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“If Language always seems to presuppose itself, if we cannot assign it
a nonlinguistic point of departure, it is because language does not op-
erate between something seen (or felt) and something said, but alhways
goes from saying to saying.”

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateans'

To tap into the wordless position of an artwork, to attri-
bute meaning seems to be an attempt to transcend the illu-
sion of unspeakability. With a pervasively analogical mode
of perception one could get in tune with words to inexpli-
cably attach a meaning or the elements of a meaning with
a resonating web of correspondences. What seems to be
a good starting point in talking about textuality and its
relation to contemporary art practice, is first to see how it
comes into common usage within the art world and that of
critical writing, What direction has “textuality”, “the text”,
the importance of the text been taken? Who has been pro-
moting the primacy of the text? Why did the text become
the defining mechanism for understanding the artwork and
the desire to attach meaning to it?

From my point of view as an artist, not as a theorist, but one
who makes visual images, mainly in my case moving images,
the attachment of text to an artwork becomes problematic
both politically and aesthetically; producing art is a complex
process that is an all inclusive, all embracing activity. The
making of art operates on all levels of experience, and on all
levels of being, as much as we attempt to categorise it, label
it, and locate it in society’s scheme of things; it pervades, it
infiltrates, and like a virus seeps and permeates. The mak-
ing of and engagement with art can’t be compartmentalised,
can’t operate within one particular zone of experience, but
crosses all our zones of experience; conscious, unconscious,

2- Peter Lewis, Strange Region, from Reading from Departure series (2008),
newspapers and Chinese ink, 43x28 cm© Peter Lewis.
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planned and determined, memory, trauma, systema-
tised, processed, desire, anxiety, extremes of emotion,
intuitive, rational, irrational, logical, illogical, dream
state, hallucinatory and banal. As Theodore Adorno
thought, art could hold out a hope of a freedom from
the complex web of constraints seemingly determining
all aspects of the lives of individuals within capitalist
society. Art would be able to offer an alternative to this
structure of determinism because the intrinsic indeter-
minability of art makes it resistant to the utilitatian spirit
of capitalism. “Marx’s scorn of the pittance Milton re-
ceived for Paradise Lost, a work that did not appear to
the market as socially useful labour, is, as a denunciation
of useful labour, the strongest defense of art against
its bourgeois functionalisation, which is perpetuated in
art’s undialectical social condemnation. A liberated so-
ciety would be beyond the irrationality of its faux frais
and beyond the end-means-rationality of utility. This is
enciphered in art and is the source of art’s social explo-
siveness.”? The political establishment within a capitalist
society, that is the driving force behind the market, al-
ways moves toward making finite that which is infinite,
by its very institutional nature it moves to control and to
enfold within its system the role and function of the art-
ist, as we can clearly see from the way art is represented
in the media—the marketing and commodification of
art as something to which investment value can be at-
tached. The emphasis of power placed upon the text
by the art establishment has fundamentally altered the
position of the artist in society. It has become a divisive
tool which is led to some contemporary artists making
the mechanisms of the art market a central part of their
work, whilst others choose to critically focus on the pri-
vatisation and commoditisation of culture by reflecting
on notions of truth, quality and the political, and how
these relate to the conditions of life itself.

To return to my question and to compact history a
little, there was a total schism between the rhetoric
of late modernism for example Frank Stella’s quote
“What you see is what you see’”’—full stop. Or Clem-
ent Greenburg’s emphasis on gestural canvas and his
criticism of such elements as subject matter, as he ar-
gued in his interview with Allan Walkinshaw “If you
start to say “because” you get into art jargon.”* Con-
trasted with this is the then growing influence of the
writing of Roland Barthes who is in his well-known
deconstruction of the image of a black French soldier
on the cover of Paris Match effectively gives meaning
to every part of the image however obvious or sub-
tle, and from this kind of now outdated structuralist
strategy came the notion of the readability of the im-
age. The idea that the image can be read and as such
owned, possessed and of course fixed, suggests fur-
ther that the image is a mode of direct communication
between cultural producer and receiver, as long as the
latter is able to operate the structuralist methodology
of deconstruction. This oversimplification of the role
and function of the image downgrades its power to



The emphasis of power placed upon the text by

the art establishment has fundamentally altered
the position of the artist in society. It has become
a divisive tool which is led to some contemporary
artists making the mechanisms of the art market
a central part of their work, whilst others choose to

critically focus on the privatisation and commodi-

tisation of culture by reflecting on notions of truth,

quality and the political, and how these relate to
the conditions of life itself.

promote thought and the experience of sensation. The
additional emphasis on meaning and the singularity of
meaning also reinforces the idea that each image is a
message, it “means” and this meaning is there to be com-
municated, received and intellectually digested. Meaning
does not allow for anything else, it strips the image of
its potential to stimulate a wide range of responses in
the viewer, more crucially and more powerfully these
multi—responses are not constant and fixed, but are dif-
ferent both in kind and in intensity each time the viewer
is with the image. Consequently as Michel Foucault has
remarked this obsession with meaning is in itself a form
of totalitarianism; a blinkered process in our relation to
the image. I am reminded here, of Felix Guattari’s criti-
cism of Freudianism in that it brings to the process of
analysis a methodology based solely on the importance
and centrality of the family, irrespective of the particu-
larity of the subject of the analysis.

Whilst later theoretical developments, post structural-
ism et al., widen the notion of meaning to become more
pluralistic, “meanings” replaced “meaning’” as “histories”
replaced “history” still this emphasis on the primacy of
the text dominated the approach to our engagement with
and deconstruction of the artwork. The power of the text

ﬂh-@b?,__@f 8
B 1l DA - .a_!% ﬁ%ﬂl
Pl Ly Ea Ay | A ﬁ-. 5 58§ i

ko Wi
“mT‘,LFE_E;;r:L"W Loy

was in place, a power that came from the outside, the
critical theorist became the central force in determining
the direction that art practice was taking, institutions of
art both academic, administrative and showcase (galleries
museums, funding bodies) became more and more aligned
behind the notion of art and theory. A clear but tangential
example of this was seen during the That cherite period in
British politics where audience numbers in museums and
galleries took priority over any form of cultural experi-
mentation or risk taking. Consequently the introductory
text and accompanying textual information for exhibitions
became crucial to any art exhibition. In other words prior
to entry, the viewer was told what they are going to see and
what it meant. A classic example of this was the Tate Gal-
lery’s touring exhibition of the works of Francis Bacon in
1991. The text at Tate Britain in London was historicist
and academic aimed at the “cognoscenti”, whilst the text
in Tate Liverpool (same otrganisation, different location)
was completely different, it was user friendly, anecdotal
and not at all intellectually threatening to what was pet-
ceived as a wider, perhaps less intellectual audience. There
was a politics of power at work here perpetuated through
the text. In “The Practice of the Everyday Life”, Michel
de Certeau asserts that the way people “make-do” has to
be considered in relation to “strategic power is ascribed
to institutions, and operates in places which are environ-
ments circumscribed to facilitate the control of the dis-
tribution of meaning’ The importance of meaning is

1- Peter Suchin, Index Card (2006),
ink on card, 14.8x21cm, © Peter Suchin.
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We live in an age of celebrity, one in which the cult

of celebrity is carefully and consciously constructed
to such a point that the persona of the artist is more
familiar than the actual work. The importance of the
artwork as a force within society is diminished to

the point of virtual irrelevancy. In parallel with these

market ploys is the effect upon the artist as a de-

termined commodity with a marketable value which

often leads to the reduction in any attempt to make
radical or critical work...

therefore used as a political tool where by the institutions
of the state promote meaning and hence fixity as a cultural
necessity and then provide the specific meanings that ate
politically acceptable to those state institutions. Antonio
Negti lays out some useful groundwork; he suggests that
an essential difference between the artist and the institu-
tion is that the latter is holding power, and can be seen like
a fortress, it is fixed and static or has limited movement,
on the other hand the artist acts as a force, an energy, a dy-
namic which is in diametric opposition. One is anchored,
the other fluid, flexible and in motion.

This concern for control as an essential element of pow-
et can also be made clear when one thinks about Gilles
Deleuze’s assertion that the experience of the artwork is
primarily one of “sensation”, the sensation of seeing and
experiencing. To talk about “reading” an art work is mis-
leading; after all in order to engage with a text, the reader
is involved with the syntactical, one word follows another
in a sequence in order to produce meaning. The artwork
does not operate like this; it operates in the form of a
feeling or a sense on the whole of the body at once. The
notion of sense and immediacy of sense is akin to that
of a phenomenon, of an experiential occurrence that is
at one and the same time cerebral, emotional and physi-
cal. Language of course, is culturally produced, we enter
language, as Martin Heidegger has pointed out, we atre
made awate of our relation to language when we articu-
late thoughts in our head but cannot find the words to
speak those thoughts. As an indirect attempt to address
this problem Jacques Derrida proposed the idea of “sous
rature”, he begins by acknowledging the inadequacy of
language and suggests a partial answer, whereby a line
of text is written, crossed out, but left still readable and
then another line of text is written above the original line.
Somewhere between the two lines is what is intended to
be conveyed. Many years before Derrida’s formulation
this strategy can be seen in Marcel Duchamp’s “Notes
for the Large Glass” later published as his Green Book.
Amidst preparatory drawings are notes in which lines are
crossed out and then rewritten over the top in red ink.
Here then is where the text is both visual and syntactical.

To return to the text as a seat of power, it is important to
review a mote recent development in the art wotld; whilst
recognizing that capitalism as a socio-economic and politi-
cal system requires growth to maintain itself, we have seen

enormous such growth in the emergence of curator as a
professional class. Curatorial practice has become a devel-
oping area within the art world and also within the academic
structures of education, where the prestige and dominance
of the curator have been established. There are times when
the reputation of the curator is foregrounded ahead of the
artist taking part or more problematically when the exhi-
bition’s working thesis, its theme as text, leaves the artist’s
work being a mere illustration to the text. This balance be-
tween the theme, as a focus for engaging with artworks
of a certain kind grouped together, is overtaken by the
pervasiveness of the text reducing the artistto a “support-
ing act”. However, what has emerged with the advent of
globalisation and the reduction of the cultural gtip of the
West is the increasing return to content, artists addressing
specific areas of subject matter and more particularly fo-
cusing their attention within the political arena. With the
increasing number of international Biennales taking place
across the world there is the opportunity for artists from a
wider international base rather than the familiar Eurocen-
tric one. Although one has to recognise this development
of biennales, triennials and art fairs with a note of cau-
tion, the plethora of international events brings with it an
element of cultural tourism, and a corresponding cultural
homogeneity, which as Felix Guattari points out, becomes
the “promotional operation” of the art world and its con-
tinual creation of “fads” that maintain themselves through
publicity. “Art and philosophy become sadly satisfied by
the “success” in the matkets of the cultural industry.”” Col-
lectors protect and enhance their investments by promot-
ing the artists they collect through the vatious networks
constructed for this very purpose, the contemporary art
auction, the prestigious museum and the monograph, this
latter instrument signifies the arrival of the artist onto the
stage of wortld fame and acceptance. We live in an age of
celebrity, one in which the cult of celebrity is carefully and
consciously constructed to such a point that the persona of
the artist is more familiar than the actual work. The impor-
tance of the artwork as a force within society is diminished
to the point of virtual irrelevancy. In parallel with these
market ploys is the effect upon the artist as a determined
commodity with a marketable value which often leads to
the reduction in any attempt to make radical or critical
work that might have risk as an element in the work’s inten-
tion. The outcome often takes the form of a kind of signa-
ture art; one in which the visual identity of the work never
changes or develops but remains static and compromised
by its marketability, for as Michael Sandel makes clear in his
Reith Lecture Series “where we once had a market econo-
my, we now ate a market economy.”” Everything is given a
monetary value and is seen as an element in the process of
financial exchange. Monetary value has taken the place of
ethical or moral considerations. However, with the collapse
of many of the wotld’s economies during 2008—-2009 there
has been a sudden reversal in the art market, one in which
money was flowing at an incredible rate and new collectors
were aggressively purchasing artworks at a rapid rate. This
lucrative monetary tap was quickly turned off and many
galleries went out of business ceasing to function owing to



3- Clunie Reid, detail, Zake No Photographs, Leave Only Ripples (2009),
Inkjet print on silver acetate, one image from 27, overall size of instal-
lation 380x1000 cm, © Clunie Reid.
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the lack of purchasing power on the behalf of their clients.
This reversal has led to a morte circumspect attitude to col-
lecting on behalf of those individuals and organisations still
left in the market.

Jean Fisher in her seminal essay “Towards A Metaphysics
of Shit” written in 2002 advocates the role of the artist as
being that of a (political) resistor pointing out however,
that for the artist to be politically effective the approach
has to be indirect and obtuse to avoid the routes that his-
torically political art as a defined practice has taken. She
adds a note of critical caution when she states that much
“political art” is no better than third rate journalism. Her
argument is well made; put succinctly, the label of politi-
cal art is familiar, absorbable and ineffective, easily dealt
with by the state. Politically motivated art which avoids the
well known forms and processes of resistance in favour
of new and different approaches are more potent and ef-
fective. Fisher takes this argument further when she intro-
duces the concept of the trickster as a metaphor for an ar-
tistic strategy in relation to the role of the artist as resistor
or as with the notion of antagonism. Fisher suggests that
the trickster has its roots globally but what connects the
trickster’s multitude of narratives is the concept of antag-
onism, of a perversity of action and the transgression of
perceived boundaries. Fisher argues “the trickster operates
with an apparent lack of morality according to acceptable
codes of polite society. The trickster is an incorrigible liat,
cheat, thief, gambler, eroticist, humourist, master of divi-
nation and as an “agent provocateur” with an insatiable
appetite.”” The artist then is in a continuous process of
questioning and provoking, crossing perceived boundaties
and apparent borders, transgressing norms of behaviour
and even within a truly democratic society maintaining an
antagonistic pressure as part of any such society’s require-
ment to undertake change. Marcel Duchamp offers a defi-
nition of art not as an aesthetic practice but one of action,
art = action. The artist is defined as a person of action.
Kurt Schwitters coined the word “Merz”, which is one of
those deliberately untranslatable words like “Dada”, but
it refers to a state of dynamic chaos and illogical power

4- Paul Eachus, Looking up to Cuba (2006),
Mixed media, 290x260x210 cm, © Paul Fachus.
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force or an uncontrollable energy that is critical and subver-
sive. It resembles Hegel’s “True” as in the quotation below
from the preface to his phenomenology: “The True is thus
the Bacchanalian revel in which no member is not drunk;
yet because each member collapses as soon as he drops out,
the revel is just as much transparent and simple repose.””

Deleuze and Guattari refer to the state of “becoming”,
something in process, never static or immobile but ac-
tively in process. In an essay titled “Three Questions on
Six Times Two” Deleuze writing about the French film
maker Jean Luc Goddard says “The key thing is Goddard’s
use of ‘AND’.’This is important because all our thought
is modelled on the verb to be—“IS”. The Sky “IS” blue.
The mountain “IS” high. But the use of the conjunction
“AND?” sets things free; “AND” isn’t even a specific con-
junction or relation, it brings in all relations; there are as
many trelations as “AND”’; “AND” doesn’t just upset rela-
tions, it upsets being, the verb and so on. And, and, and, is
precisely a creative stammer, a foreign use of language as
opposed to a conformist and dominant use of the verb “to
be”. “AND” is neither one thing or the other, it’s always in
between, between things, it’s in the border line, for there is
always a border, a line of flight as flow, only we don’t see it
because it’s the least petceptible of things.”'" What is being
proposed here in the writings of Deleuze and Guattari is
a kind of creative schizophrenia, one in which the strate-
gies and directions that the artist takes is in direct contrast
to that which its attendant institutions would wish for it,
where uncertainty becomes a positive rather than being a
negative, where the uncertainty in art does not lie in the
audience’s bewilderment, notr does it result in an absence
of clarity of reference or a multiplicity of references, for
neither of these descriptions depicts the notion of uncer-
tainty. The ambiguity lies in its visual power through which
meanings establish themselves in a shifting array of nar-
ratives. There is a positive and necessary fragility in the
image, it is never constant but dependent upon so many
conditions; it is at one and the same time illusive and im-
pactive. Derrida put forward a view concerning the rheto-
ric of textuality, that is a kind of thinking that never finds
itself at the end, it is undeniable, impossible and there-
fore it is necessary to make it possible in countless ways.
This proposition radically differs from the textuality that
is established by the structure of determinism through the
state and by the market and is reflective of a Mad Max
land where the authority and the serious dabblers wander
through a subject prevalent with esoteric concepts; like a
parade in a trance, mysteries forced out from the depth to
be cut short on the surface by reason, creating a seductive
playground for the ideology of the market.

There is a continuous need to recognise the power and the
potential of the visual, in all its forms, and to further rec-
ognise that art practice is always in a state of becoming,
of imminence and subject to rhizomatic, multi directional
development. It is constantly and by necessity at odds and in
confrontation with the stabilising forces of any social struc-
ture and as such constantly in conflict with such organisa-

tions and institutions that wish to pull art practice into
the realms of order, cultural “cleansing” and packaging
and not least as a commodity. Textuality has played its
part in this conflict and continues to do so, but also the
text has added another element and in a curious sub-
version of its own intention has been pulled into the
“visuality” of the artwork. The text, either in its sim-
plest form as individual words or as a group of words
has been exploited for its visual potential as well as its
potential to construct meaning. A strategy employed by
artists comes in the guise of the coming together of ap-
parently unrelated images, things that appear not to re-
late together and first adopted by the Surrealists. The use
of qualification, where the sovereignty of one object is
usurped by the close proximity of another, and the addi-
tion of a word or short text to produce a complexity of
possibilities within the artwork is now a familiar practice.
The text itself becomes undermined and exploited only
to be re-presented in a new and powerful form within
the artwork, its visuality is given prominence as well
as its primary function of offering meaning. However
this property of constructing meaning is in itself made
open to change within the domain of the artwork when
it comes into association with other counter visual ele-
ments. This complexity of elements both come together
and disperse at the same time in such a way that it invites
the viewer to relinquish their personal historical baggage
and to take part in a journey without an itinerary and

without knowing where they will end up. B
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There is
an outside, a depth,

a beyond that is so much
further away than any of your

so-called "outsides’. There you will

see a cerain stiliness coupled with

a raging fire that is the bur-nee-ing

ol the what is. And we will cry out

s\ What is

pre-industrial modern?
Waall, well, wedl might you ask.
For it is a very queaer, very wonky
thing. But you will know it by thess signs
1. M has nothing what-so-aver to say
about the whal-is. 2 It appears as il from
tha past, but a past unactualisad in
the typical course of events that they call
progress - that is history. 3. It Is from
the few-turze that runs at an obligue kina to
tha so-called present. And if you
think you know whal we are saying,
you are very much
mistarken|
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"Husrrah, at last somathing different!’ And
you may see the pre-industrial modermn
and not understand it. After all, as
we have said many times belore- there
is nothing to understand, What is it

1o act accordingly 7 It is name
the thing, the thing, the
thing!

7- David Burrows and Simon O’Sullivan, Ribbon Ritual to call forth the

Pre-Industrial Modern, as part of Plastique Fantastique (ongoing mytho-

poetic fiction—an investigation of aesthetics, the sacred and politics—

produced through comics, performances, text, installations and shrines

and assemblages since 1995) (2008), digital image, © David Burrows
and Simon O’Sullivan.
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5- Neil Chapman, A Thousand Occasions of Style (2010), ink jet print on

paper, cut, scored and folded, 14x12 ¢cm, © Neil Chapman.
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6- Nooshin Farhid, 7rans Chaosmos Facility (2011), video installation,
4 screens of 12 screens with variable dimensions and durations,

© Nooshin Farhid.
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1- Deleuze, Gilles and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateans: Capitalism and
Schizgphrenia, trans. Brian Massumi, London, 2004, p.85.
2- Adorno, Theodore W, Aesthetic Theory, trans. R. Hullot-Kentor,
London, 2004, p.298.
3- Stella, Frank, http://www.quotesea.com/quotes/by/ frank-stella,
New York 1964.
4- Greenberg, Clement, Oshawa Interview: Allan Walkinshaw talks
with Clement Greenbetg, http://www.sharecom.ca/gteenberg/
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7- Buchanan, Ian, “Writing the wrongs of history: de Certeau and
post-colonialism”, http://www.mcc.murdoch.edu.au/Reading-
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