a 
lyrical aside on art, aesthetics, and the diabolical, 
a veritable prolegomenon to a manual of applied 
Nietzsche for any user of studium or studia. Weber, 
personally resistant to prophecy as a profession, 
and convinced the coming time (we are now in 
the years 1917–18) would be a ‘polar night of icy 
darkness and hardness,’ could offer them little 
consolation for the future of their quest. But he 
did offer a ‘“religiously” musical’ aside on the 
myth, as transposed from Ovid by shakespeare 
in sonnet 102, of the violated, vivisected, then 
avenged Philomel, ‘Music-Lover,’ transformed for 
her pains into the Nightingale, who (only?) early, 
‘in summers front doth singe,’ silent ‘in the growth 
of riper days.’ Weber could only end these time-
based reflections by sending us back along Isaiah’s 
watchtower, where to the question, ‘Watchman 
(Vulgate custos), what of the night?,’ comes only 
the vexed and gnomic answer, ‘The morning comes 
but [it is] also night: if you query, then query; turn 
back and come again.’

[For me, Minimal Art was almost a kind of ‘father 
art’. This was the art that probably meant most to 
me in the mid-sixties, towards the end of the sixties. 
Because probably until Minimal Art I had been taught 
or I had taught myself, when I looked at art, to look 
at what was within the frame and to ignore what was 
outside. In the presence of Minimal Art that became no 
longer possible. Suddenly, in the presence of Minimal 
Art, I had to recognize the room, I had to recognize 
people in the room. So, for me, Minimal Art was a 
big kind of breakthrough: that was the art that was 
most important for me. At the same time — probably 
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in order to do something myself — I had to try almost 
desperately to find something wrong with Minimal Art. 
Because if there was nothing wrong with it there would 
be no reason for me to do anything. In other words, if 
Minimal Art was the ‘father art’ for me I had to find 
some way to kill the father. . . . OK, whatever I did 
then, I wanted to make its source clear. So, probably 
for me, Minimal Art made me start to develop a way 
of thinking that whatever I did, the doer, the agent was 
going to be apparent.]

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Theo-ria, ‘contemplation,’ might be glossed 
Anschauung, ‘the art of (slow) looking-at,’ just as 
philosophy has been famously called ‘the art of 
slow reading.’ This visual connection to professional 
philosophy was reinforced when Immanuel kant 
adopted the term for his concept of ‘intuition,’ and 
Hegel, in his historicizing edifice, defined art, the 
first emanation of Absolute spirit, as ‘sensual’ 
Anschauung, to be progressively superseded by 
religion and philosophy. Jacob Burckhardt had 
already accepted its call as a young history student in 
Berlin. In a letter from there when he was the same age 
as Nietzsche in Basel, he confessed, ‘My surrogate 
is Anschauung, contemplation daily sharpened and 
directed more and more at the essential.’ With his 
student Heinrich Wölfflin, he elevated ‘just looking’ 
into the basis for a visual art- and culture-history 
which, with its use of photographic and projected 
reproduction, went far beyond the technological 
(and sensual) capacities of a Hegel.

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Historia, ‘inquiry,’ Latin (inter)rogatio, was for 
Burckhardt, as he wrote in that same letter, ‘Dichtung 
[ = poie-sis, ‘poetry, fiction’] on the largest scale.’ 
From 1868 to 1871, while Nietzsche was lecturing 
on Homer and composing The Birth of Tragedy Out 
of the Spirit of Music, Burckhardt was preparing 
a course he modestly called a Studium of history, 
later published as Welthistorische Betrachtungen 
(World-Historical Reflections), an orotund Hegelian 
notion Burckhardt, like schopenhauer interested 
in the ‘recurrent, constant and typical,’ could only 
have smiled at. By the time Burckhardt began his 
course of lectures, Nietzsche was working on his 
own Unzeitgemäße Betrachtungen, the Untimely 
Meditations, a schopenhauerian commentary on 
the role of æsthetic creation in ‘recovering the lost, 
re-forming the broken forms out of themselves’—a 
call for sense- and sensual ficta more than facta. 
(Latin fictio, the sib of pictio, originally meant 
‘sculpting’—the work of the finger, so to speak—
before it came to primarily denote writing.
[‘Language is still the base of my work; for better 

or worse, verbal thinking is probably the only kind 
of thinking I understand—using language is the 
only way I can prove to myself that I can think.’]

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Klasma, ‘breaking,’ is, oddly enough, preserved in 
only one lexeme in our post-classical languages, 
iconoclasm. Creative destruction is a force in 
human affairs whose human price we have trained 
for years, for millennia, to ignore. The two great 
iconoclasms, Byzantine and Protestant, represent 
significant minima and maxima in the historical arcs 
of image-based art as we know it, as Hans Belting 
has magisterially demonstrated in Bild und Kult, 
his work on image and worship. The iconoclasts 
of our own artistic generations intervened just as 
that arc was setting, yet again, for an undetermined 
time below our horizon, the æsthetic program of its 
techne- largely complete, though as Hegel pointed 
out, from the moral perspective of religion (which 
may be glossed ‘that upon which we rely’) it has long 
been ‘passed.’ These new artists succeeded—this 
was far from obvious at the time—in transforming 
the values according to which art itself is now 
produced and judged. Whether ‘private-image art’ 
will return to the majesty in which the past bore 
it remains to be seen; it may simply be that in the 
dusky Dämmerung the long shroud of art will 
simply rewind (though in this regard Nietzsche, too, 
calls for a Hegelian Überwindung, ‘getting over’ it), 
and that a new public image, one no longer based 
on Kult, is in the process of birth. This is what all 
‘clasts’ dream of.

[‘You know, probably, I’ve always had this nostalgia 
for wanting to believe that the artist works as a kind 
of guerrilla fighter. You go to a certain terrain, you 
examine that terrain, you learn where to plant the 
bomb in that terrain, then you go to another terrain. 
But you always need a terrain. A bomb doesn’t 
make sense without a terrain to put the bomb in. 
But, lately, I know there has been some wondering 
on my part if there is some other way of working.’]

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Labe-, ‘hold, hand(le)’ is something art-objects 
have for a long time had only metaphorically. But 
in Acconci’s performative work, he succeeded 
in generating a captivation, an attachment to and 
through his person, that is the sign of a charisma, 
‘grace,’ usually reserved for the performer in 
music, dance, or theater. Like some late-medieval 
sacral object of great beauty from the era of the 
last iconoclasm but one, and now preserved and 
presented in an electronic tabernacle (ske-ne-), he 
emanates a message that binds this worldly pleasure 

and suffering to a teaching that melds sense with 
a transforming (and disturbing) sensuality. In the 
section On Reading and Writing, Zarathustra had 
declared, ‘I only love That which One writes with 
his or her Blood. Write with Blood: and you will 
experience that Blood is spirit.’ Do we dare drink 
of that sacred mix? And how do we make the cut?

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Mythos and its ritual sibling myste-ria, like 
the mystery-cults associated with Dionysos, 
and Nietzsche’s primary poetic medium in the 
‘recovering and re-forming’ of the broken forms 
of religious self-knowledge, have always been the 
sacred threshold to truth. For the ancient Greeks, 
the root mu- concealed and conveyed the opposing 
senses of ‘secret(e),’ from mutus, ‘(eyes and) 
mouth shut,’ to—after initiation—myste-s, ‘initiate, 
eyes and mouth open,’ esoteric to a new world and 
truth, exoteric to the old. In his essay, from the 
same period, on lying ‘in an extra-moral sense,’ 
Nietzsche described truth as only ‘a mobile army 
of metaphors, metonyms, anthropomorphisms, in 
short a summa of human relations . . . poetically 
and rhetorically heightened,’ (a striking anticipation 
of the work of our millennial, ‘post-modern’ human 
arts and sciences, and paticularly applicable to 
emergent ‘relational’ contemporary-art forms). 
But in Zarathustra, teaching Dionysos and the 
Übermensch, he seeks to bring himself to and 
through Becoming, to be his own hierophant, 
sacralized rather than sacrificed. This is a living 
Mystik (of the deed) Freud, in his last published 
lines of his Nachlaß, was to call ‘th[at] dark self-
perception of the realm outside the Ego, of the Id.’

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Naus, ‘vessel,’ seems a suitable trope for movement-
based teachers like Epicurus and Nietzsche. In his 
inquiry into nomadic thought, Gilles Deleuze, a true 
ironic Nietzschean for our time, has recommended 
‘embarkation’ with Nietzsche as the only possible 
experience of texts that can never be fixed, but only 
flow. (He brilliantly suggests a vessel like the raft of 
the Medusa, quite fitting given the unholy sacrifice 
and consumption of human flesh that still haunts our 
world.) Of course, traveling with an Odysseus-like 
wanderer like Nietzsche (though we now do so mostly 
in æronautic comfort) we may be just as likely to 
need the remedies against nausea (and nostalgia, too) 
he consumed in such prodigious quantity (although 
Doctor Fridericus was a médecin malgré lui if there 
ever was one!). Just as Epicurus conceived his doctrine 
as a tetra-pharmakon, the antidote here, too, comes 
in vessels. But we must definitively leave behind the 
plane of the narrative and diegetic for the dietetic. 

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Xenos, ‘the stranger,’ once admitted into the cultural 
sphere of the Greeks, as in the case of the mythical 
Dionysos from barbaric Thrace, far beyond even 
Alexander’s Macedon, played an important catalytic 
role. This occurred surprisingly often, and despite 
(or because of?) their harsh judgments of outsiders 
and the vanquished—truly modern attitudes, it must 
be admitted. In the Greco-Roman world, where 
cosmopolitan origins were prized but no guarantee 
of freedom, nomadic artists and teachers, including 
many slaves, were not only significant bearers of 
that culture, but its generators. Æsop, for example, 
a freed slave also from Thrace, was a fabulist 
whose opus accrued over the centuries to comprise 
perhaps the most widely disseminated collection of 
tales in literary history. 

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Orpheus, like Dionysos another Thracian, was the 
(possibly historical) founder of an archaic mystery 
religion that also lasted until Christian times, 
when depictions of him were still being painted 
on catacomb walls. Orphism owed its success to 
the fusion of ancient folk beliefs with the doctrine 
of metempsychosis, the transmigration of souls 
that later became the basis for more sophisticated 
salvation religions promising happiness in the 
after-life. By legend the son of a Muse, Orpheus 
was a singer whose lyric was able to move nature, 
not merely mime it, and thus remained for classical 
culture a central model of the artist. In his attempt 
to retrieve Eurydice from the Underworld, he 
even nearly succeeded in overcoming death, and 
Nietzsche’s rival in love Rainer Maria Rilke, much 
obsessed with grace in grays, paid homage to 
this figure who ‘has already lifted the veil | also 
amongst the shades.’ 

 
ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Paideia, literally ‘child-ing,’ i. e., the deadly serious 
‘teaching, training, learning,’ and thus ‘(higher) 
culture’ has yet to be superseded as a medium of 
transmitting knowledge in the symbolic world. Even 
Orphics like Nietzsche and Rilke had to recognize 
its physical and symbolic force. (Nietzsche’s idol 
Goethe opens his autobiography Poetry and Truth 
with a line from the New Comedian Menander, 
‘The unflayed (or -flogged) child does not learn 
(ou paideuetai).’ Orphism made much of this play 
between so-ma, ‘body,’ and se-ma, ‘sign.’ (Indeed, 
Orpheus himself was often represented as a free-
floating oracular head, at times dictating to a 
scribe). But Orpheus returned from Hades with 
only a dead body, or more precisely, the memory of 
one. We, too, love our sculpted gods, but mortuary-

white, scraped of any color or skin. In his poem 
Leichen-Wäsche (Corpse-Washing), Rilke glosses 
our ambivalent feelings to many such a dead and 
whitewashed figure. ‘And one without a name | lay 
cleanly bare and gave commands.’
In the third of his Untimely Meditations, 
Schopenhauer as Educator, Nietzsche utters an 
Ur-arche- for an age once again grounded in an 
Epicurean physics of the free-fluxing atomon 
(scil. so-ma), that insecable, indivisible body, the 
individuum : ‘Be yourself ! You are not all you now 
do, think, or yearn for.’ Yet the creative role of new 
Academies in contemporary art (the trace of which 
will be preserved in codices long after the many 
artworks we shall choose not to conserve will be 
no more) cannot change the fact that the flow of 
learning runs mostly in only one direction; art-
making and art made today has yet but a marginal 
role in our encyclos paideia, that elusory ‘well-
rounded education.’

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Rhe-torike- techne-, Aristotle’s Ars Rhetorica, is 
an ‘art of,’ in quotation marks, that is, a written 
treatise on the power and effects of the spoken 
word, the art (no quotes) of verbal persuasion. 
By the beginning of the Hellenistic period, the 
dialogical, philosophically informed use of logos in 
the affairs of the polis had devolved into an oratory 
practiced mostly in administrative contexts. As in 
his Politics and Poetics, Aristotle was concerned 
with preserving the potential of no longer fully 
productive forms like tragedy which, like life, 
stage the work and works of frères and sœurs 
ennemi(e)s like Eros and Eris (‘strife), means of 
suasion to control stasis, ‘conflict.’ One marvels at 
the salience of Burckhardt’s inspired trope in his 
Kultur der Renaissance, ‘The state as a Work of 
Art.’) Techne- is work, public work, opposing Tuche-, 
‘chance,’ the contingencies of the goddess Fortune. 
New art is called to go beyond the mimetic to the 
performative, as was tragic drama, and here the 
techne- that most clearly reveals how much is at 
stake is the clinical. But Aristotle and those who 
follow him are concerned with ethical medicine: 
how to bring beauty and good to characte-r, the 
moral equivalent of the body, by linking it to pathos, 
‘passion, suffering.’

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Sunistasthai tous mythous—‘“synthesize” the 
mythoi ’: such was Aristotle’s prescription in the 
Poetics, to ‘put together, compose’ the forms of 
‘word of mouth or eye,’ the ‘markéd’ language that 
is the basis for all art. In recounting the historical 
innovations in tragedy after the mythical irruption 

of Dionysos, Aristotle ironically grants the authority 
to override the unitary strictures defended in his 
name for centuries. From Lascaux on, with its 
witty blown-pigment outlines of the fingers of the 
artist’s hand (the first digital art?), ‘composite art’ 
has always been the art of the future. This term was 
first used by Jean Hagstrum with respect to William 
Blake, the great Dissenter who first took the 
measure of modern revolution in the light of a most 
radical reading of the poetics, divine and human, 
of the past. He broke with contemporary traditions 
of the fine-artist, and invented a new and ‘infernal’ 
‘method of printing that combines the Painter and 
the Poet.’ Returning to both the ideals of the ancient 
poie-te-s, the [pre-]Homeric bard recomposing-in-
performance and of the Renaissance artefici del 
disegno like his beloved Michelangelo—the only 
ideal on which he might agree with his neo-classical 
adversary Reynolds—he was, as professed in his 
signatures on the plates, variously author, printer, 
sculptor, inventor, engraver, and publisher. (Perhaps 
the nearest emanation of this aspiring Blakean 
light-and-shade in contemporary art is in Bruce 
Nauman’s series of neon works from 1966–67, 
The True Artist is an Amazing Luminous Fountain 
and The True Artist Helps the World By Revealing 
Mystic Truths.)
since the advent of high Romanticism, and what 
Blake was the first to see as its concomitant 
artistic nemesis, Industrialism, modernity has 
imposed new arts and sciences for creating our 
world. As humans rarely seem to enjoy life in that 
‘iron cage’ (or more properly ‘steel’: stahlhartes 
Gehäuse), in Max Weber’s famous phrase, built 
for us, we are compelled to continually dissemble 
and assemble it, and our selves, its denizens. As 
Nauman convincingly put it, confirming Blake 
après la lettre, it is artists who now authorize, 
voice permission, materially and spiritually, to do 
so. similarly, Acconci’s art (from which some cage 
is rarely absent), has taken heed of that principle 
of re-composing cosmic order as evoked in the 
lines Rilke’s great Sonette to Orpheus: ‘know the 
image. Only in the double realm | do the voices 
become | eternal and mild.’ In his later sculptural 
and design work, Acconci has strived to create 
another, post-industrial and secular, composite 
form for disseminating that anti-heroic message, 
‘sublimating’, that is, passing more directly from 
the private to a public sphere of re-collection.

[‘A lot of us, at that time, thought that the work we 
were doing—because it didn’t involve something 
that was saleable, and since an art gallery and an 
art system is dependent on sales—that our work was 
going to change the art system. We didn’t do that, 
we did exactly the opposite. I think we made the art 
system more powerful than it ever was before.’]
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ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
The Timæus is the only work from classical antiquity 
continuously preserved until the present, and thus 
gave the mythographer Plato, otherwise subordinate 
to Aristotle in professional techne-, an inordinate 
place in the classical, medieval, and Renaissance 
collective consciousness. Much of it is devoted to 
the creation-work of yet another maker, the De-mi-
ourgos, ‘worker’ for the de-mos, ‘the (local) populus.’  
This mythical Artificer of the World-soul, imposing 
order on Chaos, became the prototype of the 
historical, socially mobile, poie-te-s throughout pan-
Hellenic culture. It contains an even more memorable 
and celebrated myth, introduced there and continued 
in the Critias, one, however, a disavowing Plato 
claims originated in Egypt, in a place uncannily 
close to the site of the future Alexandria. Far beyond 
the Pillars of Atlas, there existed an island inhabited 
by a powerful race. Atlantis had designs on Europe 
and Asia, and was stopped from enslaving them 
only through the efforts of the ancestors of the 
Athenians, some 10,000 years earlier. It possessed 
unprecedented wealth, might, and splendor, but when 
this ‘meet, measured’ race became ‘out of control’ 
(a-kratores), it was cataclysmically destroyed by the 
gods for its hybris.

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Hyper-man is a much fairer translation of the 
much abused Übermensch Zarathustra taught. As 
we are fated to excel, and thus to destroy, dixit 
Nietzsche, in an Atlantid age of exceeding, mastery 
of measure is once again become a worthy life-
project, ethically and æsthetically. For the arts and 
sciences ever-changing techne-, not a problem the 
ancients had much to contend with, has relentlessly 
driven aisthe-sis from sensus toward sensatio, and 
morals from sense to sensibility, a faculty much 
more difficult to effectively train. Burckhardt 
singled out ‘the Raffinement of sensuality’ as 
the great characteristic of the Hellenistic Age. 
Though never before have there been so many 
so well[?]-trained in sensus as today, the hyper-
æsthetic of our sublime (hypsos) can easily render 
anesthetic. (One intellectual and ideological 
challenge for contemporary art is to counter this 
pressure via something like the homeopathic [and 
homeostatic] remedy discovered by philosophers 
of science and best defended by Paul Feyerabend 
in his analysis of random Brownian motion of 
particles dispersed in a liquid or gaseous medium: 
the anarchic proliferation, within a rigorously 
protected enclave, of mutually exclusive theories, 
which have the paradoxical power of not only 
transforming but increasing available data—the 
theoretic and æsthetic equivalent of a perpetual-
motion machine.) 

But if Nietzsche, the greatest self-knower of the 
modern age, could not endure the ‘stronger Dasein’ of 
that hyper-Ordnung of man, what chance have we?

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Pho-ne-, ‘voice,’ that quintessentially human 
capacity, is one such determinant of our chances. 
The primal medium of both paideia and logos, and 
for our generations of that most modern of caring 
professions, the the-raps, another attending ‘voice 
eternal and mild,’ it is votum, the means, much 
abused or underused, through which we exercise 
our world-citizenship. Artificers use voice in 
assembling, as in dissembling; this is the material 
correlative of Greek eiro-neia, ‘saying (but less 
than you know),’ one tactic for surviving the word 
of the stronger. Our first J. B. was also the ‘voice 
of one crying in the wilderness,’ in the name of 
One to come, like his predecessor Jonah refusing 
a vocatio, a call to authority or authorship, of his 
own: ‘He must increase (auxein), I must decrease.’ 
For the latest, Joseph Beuys, speaking of his own 
drawings, ‘every mark on a piece of paper is an 
acoustic signal.’ (It is not clear whether the latter, 
in his invocation of a Nietzsche-like prophetic anti-
authority, seeks or could truly assume the role of 
Baptist or Evangelist, two opposing conceptions of 
Johannine authorship; in this gap, the auctor’s great 
task of reforming art in a new lingua vulgata for 
those in the wasteland who do not read scripture 
still proceeds.)

[I used to think art was not about therapy, I mean 
I learned to believe art was not about therapy. But 
now I think that it is.]

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Charakte-r, ‘(ím)press, brand’ is the embodiment 
of e-thos, its stamp, as on a coin or die, or the type 
and letters themselves, and the object of study of 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric. One way to make us stronger, 
to make any material stronger, is to press or 
compress. Condensing also the conceit underlying 
German term Dichtung, ‘poetry,’ lit. ‘thickening.’ 
After Acconci abandoned literary poetry for life, 
his first approach to what Joseph Beuys was to 
propose as the doctrine of soziale Plastik assumed 
another form of Nietzschean density: ‘Be hard.’ In 
Ecce Homo: How One Becomes What One Is, his 
self-presentation, Nietzsche recounts what was to 
become his perhaps most lasting heroic epithet, ‘the 
hardness of the hammer, the joy even in destroying.’ 
In his Joyous Science, he proposes an additional 
instrument, a sharp one: ‘One thing is needed.–—To 
give one’s character style—a great and rare art.’ He 
then adds, echoing Burckhardt (and in advance of 

Acconci’s insistence), ‘with long practice (Übung) 
and daily work.’ The principal advantage of a stylus 
is that, working per via di levare, it allows for graving 
lines of exquisite fineness in the disegno (and the 
pain is more specific, often requiring only local 
anesthesia). In the realm of form, from the codex to 
the kodak, from schema to cyanotype, whether we 
work with dark matter or light itself, we must almost 
always work in the negative. The great achievement 
of modern psychologists like schopenhauer, 
Nietzsche, and Freud, part poet, part scientist, who 
in turn built on the ruined acropoleis of Plato and 
Augustine in the prehistory of that impossible techne-

, was to accord full recognition of the dark but vital 
powers of its negative, the Void (vacuum).

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
Psyche-, which also requires multiple translation, 
‘spiritus, mens, anima’ or ‘Geist, Seele,’ is, like 
voice, a function defined by the movement of 
breath, captured as it expires from the body at the 
moment of death. From being in Homer just one of 
many similarly conceived states of consciousness 
(‘heart,’ ‘nerve,’ ‘spleen,’ ‘guts,’ and the like), 
it achieved an early primacy it still enjoys today. 
The most far-reaching quality of Epicurus for his 
followers was that of megalopsychos. Other artists 
may be accorded such a status by generations that 
follow them. To begin at the beginning of an artists’ 
alphabet, Acconci, Alighiero e Boetti, and Cage 
come easily to mind. (That nomadic encyclopedist 
of order and disorder Boetti [incidentally born the 
same year as Acconci], in particular, fits well in our 
pan-Atlantid context, with his self-proliferation, 
mappamundi, works executed as carpets by native 
craftswomen in his adoptive Afghanistan, and after 
the soviet invasion in refugee camps in Pakistan, 
use of every-day styli like ball-point pens, and 
interest in an eighteenth-century clerical ancestor’s 
military career in Asia and subsequent initiation 
into a sufi brotherhood.)
 

ΑΒΓ∆ΕΖΗΘΙΚΛΜΝΞΟΠΡΣΤΥΦΧΨΩ
O mega, ‘the big O,’ the end—but not 0, the zero of 
oblivion and self-oblivion, of Zarathustra, for whom 
‘the wasteland is growing’ with our dominion over 
the world. Not nothing, but the open [?] circle the 
glyph itself promises. The paradoxically potential 
openness of that ‘circle of art’ of which Bourdieu 
spoke some twenty-five years ago in his address Qui 
a créé les créateurs? to the École des Arts Décoratifs 
in Paris, whose opening and closing curve we, gens 
and agents de l’art all, creators, critics, collectors, 
and curators, compose. The Indo-European root 
ar- refers first of all to the ‘fitting’ of the artisan 
wheelwright and joiner. (It also generates harmony, 

rhyme and rhythm, order and ornament—but also 
armament). Not nothing, but a positive value for 
transvalued nihil, the highest value. And also the 
initial of Gauguin’s third question, formulated in 
1897, the year of Burckhardt’s death, on returning 
from his own Else-where on the globe, far beyond 
even Atlantis: Où allons-nous? The O of an answer: 
Outopia, not just ‘No-where,’ but ‘Now-here’—
even though, as if still fighting Nietzsche’s ultimate 
revision, in yet another of his endlessly appended 
autocritiques, of the subtitle of his early book on 
tragedy to Hellenism and Pessimism, we seek to 
wash that O away, to create a Utopia where none 
can exist. And although the Christians nearly forgot 
to invent one (it took a monk with the misnomer 
of Dionysius and a millennium!), and the French 
Revolution implicitly did so with the instauration of 
a Year One, for artists, auteurs, it is always the Year 
Zero, that blank moment when everything is quest, 
in question. Whenever we persist, with or against 
new auctores, authorities, even authoritarianisms 
(for we still allow that corpse or corps or corpus 
to give us laws), we are still back to the beginning 
of that circle, still with Rilke, seeing, hearing—
ourselves?—in the fragment of an (an-?)arch[a]ic 
Apollo:
You must change your life.
Du mußt dein Leben ändern.

My deep thanks go to Bettina Funcke, the pretext, 
not only for the gift of schole-, the leisure of 
contemplating and exploring a body of work free 
of constraint, even as in this case, when that body 
prematurely expired and passed into limbo, only 
to be resurrected Lazarus-like from the confines 
of its swiss vales (closer in their medieval form 
to the ideals of classical democracy than perhaps 
any form that has supplanted it since), to the more 
oceanic spaces the Atlanticist Continuous Project 
has offered it. This ‘dürftige Skizze’ will not be 
much of a map for navigating that deep, but may 
at least console the travelers on a Medusa seeking 
provisional refuge, be it ultimately an undeserved 
desert isle. As Burckhardt, who warned us against 
‘terribles simplificateurs,’ confided to Wölfflin with 
typically swiss and socratic eiro-nia, ‘A teacher 
cannot hope to give much’ except ‘keep alive belief 
in the value of spiritual [geistige] things.’ But it is 
the teacher, even and especially a ghostly one, who 
learns the most.

[These sound rooms are silent, and dark; now and 
then, they’re ‘turned on.’… I come back each night 
with a different name, I pun myself out of existence. 
Each program fades off into wistful music… The 
sound room to the left is dark, crowded, vertical, and 

fast. From opposite corners, slides are projected, 
multiplied, through vertical rows of transparent 
screens: my body in negative, bending and stretching 
and exercising—my face and body in color, pasted 
over with political posters. Sound escapes from the 
black room: the click of teletype machines; my voice 
is too fast, voice over voice at different levels, I’m 
talking the language of revolutionaries, guerrilla 
fighters—I’m practicing, rehearsing. Sound escapes 
from the white room: the chirping of birds; my voice 
is a whisper, voice upon voice—I’m throwing my 
voice, I’m narrating love and mysticism. 
In the recording studio, my voice squeezes in under 
the music; my voice is changed, it comes from out 
of the past or from a far-distant future; the voice is 
slow, raspy, machinelike; it resists the seductions 
from either side.]
From Other Voices for a Second Sight, New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1974; Into the Light: 
the Projected Image in American Art 1964–1977, 
Whitney Museum, 2001.

This little Historie (une histoire?) of mine arose 
somehow already bracketed between a vita (or two) 
and Vito. A new abecedarium, Roman this time, 
for the adolescent age of new-art-making under the 
gloriously conflicted and contested Pax Atlantica 
will doubtless cyclically supplement, in mirror-
reflect or -flux, the span Zarathustra-to-Acconci. It 
may have fewer letters, as befits an hyper-imag(in)ed 
world (whirl’d?) of the multiple-choice answer. Its 
decline will generate, in equal measure, Traum and 
Trauma that require cura more than curating. On 
one hand, we now have many Alexandrias of our 
own, with far more powerful critical apparatuses. 
And, again, techniques of mass destruction: witness 
the treatment of the first forty years of cinema. Will 
the first forty years of contemporary art suffer the 
same silence, of the wilderness? It may be this fact, 
or fear, that fosters our art of the archive, where wit 
triumphs over craft, where knowing (or gno-sis) is 
increasingly set in display type, where anomie, not 
alienation or accedie is the maladie professionnelle, 
a régime of universal and e[ga?]litarian copyright—
and where auctor meets auctio (and not just in the 
lexicon), for clients of clerics united by reference 
(and deference) to a golden mediocracy.
On the other, as both Nietzsche and his own frère 
ennemi Wagner presciently postulated (implicitly 
contra Hegel, who saw art as ‘born of the spirit, 
and born again,’), the art-work of the future seems 
bound to and for the operatic, where new synthetic, 
composite, production authorizes artists a range 
over poetry, performance, painting, sculpture, and 
architecture once reserved to the [s]elect. Their 
contemporary Pater, in his own Studies in the 
History of the Renaissance, may ultimately be 

correct in his gnomic conclusion, ‘All art constantly 
aspires to the condition of music.’ But our trained 
élites may at least be expected to have mastered the 
3 R’s, and good art-pedagogues ensure that these 
include rite, radicality, and renewal. Acconci, as 
good an imperial head for that art as any, though 
never tempted by predecessors’s delusions of 
divinity (even in classical times we see, over time, 
a diminution in the size of the classical head in 
proportion to the statuary, and perhaps historical, 
body, from 1:7 to 1:9), adds, ‘And rhetoric—.’
Vito ceased his groundbreaking performance work 
almost exactly a hundred years after the publication 
of the second of Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations, 
on the [ab]use of history for life, like Acconci’s, 
an attempt to dissect a historical patient (and 
practice) he deemed chronic, if not terminal into 
its instrumental (and detrimental) parts, toward 
the beginning of that halcyon decade between the 
births of his two illustrious musical guest-friends 
from the East, Dionysos and Zarathustra. Acconci’s 
commanding presence and voice (and it requires 
hearing Acconci to receive the full force of his 
philosophizing with a stammer), echo the relevance 
of Nietzsche’s observation on his creature in Ecce 
Homo: ‘Perhaps the whole of Zarathustra may be 
reckoned as music;—certainly a rebirth of the art 
of hearing was among its preconditions.’ (We can 
only wonder what a performance of Zarathustra by 
Nietzsche the Musician might have been like.)
Though Mousike-, ‘the work of the Muses,’ like  
Cine-ma, ‘movement,’ (and movements?) will ever 
turn and return, they may dwell less in museums than 
in new hospices the emerging moves from critique 
to clinique, from colore to disegno, from opus and 
œuvre to opera, to perpetual project and process, 
engender. Acconci, like many a significant historical 
figure, the object of a certain cult (though he has 
never seen himself as of that athletic or mystical 
or heroic kind: for a touchingly pathetic example, 
see a diary he kept, at www.slate.com/35143/
entry/35146), has himself moved to being a devoted 
Designer, a latter-day Demiurge, but still and always 
the Poet: his most recent presentation (with sarina 
Basta, a colleague from his studio) was a reading 
with musical accompaniment of a text entitled 
No-Time in No-Land, a quasi-Zarathustrean prose-
poem originated in an artists’ project in Antarctica, 
against a projection of white-on-black architectural 
drawings that re(as)sembled nothing less than the 
world conceived abstractly as an orchestral score.
But when the geniuses have moved on, the ingenious 
get moving; no matter how ardently we invoke the 
great M. D. himself, the future may lie less with 
just any Herr or Frau Doktor, perhaps already too 
much scene and herd, than with genial, if not always 
joyous ingénieurs, the searchers and researchers 
who seek moving art for folk on the move.
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Jacques Rancière 
LE SPECTATEUR éMANCIPé
Préparé à l’origine pour une conférence 
donnée en 2004 à l’académie de théâtre 
d’été de Francfort, ce texte tente 
d’articuler les différentes possibilités de 
l’émancipation comme défi politique 
que Rancière situe tout particulièrement 
entre le savoir et le faire, en utilisant 
l’analogie avec un spectateur de théâtre. 
Rancière prône une émancipation qui 
estompe les oppositions entre ceux 
qui regardent et ceux qui jouent, ceux 
qui sont des individus et ceux qui sont 
membres d’un corps collectif.

Bettina Funcke
TENDANCE
Bettina Funcke propose une nouvelle 
compréhension de la relation entre 
artiste et public, se servant comme 
exemple de la mythologie stratégique et 
ironique de l’artiste comme personnage 
inventée par Joseph Beuys. Elle 
provoque l’éveil du soupçon aussi bien 
d’en haut que d’en bas, et emploie la 
terminologie kierkegaardienne de la 
foi et du doute pour contrer l’aliénation 
moderne entre l’art et son public. Dans 
quelle mesure un artiste doit-il s’appuyer 
sur les stratégies de personnage et 
d’image, et en quoi cela constitue-t-il 
une partie intégrante de leur travail ? 
Funcke montre que ce que l’on appelle 
souvent le « politique » en art est 
déterminé par cette relation et ces 
questions.  

Alexander Kluge et Oskar Negt
L’ESPACE PUBLIC DES ENFANTS
Dans l’édition anglaise de 1993, 
Bruce Robbins écrit : « Géographie 
audacieuse des contre-espaces publics, 
la réponse passionnée de Negt et Kluge 
à Habermas découvre un monde de 
public-ité  rédemptrice dissimulée dans 
la routine quotidienne du travail et de la 
vie de famille, dans un monde de la vie 
qui n’a pas été colonisé. » 

Joshua Dubler
LeFT BeHIND. RECUEIL
Dubler écrit : « Ce qui suit est le 
compte-rendu partiel d’une conférence 
de plusieurs heures, née de l’intérêt 
pour la saga des romans chrétiens 
évangéliques américains connue sous 
le nom de Left Behind. Après un rapide 
résumé et une remise en contexte, les 
participants utilisent le phénomène 
comme cas d’étude pour examiner le rôle 
de la production artistique et médiatique 
de grande échelle comme mode d’action 
politique, et, surtout, la façon dont nous 
usons et abusons de ces technologies 
pour servir nos ambitions utopiques. »  

Maria Muhle
EGALITé ET ESPACE PUBLIC 
SELON HANNAH ARENDT
Muhle écrit : « Ce texte pose la question 
de la notion d’égalité et d’espace public 
dans la pensée d’Hannah Arendt. À 
partir d’une critique de l’exclusion de la 
question sociale de la part d’Arendt dans 
ses écrits sur la Révolution notamment, 
il essaie d’interroger l’exclusivité de 
l’espace politique dit public. Il propose 
de reconsidérer cette question en 
s’appuyant sur la pensée politique de 
Jacques Rancière qui voit dans l’entrée 
du social dans l’espace public – dans la 
réclamation de leur part de la part des 
sans-parts – le véritable moment du 
politique. » 

Pablo Lafuente
IMAGES DU PEUPLE, VOIx DU 
PEUPLE
Lafuente écrit : «L’image du peuple 
─ comment le peuple est représenté, 
et se représente lui-même ─ fait partie 
intégrante des pratiques politiques. 
Mais cette esthétique de la politique, 
pour paraphraser Jacques Rancière, 
est intimement reliée à la politique de 
l’esthétique : l’image du Peuple (qu’il 
soit sujet ou spectateur) produite ou 
reprise par les artistes et les théoriciens 
de l’art révèle une certaine façon de 
comprendre la subjectivation politique. 
En contraste avec la masse ignorante 
d’Althusser ou le peuple unifié de 
Michelet, la multiplicité des voix au 
fondement de l’interprétation que donne 
Rancière du politique ouvre la porte à 
une analyse et une remise en question de 
la politique qui sous-tend les pratiques 
artistiques contemporaines. »  

Simon Baier
REMARqUES SUR 
L’INSTALLATION
Baier écrit : « Défiant toute similarité 
extérieure que le spectateur pourrait 
concevoir, l’installation figure comme 
l’actualisation d’un art qui ne peut être 
saisi que sous la forme d’une somme 
déictique, chaque œuvre d’art y ayant 
sa place propre et, en particulier, une 
accumulation matérielle d’objets que l’on 
peut classifier et dénombrer. Cependant, 
en tant que telle, l’installation, qui se 
situe au-delà du matériau et du médium, 
est la marque de ce qui reste de la 
matérialité de l’art, qui ne peut être ni 
transgressée ni restreinte. Les remarques 
qui suivent n’ont pas pour intention de 
mettre en évidence une tendance dans 
l’art, ou de dresser une liste d’œuvres 
et de leurs contextes, mais plutôt se 
souligner les implications de ce que 
l’on veut dire quand le mot « installer » 
devient le terme générique employé 
pour décrire les activités d’un artiste. » 

Nico Baumbach
IDéES IMPURES: DE L’USAGE DE 
BADIOU ET DELEUzE 
DANS LA THéORIE 
CONTEMPORAINE DU CINéMA 
Baumbach écrit : « Dans un court essai 
polémique, Baumbach tente de penser 
l’état présent de la théorie du cinéma et 
de la production cinématographique. Il 
avance que l’héritage de la théorie du 
cinéma des années 1960 et 1970 n’a pas 
été, comme le voudrait le dogme actuel, 
épuisé, mais qu’il doit être repensé à la 
lumière des récentes transformations 
dans les modes de production et de 
diffusion de l’image en mouvement. 
S’inspirant de Gilles Deleuze et de 
l’inesthétique d’Alain Badiou, il pose 
la question de ce que cela signifierait, 
au lieu de théoriser sur le cinéma, de 
soumettre la théorie aux conditions du 
cinéma. Ce qui implique de penser 
entièrement l’ « impureté » du cinéma 
en tant que forme d’art, et amène à la 
prescription de nouvelles expériences 
dans l’essai cinématographique. » 

Serge Daney
ELOGE TêTU DE 
L’INFORMATION
Publié pour la première fois en anglais, 
cet essai de Serge Daney n’a pas besoin 
d’être présenté aux francophones. La 
pensée incisive de Daney se tourne 
ici vers la question des informations 
télévisées en temps de guerre, et, plus 
généralement, du rôle des médias 
d’information. 

Johanna Burton
SOUS LA MAIN, OU 
L’ExPLORATION DU  
NOMBRIL DE CézANNE
Burton écrit : « Cet essai plonge au cœur 
d’une œuvre commune à Paul Cézanne 
et Sherrie Levine. Ou, plus précisément, 
il touche au nombril de cette œuvre. 
L’examen attentif de la « Nature 
Morte au Cupidon de Plâtre » 
(1895) du maître moderniste et de sa 
reprise photographique par le maître 
postmoderne (sous le titre « D’Après 
Cézanne » No. 9, 1993) soulève de 
nombreuses questions autour des 
concepts d’origine et d’influence, 
de reproduction et de naissance. Le 
texte, qui envisage une prolifération 
de nombrils (peints, sculptés, et 
photographiés) et un ensemble de corps 
(pommes, oignons, bébés, femmes), 
prône le nombrilisme comme nouveau 
mode d’écriture généalogique. »

Warren Niesluchowski
L’ARS DE L’IMPeRIuM 
Niesuchowski écrit: L’art change 
à nouveau de forme, à l’un de ces 
tournants historiques où une époque 
moderniste devient un bref classicisme. 
D’une part, comme dans l’antique 
Alexandrie, un grand appareil critique, 
Musée et Bibliothèque, a été créé pour 
illustrer et défendre (et consommer ?) 
un canon esthétique et ses archives. 
D’autre part, une nouvelle génération 
d’artistes est passée de la critique à la 
clinique, cherchant (encore une fois) à 
rallier la technē et ses pratiques en pleine 
évolution à la cause des formes de vie 
(et de mort ?) d’un nouveau monde 
à peine émergeant, luttant contre les 
contraintes de ses (et de leurs) histoires 
contradictoires, amenant la raison à la 
perception (ou serait-ce l’inverse ?). En 
en tirant les conséquences poétiques 
pour les professions artistiques, que ce 
soit pour les critiques, les conservateurs, 
les collectionneurs ou les créateurs, la 
présente histoire « encyclopédique », 
adopte l’optique « rétrospective » de 
l’Historie dionysiaque de Nietzsche : 
d’Alexandre le Grand, avatar de notre 
première mondialisation impérialiste 
à Acconci, un des découvreurs et 
fondateurs de l’art contemporain tel que 
nous le connaissons, dont l’œuvre entier 
a réhabilité (et endossé), n’en déplaise 
à Nietzsche et à son interlocuteur 
Burckhardt, la possibilité d’une 
« philologie de l’avenir » radicale, digne 
d’un zarathoustra. »      

Translated from english by Hélène Valance.
 

Jacques Rancière
THE EMANCIPATED SPECTATOR
Originally prepared for a 2004 lecture 
given at the Frankfurt summer theater 
academy, this text attempts to articulate 
the possibilities of emancipation as 
a political challenge which Rancière 
specifically situates between knowing 
and doing, using the analogy of a 
theatrical spectator. Rancière advocates 
emancipation as the blurring of 
oppositions between they who look and 
they who act, they who are individuals 
and they who are members of a collective 
body.

Bettina Funcke
URGENCY
Bettina Funcke proposes a new 
understanding of the relationship 
between artist and audience, using 
Joseph Beuys’ strategic and ironic 
mythology of the artist as persona as an 
example. Activating schools of suspicion 
from below and above, she draws on 
Kierkegaard’s terminology of faith and 
doubt to counter the modern alienation 
between art and its public. How much 
should an artist rely on strategies of 
persona and image, and how is this a 
part of their work? Funcke suggests that 
the nature of what is often called “the 
political” in art is dependent on this 
relationship and these questions.

Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt
THE PUBLIC SPHERE OF 
CHILDREN
Bruce Robbins of Rutgers University 
wrote, of the 1993 English edition: 
“A bold geography of counter public 
spheres, Negt and Kluge’s passionate 
response to Habermas uncovers a world 
of redemptive public-ness hidden away 
in the everyday routines of work and 
family, in a lifeworld that has not been 
colonized.”

Joshua Dubler
LEFT BEHIND. A SYMPOSIUM
Writes Dubler: “What follows is a partial 
record of an evening-long symposium, 
generated by interest in the collection 
of American Christian Evangelical 
potboilers, known collectively as the Left 
Behind series. After a cursory synopsis 
and contextualization, the discussants 
use the phenomenon as a test-case to 
explore the role of artistic and mass 
media production as a mode of political 
action, most pointedly, the uses and 
abuses of such technologies in service of 
our own utopian ambitions.”

Maria Muhle
EqUALITY AND PUBLIC REALM 
ACCORDING TO HANNAH 
ARENDT
Muhle writes: “Ce texte pose la question 
de la notion d’égalité et d’espace public 
dans la pensée d’Hannah Arendt. À 
partir d’une critique de l’exclusion de la 
question sociale de la part d’Arendt dans 
ses écrits sur la Révolution notamment, 
il essaie d’interroger l’exclusivité de 
l’espace politique dit public. Il propose 
de reconsidérer cette question en 
s’appuyant sur la pensée politique de 
Jacques Rancière qui voit dans l’entrée 
du social dans l’espace public – dans la 
réclamation de leur part de la part des 
sans-parts – le véritable moment du 
politique.”

Pablo Lafuente
IMAGE OF THE PEOPLE, VOICES 
OF THE PEOPLE
Writes Lafuente: “The image of the 
People – how the People is presented, 
or how the People presents itself – is 
an integral part of political practice. But 
this aesthetics of politics, paraphrasing 
Jacques Rancière, is intimately related 
to the politics of aesthetics: the image of 
the People (as a subject or as a spectator) 
produced or endorsed by artists and 
art theorists reveals a certain way of 
understanding political subjectivation. 
In opposition to Althusser’s unknowing 
mass or Michelet’s unified People, the 
multiplicity of voices that is at the basis 
of Rancière’s understanding of the 
political opens the door for an analysis 
and questioning of the politics behind 
contemporary artistic practice.”

Simon Baier
REMARKS ON INSTALLATION
Writes Baier: “Defying any external 
similarities that might be conceived 
on the part of the viewer, installation 
figures as the actualization of an art that 
may only be grasped in the form of a 
deictic sum: each work of art standing 
for itself and, in particular, a material 
accumulation of objects that can be 
classified and counted. Yet as that, 
which situates itself beyond material 
and medium, it marks at the same time 
art’s residue of its own materiality, 
which may be neither transgressed nor 
reduced. The following remarks are 
intended not to outline a tendency in 
art, nor to enumerate a list of works and 
their contexts, but rather to outline the 
implications of what it means when to 
install becomes the generic description 
for what an artist does.”

Nico Baumbach
IMPURE IDEAS: ON THE USE 
OF BADIOU AND DELEUzE FOR 
CONTEMPORARY FILM THEORY
Baumbach writes: “In a short polemical 
essay, [Baumbach] attempts to think 
the current moment in cinema theory 
and cinema production. He proposes 
that the legacies of 60s and 70s film 
theory have not, as the current dogma 
would have it, been exhausted, but that 
they need to be rethought in light of 
recent transformations in the modes of 
production and circulation of moving 
images. Inspired by Gilles Deleuze and 
the inaesthetics of Alain Badiou, [he] 
asks what it would mean to, instead of 
theorizing about cinema, submit theory 
to the conditions of cinema. This means 
thinking through cinema’s “impurity” as 
an art form and leads to the prescription 
of new experiments in the cinematic-
essay.”

Serge Daney
IN STUBBORN PRAISE OF 
INFORMATION
Published for the first time in English, 
this essay by Serge Daney should need 
no introduction to French speakers. 
Daney’s incisive thinking is here turned 
to the question of televised news in 
wartime, and, more broadly, the role of 
news media. 

Johanna Burton
‘OF THINGS NEAR AT HAND,’ OR 
PLUMBING CézANNE’S NAVEL
Burton writes: “This essay gets to 
the heart of a work shared between 
Paul Cézanne and Sherrie Levine. Or, 
more precisely, this essay gets to that 
work’s navel. Looking closely at the 
modernist master’s 1895 “Still Life with 
Plaster Cupid” and the postmodernist 
maestro’s 1993 photographic reprisal 
of it (as “After Cézanne” No. 9), 
questions are raised regarding concepts 
of origin and influence, reproduction 
and birth. Considering a proliferation 
of bellybuttons (painted, sculpted, and 
photographed) and a variety of bodies 
(apples, onions, babies, and women), the 
text suggests navel-gazing as an alternate 
mode of writing genealogies.”

Warren Niesluchowski 
THE ARS OF IMPeRIuM
Niesluchowski writes: “Art again 
is shifting shape, after one of those 
millennial turns where a modernist 
moment has become a quick classicism. 
On one hand, as in ancient Alexandria, 
a great critical apparatus has been called 
into being to illustrate and defend (and 
consume?) an æsthetic canon and its 
archive. On the other, a newer generation 
of art-making has been moving from 
critique to clinique, seeking (again) to 
engage technē and its evolving practices 
in the cause of the life-forms (and death-
?) to be found in a newly emergent 
world struggling against the confines of 
its (and their) contradictory histories, 
bringing sense to sensation. Drawing 
some poetic consequences for the artistic 
professions, whether critic, curator, 
collector, or creator, the present histoire 
looks through the ‘retro-perspective’ 
lens of Nietzsche’s Dionysian Historie: 
back to Alexander the Great, the avatar 
of the first imperial globalism, and to 
Vito Acconci, the body of whose work, 
as a finder and founder of contemporary 
art as we know it, has vindicated (and 
‘revindicated’), pace Nietzsche and 
his early interlocutor Burckhardt, 
one possible radical ‘philology of the 
future.’”
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