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UN IDENTITY

I.

The following article is part of an ongoing series of artworks which investigate the relation-

ship between author and reader, artist and viewer. These works also question the very notion of 

the author; if truth is determined by the subjective, infinitely variable experience of the reader, 

then can objective truth even exist? Such concerns, at the heart of post-structuralist theory and 

conceptual art, pose writing as text, visual arts as site. Within these spaces meaning is dialectical, 

fluctuating in a system of social, historical and political factors. The artist merely provides an 

opening into this environment and his interpretation of the work is as relative as any spectator’s. 

In this spirit, I have constructed this essay through the words of others, as a (loosely) coherent site 

of the dialectic. While many of these sources are deeply entrenched in literary theory, a number 

are taken completely out of context. Even in contradiction, the ideas of others can be adapted 

and re-contextualised. An extensive endnotes section opens up the dialectic further, directing the 

reader to continue beyond the text. For the sake of cohesiveness, capitalization and punctuation 

have been altered to fit the text. 

II.

We only ever speak one language... (yes, but) we never speak only one language 1.

I, too, hide in language, within this book 2. I use words in a sense that makes them meaning-
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less, and of course the only way you can make something meaningless is to present it in all of its 

possible meanings 3.
‘An author is the only person who has written his or her own words’- the assumed definition 

of identity is questionable. For instance, I do not write out of nothing, or from nothing, for I must 

write with the help of other texts, be these texts written ones, oral ones, those of memory, those of 

dream, etc. 4.

One might even describe the concept of the unique individual and the theoretical basis of in-

dividualism as ideological 5. All art, from the crassest mass-media production to the most esoteric 

art-world practice, has a political existence, or, more accurately, an ideological existence. It either 

challenges or supports (tacitly, perhaps) the dominant myths a culture calls truth 6 . The individual 

is an effect of power, and at the same time 7 we are more than individuals, we are the whole 

chain as well 8. Both he who is writing these lines and the reader who reads them are themselves 

subjects, and therefore ideological subjects 9.
I am also an artist- if that means anything at all in this post-Derridean context 10. I am led by 

my ideas, but where do these ideas come from 11?

A sharing of the void, a pooling of lack which is today the rule in individual and social rela-

tions 12. The sudden multiplication of ‘points of view’ 13. A veritable revolution in our conception of 

the relations between power, desire, identity, political practice 14. An universe of borders, seesaws, 

fragile and mingled identities, wanderings of the subject and its objects 15... the tempting traps 

of structuralism and formalism and the obsession with modernity 16. A vast amalgam of disparate 

signs, styles and structures culled indiscriminately from world cultures, past and present 17. A qual-

ity of anarchic freedom and explosive creativity in the exotic hybrids produced 18.

Art’s declaration of independence is thus the beginning of the end of art 19.

What does it mean to have property 20? I think that the meanings change 21... we can only 

imitate a gesture that is always anterior, never original 22. A dialectical text, rather than presenting 
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an opinion as if it were truth, challenges the reader to discover truths on their own 23. A text is not 

a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a 

multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash 24. 

Meanings shift and change their reference like shifting perceptions of perspective from an optical 

illusion 25 ; not a picture of living reality, but merely an arrangement of dead signs 26. There are just 

as many objective principles of taste as there are aesthetic judgements 27...the maximization of 

opportunities for individual variation 28. In seeing an object, I can construe (translate) that object 

within many seemingly complete ‘languages’ of perception. Another person seeing the same object 

may construe a similar number of languages, none of which need necessarily coincide with mine 29.
Suppose the library has two copies of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Peter takes out one, and John 

the other. Did Peter and John take out the same book, or different books 30? 

Preoccupied as I was with my notes and the ever-widening and contracting circles of my 

thoughts, I became enveloped by a sense of utter emptiness 31. I had to go to the records 32. On a 

piece of paper in the wastebasket is the following text, scribbled in pencil 33:

‘There will appear orthodox publications, something like our encyclopaedic dictionaries, in 

which everything will be so accurately calculated and plotted that there will no longer be any 

individual texts or adventures left in the world 34.’

I find myself digging deeper 35... words slip away from me; the ‘I’ sounds false 36. It occurred 

to me that my thoughts were becoming incoherent, which wasn’t unusual. Sustained for a phrase 

or two, they splintered 37 (anonymous yet differentiated crowds swept up in an endless, seemingly 

haphazard pattern of movement 38). An empty shell. Those were the first words that sprang to mind 
39. This work existed already before it was made 40... exists in the instant it comes into being and is 

simultaneously received 41.
The demise of the author as transcendent self or bearer of meaning has borne along a rejection 

of the text as discrete or self-contained object; attention has been focused, instead, on a model 
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that poses meaning as constructed in the discourses that articulate it, in an interactive context 

of reader and text 42. The existence of all these meanings indicates that that the communication 

involved here is not solely or essentially one between individuals- between author and spectator 
43. In order to reflect the thing as it is, the spectator must return to it more than he receives from it 
44. Each self harbors unsuspected, and undetectable, dimensions that identity may prove to be far 

more baroque than we had imagined 45... we see our own image multiplied in its facetted reflec-

tions 46.
Art ‘lives’ through influencing other art, not by existing as the physical residue of an artist’s 

ideas. The reason that different artists from the past are ‘brought alive’ again is because some 

aspect of their work becomes ‘usable’ by living artists. That there is no ‘truth’ as to what art is 

seems quite unrealized 47. The philosopher can no longer pretend to provide privileged access to 

truth 48. Language is a reality that is not about truth 49.
Within postmodernity, when one opens up spaces within spaces one often finds more images, 

more sounds 50. We receive the ‘world’ as fragmented, shattered, hence differentiated 51. The text 

is informed by discursive operations at the level of its conception, production and reception 52. An 

artist might advance specifically to get lost, and to intoxicate himself in dizzying syntaxes, seeking 

odd intersections of meaning, strange corridors of history, unexpected echoes, unknown humors 

or voids of knowledge 53. Neither randomness, heterogeneity of content, nor indeterminacy are 

sources of confusion for this mode 54. It depends for its effect on the context of ideas it changes 

and joins 55, depends on the beholder, is incomplete without him 56. New meanings and values, 

new practices, new relationships and kinds of relationships are continually being created 57... no 

pre-established harmony or order, no certainty 58. Everything exists within the world; nothing can 

exist independently 59.

This shift in practice entails a shift in position; the artist becomes a manipulator of signs more 

than a producer of art objects, and the viewer an active reader of messages rather than a passive 
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contemplator of the aesthetic or consumer of the spectacular 60. As with allegorical fragments, 

the viewer must fill in, add to, build upon suggestive elements in the text supplying extraneous 

historical, personal and social references, rather than, as in modernism, transporting himself to 

the special world and time of the artist’s original production 61. The concept of an ‘ideal’ receiver is 

detrimental in the theoretical consideration of art 62.

Individuated texts have become filaments of infinitely tangled webs 63. Each piece segues into 

the next like chapters in an evocative but fragmentary novel, weaving non-narrative stories that 

buzz with human presence but in which no human appears 64. Everywhere there are surprises and 

sensations, yet nowhere is there any outcome 65. A postmodern artist or writer is in the position of 

a philosopher: the text he writes, the work he produces are not in principle governed by pre-estab-

lished rules, and they cannot be judged according to a determining judgment, by applying familiar 

categories to the text or to the work. Those rules and categories are what the work of art itself is 

looking for 66.
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ON BETWEEN  
(SEVEN WORKS)

Inside the white rectangle, a painting cuts a hole out of the gallery wall. It is non-representa-

tional, a sheen of black. Against the off-white of the exhibition space, the surrounding cardboard 

and metal sculptures, charcoal on paper, the subliminal hum of video and sound, even the label 

affixed below the work itself, this painting is a negative space. “The way pictures are hung makes 

assumptions about what is being offered.” 1 And the way a picture is written? An image becomes 

information, name and title, in uniform black and white.

There are two works by James Coleman, I.N.I.T.I.A.L.S. [1994] and Box (ahhareturnabout) 

[1977], in which the separation of a word into its component parts suggests the meaning of the 

word itself. It acknowledges the structure of Coleman’s slide and film projections, which leave 

gaps of uncertainty between image and narrative, what is seen and what is heard. Interpretation 

is attempted in these gaps. As the photograph is the essential component of a continuous filmic 

narrative, I.N.I.T.I.A.L.S., like the fractured sequence of static images overlapped by an elusive, 

ambiguous, textual commentary, refers back to itself. It spells out, in a succession of projected 

slide images, the flickering jumps between image and space (after-image) and image, letter and 

full-stop and letter. While an acronym is a condensation of a name, occasionally referencing the 

idea of the larger title in abbreviated form, in Coleman’s piece, it displays the ambiguity of mean-

ing in a disjointed narrative, the space between representation (as image or word) and meaning. 

There is no indication that these initials stand for anything; they only stand for initials.
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Box (ahhareturnabout) is inherently reflexive as well, as content (the 1927 championship 

fight between Gene Tunney and Jack Dempsey) and presentation (a square of projected light). This 

found footage is broken by segments of black leader, soundtracked by heavy breathing, repetition, 

mutterings of ‘go on, go on’, like the stark inner monologue of the boxer. The discontinuity and 

pulsation of the piece echoes the back-and-forth of the fighters, and the subtitle reinforces this 

interpretation. (ahhareturnabout) can be read as units of a longer title, as ‘return’, ‘turnabout’, 

‘bout’, ‘about’ (about what?), and ahha- the rhythmic breathing of exhaustion, but also a palin-

drome, which reoccurs, reverses, plays over again and again, like a loop of film.

It comes back to the medium of mechanical projection, reinforcing process through content. 

The experience of seeing is integrated into subject matter, into presentation, and makes space for a 

subjective reaction. There is a connection here with Clement Greenberg’s Kantian analysis of purity 

in painting, where the work is pared down to its sparsest limitations, colour on surface. However, 

Greenberg’s purism is a partial reading, in that it regards perception as a primarily spatial experi-

ence, eschewing time as the inner, subjective determinant of continuity (‘His’ art is therefore static, 

eternal and without context). Thus, “neither coexistence nor succession would ever come within 

our perception, if the representation of time were not presupposed as underlying them a priori.” 2

Space is necessary as a means of obtaining outer representation, but time fits these images 

together, prevents them from appearing as discontinuous, isolated and arbitrary fragments. 

Coleman’s projections involve the viewer in linking these disparate images, the overlapping 

commentary, the initials. In each of these gaps, between running footage, repetition, narration 

and static imagery, the experience of watching and connecting seeps through. An after-image of a 

boxer, feinting a jab. The soft whirr and click of the projector. Dust motes suspended and visible. 

“…it’s hard to make out the initials…” Meaning is often designated with a glimpse, without recourse 

to the whole.

Even as the work addresses visuality, it realises that seeing, like reading, is a subjective pro-
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cess. As a fragmentary succession of images (still or moving), it is transitional, like the Brechtian 

performance which can be experienced as an excerpt, like a subtitle broken into pieces. There is 

no fixed interpretation. Rather, it can be left, contemplated, and stepped back into. Instead of a 

surrender to narrative, akin to the suspended disbelief of the cinematic voyeur, there is a distanc-

ing effect. As Walter Benjamin noted of Bertolt Brecht’s work; “distances are created everywhere 

which are, on the whole, detrimental to illusion among the audience. These distances are meant to 

make the audience adopt a critical attitude, to make it think.” 3 This is the effect which challenges 

the self-contained pre-eminence of a work, and the stylistic continuity of the auteur, therefore 

re-emphasizing the role of the critical viewer in determining (a) meaning. The shift, from creation 

to reception (or vice versa, from the subject’s perspective) is, in part, motivated by an excess of 

mis-information and the dismantling of the high/low cultural divide, culminating in the re-evalu-

ation of every aspect of society as an anthropological sign or as a type of readymade. It is the 

junk of history, out of order, already finished and thought to death, the wreckage of modernity’s 

perpetual desire for novelty: a landscape of torn canvases, obsolete machinery, failed projects 

stripped of their idealistic naivety and re-inserted into the present, as a commodity, as proof of 

victory. The end of the modern trajectory is the persistence of this moment, where time continues, 

running in place, repeating the same, endless footage. With the cessation of the authoritative voice 

(of progress, and as a model for artistic production), the subject, at a critical remove, sifts through 

the trash and recovers what he can.

As in the Hegelian master-slave dialectic, where the subject overcomes his bondage and 

asserts a new consciousness, the (post)modernist viewer shakes off his passivity. It is this position 

which establishes meaning now. The formalism of the monochromatic painting may remain, but 

only as an element in a fluid, textual artwork, one which incorporates action and stasis, voice-over 

and silence. The space is a subjective one, absorbing past materials (the black-and-white film, the 

blank, black screen) and the discordant, jarring features of the work, and re-contextualises these 



22

pieces, in the present. The privileged artwork, the bearer of truth and permanent meaning, fades 

into an even, indistinguishable background, as one of any number of dead codes and inert objects, 

to be taken apart, shuffled and assembled in new positions.

In a sense, Coleman has also placed himself at a critical distance, disrupting and dissecting 

found footage, speaking over and on a visual experience. Certainly, the sets of the projected images 

in I.N.I.T.I.A.L.S. have been deftly manipulated to dispel illusion, recreating scenes of backstage 

preparation (for an ever-delayed presentation?). Yet, this is set up as well, obviously so, extend-

ing that critical awareness of the viewer beyond the stage and spectacle, and incorporating the 

gestures of reality, the action off-stage. The viewer is implicated in the work, as an artist whose 

own opinions and interpretations are composed from the same institutional texts. 

“[I]nstead of concealing the act of acting (and the profession that results from it), the spec-

tacle as a whole should try to demonstrate to the audience that we are all actors, and that acting is 

an inescapable dimension of social and everyday life.” 4 

In this analysis, then, the instance of reflection, given in the pause and flicker, the mechanical 

breakdown of filmic flow and illusion, highlights the instability of both the image and the spectator. 

There is a dialectic of the gestures reproduced on screen and the pose of the actor reproduced in 

reality, each informing the other, and casting suspicion over ‘authentic’ experience as a synthe-

sised unreality. Even the subjective interpretation can be seen as a pastiche, as another excursion 

into the cast-offs and refuse of pre-post-modernity.

There is, in process and effect, a parallel with two other films, after-images of Coleman’s 

slide-audio presentation and broken film footage, respectively. Chris Marker’s La Jetée [1962] is a 

sequence of images, documenting an elegiac narrative. Furthermore, its story of time-travel and 

memory is represented in black-and-white photographs, literally images of the past. The disruption 
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of visual continuity and the uncertainty of the text create an opening that is akin to Coleman’s 

I.N.I.T.I.A.L.S.. Things break down to reveal the mechanics of film and perception, and to open a 

space for something other than passive reception.

Julia Kristeva has noted the capacity for subjective interpretation in the pauses and ellipses of 

L.F. Céline’s writing. This is comparable. 

“the points of suspension cut off a constituent from the main clause or from 

the predicate; thus isolated, the constituent loses its identity as object phrase, 

for instance, and while it does not gain a truly autonomous value it still floats 

in a syntactic irresolution that opens a path to various logical and semantic 

connotations, in short, to daydreaming… inviting the reader to link it to another 

subject, another predicate, both indefinite and perhaps more subjective.” 5

In this view, the space for subjective interpretation remains partially dependent on the text, 

not truly autonomous. Yet the reading cannot escape, cannot go outside the text. If subjectivity 

is defined in relation to the prior production of meaning (the images before and after the leader 

screen, the words between the spaces), these textual breaks lead the reader back to other, subjec-

tive texts. The scope of interpretation is seemingly defined by proximity to the readable text, so 

that the click between still images in La Jetée appears to be less ambiguous than the all-over black 

painting. It looks closer to meaning, to an absolute reading, even if only by a matter of degrees. 

However, subjectivity is by its nature relative, except to say that the opening of interpretation 

is able to extend infinitely in the shift between black-and-white images, shudder briefly in the 

contemplation of a void. It is the breaking of reception which matters here. The reading is tied to 

a ‘real’ content and form of the work, the suggestion of a definitive meaning… and yet this is the 

paradox of the subjective, active reading. It encourages plurality at the expense of authority. It 

takes on meaning to the point of meaninglessness.



24

What does it mean to turn the critical distance of the Brechtian viewer upon the subject, upon 

subjectivity? It is awareness that in the space opened beyond passive reception, there is an unlim-

ited expansion of meaning and textuality, that the gestures of the unreal and the real are indistin-

guishable, drawn from the same mass of history, and that the subject is unattainable; to know the 

subject as it really is, is a desire for the impossible. Another Chris Marker film, Sans Soleil [1983], 

seems to recognize this in the footage of three children in Iceland, 1965. To the photographer, it is 

the image of happiness, inexpressible and incommunicable. “One day I’ll have to put it all alone at 

the beginning of a film, with a long piece of black leader. If they don’t see happiness in the picture, 

at least they’ll see the black.” 6

In the black of Kasimir Malevich’s Black Square [1913], there is a refutation, an argument 

against the chronological narrative of Greenberg. It pre-dates the New York School, stems from a 

different, oppositional source of ideology. It is black on black on black (on white), a lacuna in the 

text, the noumenal and the unknowable, Ad Reinhardt, that black page in the middle of ‘Tristram 

Shandy’, dense forest, a window, painted over, a line of writing, writing about a painting. The 

subjective interpretation, floating in its ‘syntactic irresolution’, is tangential and incomplete. 

“In order to reflect the thing as it is, the subject must return to it more than he receives from 

it. The subject creates the world outside himself from the traces which it leaves in his senses: the 

unity of the thing in its manifold characteristics and states, and he therefore constitutes the ‘I’ 

retrospectively by learning to grant a synthetic unity not only to the external impressions, but to 

the internal impressions which gradually separate off from them.” 7

Accepting the black square, or even the words which describe it, as a site of interpretation; 

the viewer projects himself onto this screen. Perhaps this was even Greenberg’s position, as an 

individual fixated on the reductive, against the extraneous, re-writing himself through a version of 
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history. A condensed history of modern, abstract art, in bullet form, would likely begin as this essay 

does, with a field of negative colour. Only with that high point established could history devolve, 

in reverse time, as a linear exhibition of gradual purification in painting (leaving out this particular 

work, of course). This is the subject returning more to the work than is received, reflecting the 

thing not as it is, but as it is seen, as a preference. When Slavoj Zizek says:

“When Lenin says ‘the theory of Marx is all-powerful, because it is true’, everything depends 

on how we understand ‘truth’ here: is it a neutral ‘objective knowledge’, or the truth of an engaged 

subject? Lenin’s wager- today, in our era of postmodern relativism, more actual then ever- is that 

universal truth and partisanship, the gesture of taking sides, are not only not mutually exclusive, 

but condition each other: in a concrete situation, its universal truth can only be articulated from 

a thoroughly partisan position- truth is by definition one-sided.” 8, it reveals that History, even Art 

History, as a trajectory, involves a revision and an alignment of the past. Hence, the notion of truth 

is always suspect, an ideology which prevails (temporarily), not because of any inherent ‘right-

ness’, but because it is believed on an objective scale. It is subjective opinion, widely held. Yet, 

Zizek has also laid down the conditions for a new version of truth: a shifting, unstable collision of 

contradictory positions which is sustained by its ability to incorporate any argument. If objectivity 

has repositioned itself as a system of fluctuating discourses, which give way to each other without 

resistance, then how can this definition be trusted? It will ultimately require faith in the system, 

akin to the gaze of the observer of a non-representational painting, grasping for the unattainable 

meaning of a colour-field. Unable to penetrate its ambiguities, it lingers on the surface, and is 

passively content that meaning is present, somewhere.

Imagine that black square, behind glass, as a mirror and a reflection of the subject (and 

the subjective response). It re-presents the image of the spectator, yet also the background, the 

interior and architecture, sections of other works, and, through a window in the gallery wall, the 

environment beyond the sanctified room. This empty space fills and replicates, in infinitesimal 
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detail, the entirety of visual information, and, in turn, the subject’s reflections of these suppos-

edly external elements. That original meaning, the ideological and conceptual origin of the work, 

becomes cramped with text, other readings of equivalent worth and value. These all sit on the 

surface. And yet, this image is indicative of post-modernity; fluctuating in accordance with outside 

movements, encompassing and flattening everything at one level, unwilling to prioritize one 

element over every other. Except that they are all tinted and darkened, unified and discoloured 

through absorption in the post-modern milieu. The critical distance, that extension of Brecht’s 

estrangement-effect (through Barthes), dims difference. As truth is deciphered as ‘mere’ power of 

objectification, the analysis of the subject, the unifying ‘I’, must be critically biased. The poses and 

arguments of the reader are revealed as another attempt to imprint authority on an unstable situ-

ation. The system dictates that subjectivity remains hypothetical, that truth remains partial, and 

that, therefore, the subject, superficially composed of alternating texts and appropriated gestures, 

can only know himself as unknowable. As Zizek says, in a different context:

“[I]t is not difficult to perceive the link between [Lacan’s] decentred subject and the Kantian 

transcendental subject: the key feature that unites the two is that they are both empty, deprived of 

any substantial content.” 9

Subjective truth has been extended to the point of irrelevance, and in this way, is an extension 

of objective authority. The opening of interpretation effectively neuters judgement and inverts the 

familiar argument of the gallery visitor: ‘I don’t know what I like, but I know about art’. 

If there is such a thing as objectivity, it can mean only the system of relativism itself, which 

absorbs subversive texts as evidence of pluralism. It grants authority to the subject, even as it 

signals the end of authority. This dissemination of objective truth, of meaning, leaves only post-

modernism itself intact. It undermines critique through inclusion, assimilating it as the base of a 

subjectively determined, porous (and aesthetic) system. The only discourse that remains is that of 

the system of dissident voices. Their relationship resembles that of signifier and signified, although 
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I prefer Fredric Jameson’s analogy of the dog to the sound of the bark- the dog isn’t named after the 

bark. 10 In other words, the system and its theoretical production are not subject to the same laws. 

The authority of the subject is meaningless, reduced to textual play. As such, it is similar to the 

aesthetic contemplation of the modern subject, searching for an inexpressible truth. The dilution of 

truth through relativism seems like a mutation of this searching, and a dialectical shift.

The distance of the critical subject ensures that he is no longer held in thrall to the work, yet it 

is interesting to note that the ambiguity of meaning in modernist aesthetics persists in its post-

modern stage. The unattainable truth of the object, the Absolute reading which exists but is never 

found, seems to have dispersed in a hail of relativist positions and contextual perspectives. At a 

certain point (or, more likely, at several points) the singular notion of truth has broken down into 

atomic fragments, into a pluralistic system paradoxically imbued with the characteristics of the 

whole. The dissemination of transcendental values, spread across a range of subjectivity, where 

meaning is drained of authority and practicability, is the mirror-image of the older truth: eternal 

and ever-present. 

The depth of the reified, re-contextualised black square, like the interruptions of the leader 

screen and the slide projection, promises an opening for subjective interpretation. It promises 

nothing. The very real, and revolutionary, context of Malevich’s painting is finally absorbed into the 

dominant narrative, as a screen and a surface. It becomes part of a system, a system inextricably 

tied to the end of History and the victory of late capitalism, ‘all-powerful, because it is true’. On 

this level, the subject is left to stand and admire the completion of modernity, the alignment of 

pure subjectivity in a paradoxically objective system. This is the lesson learnt from modernism- 

accept any threat as an essential part of the foundation. The subject is already incorporated into 

the system, even if he is opposed to it. This dispersal of authority across a field of subjectivity 

renders the field incomprehensible, unable to be conceived in its entirety from a single, individual 
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vantage point. It is too massive and unstable to take in all at once. As such, it cannot be criticized 

objectively.

Even the oppositional can be assimilated. Even a suprematist painting of a black square on 

white, saturated with actual history, with capitalism’s other (or rather, its antithesis), is eventually 

absorbed. 

There is a quote from Guy Debord, that “at a stroke, it is truth which has almost everywhere 

ceased to exist or, at best, has been reduced to the status of pure hypothesis.” 11 He should know. 

In Howling In Favour Of Sade [1952], his film consists of nothing more than alternating white and 

black screens, the white sections accompanied by a conversation of discordant, seemingly random, 

statements. The film concludes with 24 minutes of darkness and silence. It is, like all of Debord’s 

gestures and writings, an attack on the spectacular nature of society and the passive reception of 

the viewer, a strategy which eventually resulted in the expulsion of all visual artists from the Situ-

ationist International and Debord’s refusal to allow his films to be shown (in protest against the 

lack of any serious police investigation into the assassination of his friend and publisher Gérard 

Lebovici). 

In Richard Linklater’s film Waking Life [2001], Debord reappears, resurrected from suicide, 

as a highly spectacularised character in animated form. He speaks in slogans, like the bits of 

theoretical text inserted into one of the Situationists’ détourned comic books or played over 

sections of empty, white film. Yet, even as he speaks against the spectacle, the spectacle of the film 

(achieved though blending computer animation with live-action digital photography) undermines 

the argument. It is the transformation of the subversive into the hypothetical. While the Situ-

ationists attempted to open the space of interpretation, creating a subjective experience through 
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direct intervention, the variability of these interpretations ensured inconsistency. The disruption 

of narrative and meaning leaves a vacant area, a site which resists a fixed definition. However, this 

open, discursive space has already become a new definition, and maintains itself as permanent 

instability. In this sphere, the anti-spectacular is subsumed by the spectacle as the subjective 

interpretation dissipates into nothingness, into pure hypothesis.  

This page; gradually filling up with writing as I write it, but, to the reader, permanent and set 

in uniform lettering. There are already two moments; the one I put down and the other, manifold 

and multiple, to be read and written over, like a palimpsest. Yet, the one I write isn’t even fixed for 

good, but constantly re-read, a part accentuated, a line skipped over, sections wiped out in cross-

hatching. This essay was written once, in draft form, as a series of notes and paragraphs, phrases 

circled and copied from other texts. Typed, submitted, edited, published, added onto, subtracted. It 

is ongoing, an unfinished work, - present.

The entire piece is bracketed in quotation marks, ironic and unauthentic. In writing on the 

insubstantiality of writing, the critic, the ‘I’, has jumped ahead of criticism. If it isn’t true, it’s only 

because truth doesn’t exist. Your argument only proves my point. Thus, language has made itself 

foolproof, impervious to critique and reality.

There is a section above where I quote Zizek, quoting Lenin, repeating and reiterating “When 

Slavoj Zinek / Lenin says…”, despite the length of the passage, and the awkwardness of coming 

back to the first, authorial voice after a lengthy intrusion (for this reason, I guess, it was once 

edited out). It reads strangely; reaching the end of the extended clause, the lowercase resumption 

of the initial text seems wrong and deferred. Is this, as Kristeva has it, the space for a subjective, 

not quite autonomous reading, even if that space is filled with a quotation? Hasn’t that ‘original’ 
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thought, of Marx, as read by Lenin, Zizek, etc., already shown itself as biased, as conditional? First 

as tragedy, then as farce. If truth has nowhere to go in practice, it ends up in theory.

“As with Kant, the realm of value is one thing and the sphere of nature quite another; the 

Aristotelian notion that the latter may guide the former is for Kant offensive to the dignity of the 

self-directing subject, and for postmodernism an objectivist myth. It is ironic that the post-modern 

scepticism of objective values should lead it right back, on one level at least, in the camp of a 

Reason it seeks to deconstruct.” 12   

However, post-modern scepticism is ironic. It has no faith in itself, except as an aesthetic, as 

anaesthetic. As Debord tried to erase the image, a space which can always be spectacularised, the 

theorist has, in trying to dismantle objectivity, turned criticism into artistic practice, a necessarily 

subjective interpretation. The writer reads his own text as a possibility. So it is that I can go back 

to this page, force open sentences and insert new passages. In between each word and letter; a 

footnote, a set of references and digressions, accumulating over readings, coexisting with earlier 

versions in the equality of relative positions. The text comes apart in the reader’s hands, in analy-

sis (ana-luein, literally ‘to break up’ in its Greek origin), and reveals… emptiness, ‘deprived of any 

substantial content’. The saturation of the text with meaning(s) brings meaning no closer to truth; 

their relationship is the separation of nature and values. And, following this, the critical distance of 

the active viewer does not so much break the illusion of artifice in the work as become subsumed 

by it. There is a realisation that existence, without ‘truth’ is permeated with the aesthetic, in fact, 

is only aesthetic, always subjective.

Chris Marker once rephrased ‘cinéma vérité’ as ‘ciné, ma vérité’ (cinema, my truth); the text 

questioned from within, as a critic. Chris Marker: a pseudonym, a.k.a. Chris. Marker, a name which 

is not his own, and reveals itself as fake. This is the artist’s voice, giving itself away, and breaking 

up its authority. Some pages back, I quoted the narrator of San Soleil (not Marker), on an image 

of Iceland, of children and a happiness which cannot be spoken. It comes at the beginning of the 
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film, like a warning or an admission of impenetrability: ‘This is not truth, unless we change the very 

definition of truth, a definition that could be a lie’. The photograph of children: an interpretation 

detached from context, from prior representations of ‘happiness’? Is this the purely subjective as 

transcendence? Catherine Lupton points out that “(t)he children themselves can be seen as an 

oblique reminder of Marker’s comments about Scandinavian societies as the apex of modern civili-

sation in If I Had Four Camels, which contributes a social dimension to the personal resonance of 

‘happiness’ that the cameraman [the writer of letters narrated throughout San Soleil] associates 

with the shot.” 13 This is feeling as a construct, nature disguised as value, contingent on experience 

and the repository of images and texts acquired by the subject, the appropriation of ‘happiness’ 

as a gesture. After all, these aren’t ‘Marker’s’ words, but those of a character, read out by another, 

neither of whom pretend to be Marker. The text is a fictional, selective memory.

There are texts that lend themselves to reflection, to the critical distance of the reader and 

writer (whose own distance scratches out the signature of the artist). The object becomes a 

conduit, a floating signifier, like the neologism ‘Kuboaa’ in Knut Hamsun’s novel Hunger, a word of 

transcendental and nonsensical meaning, an invention which is never explained. Its only meaning 

lies in its ambiguity and capacity to be filled, yet never defined once-and-for-all. This definition, 

as in Malevich’s Black Square, never settles, but rearranges, cuts and pastes text, goes outside of 

the book in question (but never outside of text). Hamsun’s protagonist merely provides the word, 

designates it as meaningful, in a gesture reminiscent of the Duchampian readymade. However, it is 

the art-text’s value as an encounter between the indeterminate object and the active subject, as a 

site of interaction, that proffers meaning; a Meaning on the level of the system, the name of the dog 

rather than the sound it makes. The collation of interpretations, in number and depth, crowds the 

surface of the image yet never transcends text. There is a qualitative difference between system 

and product, a system that is empty and full, overflowing with nothing. The subjective reading can 

only locate a fragment, a sliver of the whole, a glimpse that has already shifted and changed. In the 
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encounter with the text, the reader/writer continually works out a new narrative, a partial meaning 

which aspires to absolute wholeness, yet this piece also contains the system, is a fraction of zero. 

The subjective meaning, a relative position, reflects the instability and disparity of the system, an 

objective truth composed of biased perspectives and half-readings. It is a black space, an indefin-

able word, like “… Kuboaa…of great grammatical importance.” 14

In James Coleman’s Box (ahhareturnabout), the action of two boxers is interrupted by the 

black leader, a respite from the footage which encourages a moment of reflection. Of course, this 

also resembles the structure of a boxing match, with its breaks between rounds. The fighters get a 

rest and a chance to regroup, to interpret their opponent and adjust their strategy.

What happens in the space separating images? It is like the abrupt termination of the subject’s 

speech (and his session) in Lacanian psychoanalysis, or the missing pieces of text in B.S. Johnson’s 

experimental novel, Albert Angelo. There is a shift from reception to contemplation, where the 

viewer attempts to understand the text, or rather, integrate it into their own experience and 

understanding. The artwork is deciphered according to the subject (although the variability of 

interpretation ensures a sort of objective irrelevance). There is an absence of objective truth in this 

pluralistic system.

An audible click of the projector and the slide judders into place. There is a picture of a hospi-

tal storage room, with empty bed-frames stacked in rows. The background wall is painted a septic, 

blue-green, slightly fainter than the dull metallic grey of the frames’ bars and coils. It is a morgue 

for hospital equipment, laid out back to back or slotted on top of each other, with legs and wheels 

dangling in space. The intention of this image, coming out of a sequence of slide dissolves before 

settling on this tableau, is unclear, except in the way it eschews clarity. As Jean Fisher has it:

“one might say that the work structurally articulates a kind of semipermeable ‘membrane’, 
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where what exceeds the image- its mechanisms of production and of interpretation (the viewer)- 

contribute as much to its possibility of meaning as what seems obviously intrinsic to it- its content 

and point of ‘origin’ (the maker). Coleman’s art therefore is not locatable in any idealized object 

but in the process by which meaning is negotiated between projection and viewer, where neither 

sites can be said to possess an exemplary knowledge.” 15

And yet this process of negotiation retains the obscurity and intangibility of an idealized 

object. The truth remains out of reach, now dispersed across a field of subjective viewpoints, 

unable to coalesce into objective knowledge. As an image it can only be read in context and from 

a particular perspective. The fixed meaning, like the semipermeable membrane of Fisher’s essay, 

retreats from the touch of the viewer, trembles and dissolves into the next frame…
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A NEW SCRIPT FOR GUY DEBORD’S ‘CRITIQUE  
OF SEPARATION’, 1961

“We don’t know what to say. Words form themselves into sequences and

Tracking shot over a group of people on a café terrace. The 

camera, hand-held as if in a news report, moves toward Debord

gestures recognize each other. Outside us. Of course some methods are 

who is talking to a very young brunette.

mastered, some results verified. It’s often pleasant. But so many things we 

General view of the two of them walking off together.

have wanted have not been attained; or only partially and not like we 

Another girl, blonde.

thought. What communication have we desired, or experienced, or only 

Cartoon strip: Blonde-haired girl looking exhausted. Caption:  

“But it 

simulated? What true project has been lost?” 

had failed, the jeep was too deeply bogged down in the liquid mud 

of the swamp…”
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This statement opens Guy Debord’s film, ‘Critique of Separation’. At the same

360 degree panorama shot from the Saint-Merri plateau.

(Couperin: March of the Champagne Regiment)

time a space opens between text and image, sound, sub-title, where

these questions, ostensibly about the breakdown of a relationship,  

(End of the March)

suggest the end of meaning itself. One picture slides into another, and 

Cartoon strip: A diver thinks: “Without the lifeline and without air I 

won’t last long. If only I could free myself from these weights…”

alters the interpretation of the other, and the original commentary takes

High angle shot in a bar. A couple enter, shut the door, and 

advance.

an abrupt turn. Only a few lines later, Debord insists on the need to dissolve the film’s subject 

matter, to change its meaning. The image floats there, open to a range of subjective, even contra-

dictory, readings, detached  from the original narrative. In the variability of possible responses, 

there is 

A still shot taken from a film: A US Marine radio operator. Behind

no clear-cut answer, only a series of equivalent guesses. The only honest 

him stands an officer and the heroine.

explanation is the one offered at the beginning of the film:

“We don’t know what to say.”
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This time and place is already lost. The moment the image is taken, it 

View over Place de la Concorde from a helicopter.

disengages from that context, is ready to be taken up, re-written, re-made.

The Seine running through the centre of Paris.

And yet this what Debord wanted. This is where the build-up of détourned images expresses only 

indifference to an already forgotten original. 

Close-up of a rocket taking off.

The movements and gestures of modernity, and their trajectory towards

General view of the take-off.

an eventual, illusory ideal, have been absorbed into the spectacle. “What true project has been 

lost?” asks the commentator, answering his own question. It is truth as a project which has disap-

peared, or rather, 

A pilot equipped for the stratosphere. An officer with drawn sabre. 

been made questionable, suspect, “truth which has almost everywhere ceased to exist or, at best, 

has been reduced to the status of pure hypothesis.” 

Shot of the cover of a science-fiction book.

Truth as (an) aesthetic.  

The straight line towards the apex of modernity diverts and repeats back upon

A pinball machine; the movement of the ball.

itself, reenacting the experiments and trials of the past, under the aegis of  the spectacle. History 
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unfolds, rewinds and re-plays its significant moments  as entertainment, as a distraction. What 

about 1968? The situationists? Debord himself?

A still from a film: A king and knights around the Round table.

(Bodin de Boismortier: Allegro movement, Op. 37 – Concerto in E 

Minor in five parts)

They have been integrated into the system, as the spectacle’s shorthand for

‘subversion’, and as an example of its inherent harmlessness and egalitarian

Two situationists

nature. Yet it is also an implicit demonstration of its authority. The negative

One knight defies another in a picture from a Hollywood-style film.

gesture is allowed, only through the good will of the spectacle, which refuses

A situationist drinking a glass of wine.

to take sides in politics. There is no outside the system; everything is subsumed within its perme-

able, pluralistic structure. 

General view of a group sitting at a table in a café in Montagne-

Sainte-Geneviève.

This movement, this ‘ism’ (despite their insistence on being known only as 
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Other situationists

situation-‘ists’, never as situation-‘ism’) cannot escape the inevitable process  of absorption into 

the spectacle. It has become petrified, as a lost opportunity

The girl from the opening shot passes by.

to be re-played once again, as farce. Despite the gradual purification of the 

Panoramic aerial view of the centre of Paris.

Situationist International, the purging of artists and the visual image (itself particularly susceptible 

to re-contextualization), and the withdrawal of Debord’s films from circulation; all these attempts 

to evade the spectacle  overlook the unavoidable concretization of the temporal moment and the 

re-imagination of this ‘historical’ past in the present.

You can’t destroy all the evidence. There will always be some piece of 

The quarreling knights again.

The same girl again.

(The music dies away)

writing, a drawing, photograph, script, rumour, anecdote, memory. 

The separation of the image from the original moment, and its placement 

Alternating tracking shots: the face of the girl; an aeroplane gets 

in another context, against other images, ensures the loss of that original

further away after taking off from the snow-covered countryside

value. Debord recognizes this, and realizes that the détourned image could still become another 
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weapon in the spectacle’s arsenal. In this light, the self-imposed banning of his films in France, 

apparently as a gesture of  protest against the lack of any serious police investigation into the 

assassination of his friend and publisher Gérard Lebovici, may suggest another motive. Perhaps 

as a way of hiding his true intention: the gradual eradication of the image itself. If meaning is 

essentially hypothetical, even ephemeral, then it might be best not to reveal the actual meaning of 

the gesture itself, but to cloud it as a political statement, to protect the image and the intent. 

Panormaic view over the Quai d’Orléans, as seen from the Left 

Bank. Close-up shot of a detail of the same Quai.

(Boismortier: reprise of the Allegro)

The removal of these films seems like an arbitrary decision, unconnected with Lebovici’s murder, 

but perfectly in keeping with Debord’s distrust of the

Panoramic shot of trees buffeted by a tornado.

artwork and a medium which even he regarded with ambivalence. As he states 

Aerial photograph of the Allée des Cygnes, Paris.

in ‘Considerations on the Assassination of Gérard Lebovici’: “The cinema has not been my passion, 

and not even the anti-cinema. ‘What we saw him leave behind, without pain, was not the object of 

his love,’ as Bossuet would say.” 

(The music dies away)

What has been left behind? Footage of dead people, dead ideas. The image

The UN Security Council. Khruschev in a room with De Gaulle at his 

side.

of the spectacle and its instruments of power and authority. Both cinema 

Eisenhower greets De Gaulle.



43

and anti-cinema. From the perspective of the spectacle, Debord himself has
Patriotic ceremony at the Arc de Triomphe; De Gaulle and 

disappeared, momentarily. This system is always able to reintegrate the neg- 

Khruschev standing to attention.

ative to eventually take in even the so-called ‘Pope’ of the situationists. The 

Eisenhower and the Pope talking.

Eisenhower in the arms of Franco. 

image separated from reality renders reality questionable, as if the events of history were merely a 

series of random encounters.

A riot in the Congo; soldiers disperse the crowd with blows from 

their rifle butts.

We watch a version of history, distant and condensed, like the half-memories of an innocent 

bystander. Of images perceived on television or in fiction, as if they had never really happened or 

had only been experienced second-hand.

Photo of Djamila Bouhired in a police station. At the edge appear 

The spectacle places truth in inverted commas. Had Debord realized this?

the hands of the parachutist-journalist Lartéguy. Tracking shot 

That even the critique of power eventually comes under its spell, that the 

towards the female prisoner’s face.

film against the spectacle is necessarily also of the spectacle. Or had he really convinced himself 

of his gesture as a genuine protest against the police and  their collusion in Lebovici’s murder? 

Perhaps, at that time, he was sincere.  Later, Debord would develop the theory of the integrated 

spectacle, above politics and media, as the overriding system which is instead expressed 

The young girl talks and laughs

(Couperin: reprise of the March of the Champagne Regiment)
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through these outlets, and the withdrawal of his films would take on a new significance. As an 

admission of futility, surrender. Or rather, as a negative gesture, negated again in Debord’s willful 

misinterpretation. It is an anti-statement, a refusal to engage with meaning, or in current military  

parlance, what could be called an ‘unknown unknown’.

(The music stops)

Even as the spectacle separates meaning from product, this gesture (if such

In a tracking shot the camera passes quickly across the façade of 

a gesture did exist) remains hidden from its gaze, hidden by the fact that it

Saint-Lazare railway station, then moves away up the Rue de 

Havre

may never have been intended. Everything else is absorbed and commodified. 

showing numerous cars coming down the street.

The historical moment of the avant-garde as an aesthetic and social impulse  is both lost and made 

present, détourned in service to the new. From the contemporary position, the formal advances of 

the old guard are lifted freely, transplanted and subverted. To exist is to exist in the spectacle, a 

system that 

A squadron of the Republican Guard passes by in the distance.

is pervasive, all-consuming. The only act able to circumvent this is one which

can never be known or recorded, which passes away without commentary or notice. 
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March-past of West Point cadets in an equally archaic uniform.

A squad in the course of manouevres.

The real Debord would not escape quite so easily. Already, he has been 

Continuation shot of the movement of the ball in the pinball 

machine.

resurrected from suicide as an icon of iconoclasm, a demonstration of the 

spectacle’s ability to exhume and re-animate the dead. This version

even makes an appearance in Richard Linklater’s 2001 film ‘Waking Life’,  

as the highly spectacularized ‘Mr. Debord’. And yet, while this figure supposedly 

Mutineers forced back into the courtyard of an American prison. 

The ball disappears.

represents the opposition to the society of the spectacle, the dazzling

Tracking shot over a large number of parked cars.

visual imagery of Linklater’s film undermines any such argument. Achieved  through a blend of 



46

computer animation and digital photography, the aesth-

Sub-title: Already further away than India or China.

etic allure of the movie overwhelms the critique, and, as a result, creates a strange disjunction 

between image and commentary, where the medium 

A couple kiss in the street. Boys and girls at a café table.

 

Two of the lost children of Saint-Germain-des-Prés.

cancels out the message, as if Debord was speaking of the necessity of 

A prison guard in a watchtower.

eliminating speech, or trying to film the end of cinema.

THE SCREEN REMAINS DARK. 

The double of Debord cancels out the original. It is insubstantial, a  doppelganger mouthing the 

words of an other, while subtly contradicting  (and affirming) his argument, through his very 

existence. This ghost is

thus an exaggeration and a natural extension of the spectacle.

THE SCREEN REMAINS DARK, WITHOUT SUBTITLES OR 

COMMENTARY.
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As the inevitable return and incorporation of Debord demonstrates the 

The young girl who’s been featured a lot.

adaptabilty of the spectacle it also exposes the inherent weakness of the situationist methodology. 

This film itself, the ‘Critique of Separation’, uses 

Panoramic shot over cut-up sentences: “The production also shows 

borrowed imagery, stock footage, repeated scenes, a “panoramic shot over

the mark of youth.” “It’s terrible, magnificent, hopeless disorder.”

cut-up sentences”, even intermissions of a black screen, seemingly borrowed from Debord’s own, 

earlier film ‘Howls in Favour of Sade’. These elements

“All the elements of an American detective novel are there – 

are taken over and turned against the spectacle, as a practice to activate 

violence, sex, cruelty; but the direction…”

the passive experience of the viewer, to initiate a subjective, critical reading of the scopophiliac 

impulse. Like the techniques of the psycho-geographical  drift through the urban environment, or 

the insertion of subversive slogans in comic books, the re-contextualization of prior material is 

intended to  disrupt complacency, and allow a moment of lucidity into the suffocating 

Swimmers filmed from under water.

atmosphere of the spectacular society. 

Photos of a few situationists.

(Couperin: reprise of the March of the Champagne Regiment)

The subjectivisation of the spectator is the instant of contamination by the  spectacle. And 
the situationists’ failure. ‘Mr. Debord’ quotes Robert Louis

A group at the counter of a café.
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Stevenson: “Suicide carried off many. Drink and the devil took care of the rest.”

Comic strip: A man holding a glass thinks: “The dice are cast. Now 

she has to say yes to me, soon, very soon.”

In opening the work to a plural, relative interpretation, Debord’s thesis is  made hypothetical, and 

thus a part of the theoretically diverse structure of  the spectacle. It becomes one of many, unfixed 

and circulating freely in the 

Shot of the cover of a detective novel called Swindle. A woman in 

profile; further away a man, glass in hand.

multitude without ever finding any answers.

A blonde-haired girl.

Trees in a tornado.

A napalm explosion.

The path cut by the tornado.

The same blonde girl.

Panoramic shot over the cut-up sentence: “The wine of life is 

drunk, and only the dregs are left in this pretentious cellar.”

(End of the March)  

In the end, there is only situation-ism, an image of Debord and the Inter-

Continuation of the riot in the Congo.

national. The spectacle owns its representation, undoing all their hard work, re-showing the films 

and relics of that moment. Yet, they had already
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Two photos already seen of situationists alternate in and out of 

shot as the sub-title explains the conversation they are having.

disappeared from this representation, leaving only the shell of the movement, and the simulacrum 

of Debord. The failure of the situationists is proof

The blonde girl.

of the spectacle, that it could only adapt and absorb any opposition, that

Asger Jorn.

it would even expand to accept the blank screen, the détourned fragment, the anti-spectacle. After 

that, the situation need no longer exist. The instigators could withdraw, while “drink and the devil 

took care of the rest.” 

Debord.

The refusal to engage was the impetus for self-destruction. What else had to be done, but expel the 

situationists? 

Asger Jorn.
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“What we saw him leave behind, without pain, was not the object of his love”. And another quote 

from Debord, at the close of this ‘Critique of Separation’:  “I have scarcely begun to make you 

understand that I don’t intend to play 

Debord: the camera draws away from him.

the game.”

C. Clarke , 2006
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