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\nn Hamilton, view, 1991 (window detail). 

nn Hamilton, indigo blue, 1991 (detail of 
ased book). 

Paul Valery, "The Graveyard by the Sea" in The 
nguin Book of French Verse 4: The Twentieth Century 
ondon: Penguin Books). 

Paul Shepard, Nature and Madness (San Francisco: 
~rra Club Books, 1982). 

I Origins (Rememb€ring) 

In the developmental spiral of epigenesis, the 
clues to the meaning of things and events in 
each new matrix are in terms of those of the old. 
The landscape, for example, is given coherence 
by the preceding experience of the body and the 
mother~ face . .. . 
Paul Shepard 2 

T he changes that set the contemporary 
world apart from its past could be 
described as increases in magnitude: the 
scale of control -via genetic and hydrau
lic engineering, lasers, computers, sur
veillence; the scale of loss of control- of 
weapons, toxins and wastes accelerating, 
like information, beyond the capacity to 
absorb them; the scale of change-wrought 
loss itself-ofJ?oth cultures and natures, 
traditions and species and systems. This is 
a loss so profound that recognition of it 
too is in danger of disappearing, so that 
the act of remembering what is lost is 
less that of nostalgia than of preparation 
for salvage. 

The past is also a country we stock 
with the fruit of our imaginatio n, as a 
means of making the creation of the 
future more possible-it is a way oflocat
ing the fulfillment of our desires in our 
histories, of believing we remember what 
we desire. Without being sure when we 
ever had them, we can list patterns whose 
loss makes the other losses possible. The 
life ofthe body, birth, death and illness, 
has van ished from the private sphere into 
professional seclusion; the production of 
the conditions oflife has disappeared 
from view too, with energy and materials 
that come from what is no better known 
than nowhere. Together these disappear
ances mean that both the exterior and the 
interior of the body- the inte1ior of 
metabolism, the exterior of sustenance 
-have been lost. The body is no longer 
eKperienced as a natural system inte
grated with natural systems. Work, as Karl 
Marx was the first to mourn, has deve l
oped into so many fragmented acts that 
we live in a largely constructed world 
whose processes of construction are 
obscured and disconnected from the toil 
of the body and the imagination. Then, 
this overconstructed world contains no 

stories of outside, unless we remember 
what we made it out of. The natural world 
is not on ly a material resource, but the 
source of the metaphors through which 
we ground our human acts and states: 
hungry as a wolf, big as a mountain, free 
as a bird, safe as milk. Here lost means lost 
to view, invisible, as though we've lost the 
constellations rather than the stars. With
out recognizable patterns, however, the 
stars are· no longer accounted for and 
could disappear without our knowing 
(as much on earth has). 

Each object used to be read as a 
symbol: its meaning lay in its reference 
to something extrinsic to it. The pelican 
symbolized Christ, the apple concupis
cence, and so forth. In abandoning this 
system of symbolism, the tendency has 
been to believe that objects don't symbol
ize anything, they simply are. But a made 
thing is the outward and visible symbol of 
its maker, its making and its material ori
gins. Symbol, from the Greeksymbolon, 
means a broken piece, one half of which 
signifies the existence of the other, a pres
ence•that indicates what is absent. The 
incompleteness of the presence, but the 
incompleteness of the absence: symbionts. 

Every object is afloat on the pro
cesses that created it and will consume it. 
It can be read as a symbol of those pro
cesses and scrutinized for signs of them. 
What is present should speak of what is 
absent. Not only words and pictures tell 
their stories, things do as we ll in a 
language o lder than imagemaking or 
speaking. That is, the world itself is a lan
guage that speaks to us (thus geologists 
speak of reading rocks, doctors of reading 
x-rays). Every thing serves as evidence: the 
feather of the bird, the bird ofbirds, birds 
of the open air. A loaf of bread should 
speak of reapers, bakers, mills and 
wheatfields, so that one ingests the world, 
is nourished by labors and landscapes, 
not by bread alone. (The supermarket loaf 
wou ld speak of pesticides and factories, 
processes that don't correspond to the 
mythologies and emblems that organize 
our world.) What complicates the sense 
ofloss is that what is now lost is largely 
what was absent-what is present has 
become silent. 
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Ann Hamilton, view, 1991 (window detail). 

Ann Harpilton, indigo blue, 1991 (detail of 
erased book). 
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l. Paul Valery, "The Graveyard by the Sea" in The 
Penguin Book of French Ven-e 4: The Twentieth Century 
(London: Penguin Books). 

2. Paul Shepard, Nature and Madness (San Francisco: 
Sie rra Club Books, 1982). 

I Origins (Remembering) 

In the developmental spiral of epigenesis, the 
clues to the meaning of things and events in 
each new matrix are in terms of those of the old. 
The landscape, for example, is given coherence 
by the preceding experience of the body and the 
mother~ f ace . ... 
Paul Shepard 2 

The changes that set the contemporary 
world apart from its past could be 
described as increases in magnitude: the 
scale of control -via genetic and hydrau
lic engineering, lasers, computers, sur
veillence; the scale ofloss of contro l ~ of 
weapons, toxins and wastes accelerating, 
like information, beyond the capacity to 
absorb them; the scale of change-wrough t 
loss itself-ofl;Joth cultures and natures, 
traditions and species and systems. This is 
a loss so profound that recognition of it 
too is in danger of disappearing, so that 
the act of remembering what is lost is 
less that of nostalgia than of preparation 
for salvage. 

The past is also a country we stock 
with the fruit of o ur imagination, as a 
means of making the creation of the 
future more possible- it is a way oflocat
ing the fulfillment of our desires in our 
histories, ofbdieving we remember what 
we desire. Without being sure when we 
ever had them, we can list patterns whose 
loss makes the o ther losses possible. The 
life of the body, birth, death and illness, 
has vanished from the private sphere into 
professional seclusion; the production of 
the conditions oflife has disappeared 
from view too, with energy and materials 
that come from what is no better known 
than nowhere. Together these disappear
ances mean that both the exterior and the 
interior of the body- the in terior of 
metabolism, the exte rior of sustenance 
-have been lost. The body is no longer 
e<xperienced as a natural system inte
grated with natural systems. Work, as Karl 
Marx was the first to mourn, has devel
oped into so many fragmented acts that 
we live in a largely constructed world 
whose processes of construction are 
obscured and disconnected from the toil 
of the body and the imagination. Then, 
this overconstructed world contains no 

stori es of outside, unless we remember 
what we made it out of. The natural world 
is not only a material resource, but the 
source of the metaphors through which 
we ground our human acts and states: 
hungry as a wolf, big as a mountain, free 
as a bird, safe as milk. Here lost means lost 
to view, invisible, as though we've lost the 
conste llations rather than the stars. With
out recognizable patterns, however, the 
stars are· no longer accounted for and 
could disappear without our knowing 
(as much on earth has). 

Each object used to be read as a 
symbol: its meaning lay in its reference 
to something extrinsic to it. T he pelican 
symbolized Christ, the apple concupis
cence, and so forth . In abandoning this 
system of symbolism, the tendency has 
been to be lieve that objects don't symbol
ize anything, they simply are . But a made 
thing is the o utward and visible symbol of 
its maker, its making and its material ori
gins. Symbol, from ..the Greeksymbolon, 
means a broken piece, one half of which 
signifies the existence of the other, a pres
ence •that indicates what is absent. The 
incompleteness of the presence, but the 
incompleteness of the absence: symbionts. 

Every object is afloat on the pro
cesses that created it and will consume it 
It can be read as a symbol of those pro
cesses and scrutinized for signs of them. 
What is present should speak of what is 
absent. Not only words and pictures tell 
their stories, th ings do as we ll in a 
language o lder than imagemaking or 
speaking. That is, the world itself is a lan
guage that speaks to us (thus geologists 
speak of reading rocks, doctors of reading 
x-rays). Every thing serves as evidence: the 
feather of the bird, the bird of birds, birds 
of the open air. A loaf of bread should 
speak of reapers, bakers, mills and 
wheatfields, so that one ingests the world, 
is no urished by labors and landscapes, 
not by bread alone. (The supermarket loaf 
would speak of pesticides and factories, 
processes that don't cones pond to the 
mythologies and emblems that organize 
our world.) What complicates the sense 
of loss is that what is now lost is largely 
what was absent-what is present has 
become silent 
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Ann Hamilton, parallel lines, 1991, 
entrance view. 

Ann Hamilton, parallel lines, 1991, turkey 
carcasses in back room. 
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IT Originating (Making) 

What distinguishes the worst architect from 
the best of bees is this, that the architect 
raises his structure in imagination before he 
raises it in reality. At the end of every labor
process, we get a result that already existed 
in the imagination of the laborer at its 
commencement. 
Marx' 

What is absent in the world may be 
present in the imagination; what is present 
in the imagination may be realized as a 
creation. Absence is the condition of the 
imagination: the superimposition of what 
isn't over what is, preparatory to making 
present or representing (the representa
tion being evidence of what is absent). 
Thus a kind of chronology: from the 
memory of e>rigins to the acts of originat
ing, the constant projection of what isn't 
(or was) into the present. (The imagina
tion's time is circular, so the distinction 
between past and future, longing and 
desire, is blurred.) Making, moreover, 
brings the private into the public, the inte
rior into the exterior, and extends imagin
ing into a community. The community 
carries past the individual, and the made 
outreaches its maker, bears witness to acts 
beyond the reach of a lifetime, enrolls the 
idea in the long conversation of culture. 

We made a world with permeable 
walls: the world of made things was a 
membrane that buffered us while contin
uing to exchange with the unmade world, 
a body around the body. As that made 
world became larger the walls became 
less penetrable, though there was less and 
less to shut out. Like the ideal, this world 
became an imitation of what was absent 
rather than the symbolic, symbiotic pres
ence in relation to absence, as though 
inside. were a substitute rather than a sym
biont of outside. The crucial question 
about a wall is where it's breached. 

3. Karl Marx, Capital in Capital, The Communist Mani
festo and Othe,. Writings (New York: The Modern 
Library, 1932). 

So. we live in a world that first existed 
inside the heads of others, a world built 
up through innumerable sustained acts of 
intentionality, a world where everything 
speaks not of nature and her processes 
but of its makers in their resistance to 
those processes. In a very real sense we 
can be described as living inside the 
heads of others, in an excess of interiority 
that obliterates our own relation to mate
rial origins, to biologies, to our bodies. 
(This is not to propose there is a state of 
being outside culture, but that the expe
riences culture mediates are increasingly 
of itself alone.) In some way, making was 
intended to override the givens of nature, 
to create a world; that world has itself 
become a given whose terms are more 
limited in their scope for imagination and 
act. The world is so thoroughly made it 
calls for no more making, but for breach
ing its walls and tracing its processes to 
their origins. Taking apart has become the 
primary metaphor and backward the 
most significant direction: the creative act 
becomes an unraveling, recouping the 
old rather than augmenting the new. 



From the viewpoint of nature, it is work rather 
than labor that is destructive, since the work 
process takes matter out of natures hands with
out giving it back to her in the swift course of 
the natural metabolism of the body . . . . 
Hannah Arendt ' 

Arendt gives great weight to the distinction 
between work and labor. Work generates, 
labor maintains. Work has disappeared 
into fragments. Labor has rarely been 
honored and hardly recognized. It took 
and takes place in the realm of the female, 
the domestic, the rural, the private; it 
maintains and is margi nalized with the 
body. The work of making is predicated 
on absence; the labor of tending is organ
ized around presences (tending maintains 
the products of work). Artmaking can 
operate between these poles, renewing 
meaning by re-presenting, rearranging 
existing materials rather than changing 
them in such a way as to inscribe the hand 
of the maker over the face of the medium. 
This asserts that meaning is already there 
and needs only to emerge, not that the 
maker makes meaning in a world bereft 
of it (it also shifts emphasis from the pos
sibility of new forms to the [metamorphic] 
continuity of the material). Which is to say, 
tending as a creative act relocates the lack, 
the lost, from the world to our percep
tions of it, from exterior to interior. 
Tending, a word that means to care for, is 
after all , connected to the word attending, 

III Tending (Attending) 

which means to pay attention to, and to 
wait. Making is a historical act: it happens, 
and the maker then walks away, having 
made a change. Tending is an ahistorical 
act located in the cycles of biology, whose 
results have little duration beyond the act, 
and whose attendant cannot disengage: 
tending is a gesture against change. 

Of course these boundaries are 
permeable. Many makings are so drawn 
out, so repetitive in the ir realization that 
they become routines, rhythms that echo 
bodily rhythms rather than creation's 
break from rhythm. Long after the idea 
of making the brick has transpired, there 
are bricks to be made, and so making 
becomes doing, becomes rhythmic, 
laborious, cyclical, repetitive. The 
mechanization of the world has allowed 
the pace of making to accelerate continu
ously. Rather than achieving a state of 
completion (always anticipated by the 
imagination) or a state of maintenance, 
this speed-up simply demands more 
rapid consumption, a destruction or 
abandonment of work's products as well 
as labor's fruits, so that toil can continue 
apace. Artmaking is in some ways ages
ture against this speed and fragmentation 
of production, a restoration of the full 
process from imagination to execution, -
of the relationship between mind and 
hands. Artmaking most often moves at a 
preindustrial pace, and its work demands 
that the viewer labor. Works of art call for 

attendance, that waiting/paying attention 
to; they push the bodily act of consump
tion into a mental act of contemplation . 
The pervasive discomfort of present-day 
art viewers is partly due to the lack "of pace 
visual art sets. It doesn't unfold in history, 
like a film or a book; it is there all at once 
-and having no rate of consumption, it 
thr?ws the viewer, back to her own 
rhythms or lack thereof, and so the act of 
viewing_h as no outward sign of comple
tion. The viewer supplies the act of 
attending that incorporates the artwork 
into the ongoing conversation. 

Purchasing art is, among other 
things, an impulse to reinstate a work 
among those objects that can be con
sumed, to make a gesture of completion 
in response to it, to circumscribe it as 
commodity. As long as the work continues 
to be part ofthe cultural conversation, 
however, it belongs to that conversation, 
and if it is truly owned- taken out of . 
circulation-it is in some sense dead. The 
object is a :elic of its own (perpetually 
renewable) experience. Thus the privately 
held work is loaned; .r~produced, inter
jected back into its circuits, its function 
then being to introduce the owner into 
the conversation rather than take the art
work out: the work as visa. 

Workshop ofPieter Brueghel the Elder, 
1528-1569. The Beekeepers. Pen and brown 
ink on paper. Collection of the Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco. William H. Nobel 
Bequest Fund and Achenbach Foundation for 
Graphic Arts. 

4. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1958). 
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Ann Hamilton, indigo blue, 1991 (detail of 
work clothes). 

Walker Evans. Flood Refugees, Forrest City, 
Arkansas, Felmt.ary, 1937. Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress. 
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IV Emergency 

The rapidity of change and the speed with 
which new situations are created follow the 
impetuous and heedless pace of man rather than 
the deliberate pace of nature. 
Rachel Carson 5 

The word emergency~es from the word 
emerge, which comes from the addition of 
e to mergere, which means to be within or 
under a liquid, immersed, submerged. 
An emergency is, then , an emergence 
speeded up, the point at which change 
accelerates out of control- beyond the 
ability of the system to respond. Fibrilla
tion, to take one example, is when the 
rhythm ofthe human heart fluctuates 
wildly, leading either to death or establish
ment of another rhythm. An emergency 
is a moment without a rhythm, and also a 
kind -of birth- the fish out of water, the 
baby after the breaking of waters. An 
emergency is, then, a temporal border 
between two states, and all borders are 
dangerous. In fairy tales emergencies are 
commonly resolved by the performance 
of a vast labor (gleaning a field before 
morning), often aided by animals; or by 
the protagonist being turned into an ani
mal. In other words, the fairy tale 
proposes either the reestablishment of a 
rhythm-by means of methodical labor, 
or the end of one rhythm and begivning 
of another-or the transformation from 
self into other. 

; . 

Contemporary crises tend to 
resemble cancers or viruses more than 
heart attacks. They have no definitive 
point of emergence and are often crises 
of disappearance or disintegration, 
systemic erosions, rhythmic lapses, 
nonstates. Having no clear point of 
emergence, they have no distinct point 
for intervention, only eventually a point 
of no return. The media, with their 
emphasis on eventfulness, have little 
ability to respond; only the issuance of 
reports on the progression of the crises 
punctUate the long ebb of an economy, a 
culture, an environment There is a genre 
of photography known as salvage 
photography, which documents disap
pearing peoples and places, but it salvages 
remnants of visibility rather than portray
ing invisibility. Too, a sky without birds 
may not be automatically alarming-the 
invisibility and silence of Silent Spring. 
Emergency may take place within a crisis 
of scale: an ecosystem collapses because it 
cannot adapt to a rate of change that is 
.imperceptibly slow to us. Or nothing 
remains to remind us of the absence: hav
ing first disappeared from our imagina
tions, a culture or species may truly 
disappear unmarked. 

Among the responses to these 
supra-emergencies: turning back and 
merging. Both the conservative and the 
conservationist are distinguished by their 
desire to hold back the floods of change, 
though in different arenas and for differ
ent purposes (the real argument is not 
whether we should return to the old ways, 
but deciding what they were). These are, 
il} veiled form, the fairy-tale solutions: 
returning to the older rhythms oflabor 
and of biology. A third mode is that 
0ftaking stock, of trying to understand 
the emergency well enough to render 
it an emergence. Elaine Scarry declares, -
"The act of counting has a fixed place 
in the landscape of emergency; and when 
the count is favorable, counting and 
recounting are also one of the deepest 
sources ofpleasure:' 6 

5., Rachel Carson , Silent Spring(New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1962). 

6. Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain (Oxford University 
Press, 1985). 



I've got heartaches by the number 
Troubles by the score 
But the day that J stop counting 
That~ the day my world will end. 
H. Howard/Dwight Yoakum 7 

Body counts. Counting blessings. 
Accounting for, and the unaccountable. 
Counting picks up the pieces. The 
account, where counting becomes 
recounting-numbering becomes telling. 
Counting is a rhythm, like rocking. 
Counting restores an order, the simplest 
order of all, of things in a row. Counting 
operates between one - the merged -and 
infinity-the emergency. Counting is 
about an increase in quantity without an 
increase in scale: more of same. It takes an 
event beyond the scale of the senses and 
makes it knowable: this many thousand 
acres, that many million people. Counting 
keeps track, the terminology of a hunter. 

Eadweard Muybridge. Woman Walking, 
Throwing Water from a Basin, late 1800s. Photo 
courtesy of Special Collections, Van Pelt 
Library, University of Pennsylvania. 

V Counting (Collecting) 

Counted in, the small marks. visitors make 
on the tomb of the voodoo queen Marie 
LeVeau in New Orleans, for luck. Count
ing for something. Counting, marking, 
chanting, acts whose repetitiveness signi
fies both the submission offaith and free
dom from originating, the liberation of 
confines. Counting locates things between 
emerging and merging, between being 
born and dying, stabilizes them as isolate 
uni ts (an order undo ne by biology's 
reproductions and dissolutions). Count
ing assumes a certain equivalency, that 
one is equal to another, and assumes the 
possibility of representation, of quantity 
as viable information. 

Accumulation is an abundance of 
quantity, a deprivation of variety. Accu
mulation makes the thing its own context, 
both an attempt to e liminate difference 
and an emphasis of it: what is an emblem
atic apple by itself is, in a fie ld of apples, 

d istinguished from others by details. The 
collection shifts emphasis from the object 
as emblematic to the object as divergent 
Things that are understood by contrast 
become ambiguous, enigmatic in repeti
tion , rather than m ore accessible. Too, 
accumulation dislocates the focus of the 
gaze, invites it to roam across an expanse 
without a focal point Alone, the object 
is foregrounded, but in accumulation it 
becomes part of a background, a fie ld. 
For the viewer, the object she responds 
to becomes the fie ld she acts in, becomes 
landscape, a space for the body rather 
than a site for the eyes. And an accumu
lation dislocates the emphasis from the 
normal use-value of the thing to its value 
as evidence, e ither of activity or of origin 
(she ll-gathering, stamp-collecting). In this 
sense, accumulatio14 like isolation , is a 
mode of exhibiting the thing as itself 
rather than as a vehicle to somewhere 
else. And in this sense, all art is built out 
of accumulations and isolations, out of 
the re location of attention to the absent 
histories and readable significances of the 
object. It frames the object as having 
another use-value, as an object of con
templation, a prompter of making and 
remembering, not for consuming but 

_ for attending . 

.. 

.. 
! 

7. H . H oward, "Heartaches by the Number" 
(copyright 1959, Tree Publishing Co., Inc., BMI) 
from Dwight Yoakum's Guitars, Cadillac.s, El£., El£. 
(Warner Brothers, 1984 ). 
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Huma~ ~irculatory system illustrati9n from 
Diderot's Pictonal EncyClopedia, 1763. 

Ann Hamilton, accountings, 1992, 
(detail of wax. heads). · · 
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VI Currencies (Conversation) 

They are pale reflections, without the gravity 
of being the potato, the glacier, the growth of 
lichen, the feather of an egret, the flecks in the 
iris of an eye . .. all of which they quantify, from 
which all they derive, the material forms whose 
awesome processes these numbers merely imitate, 
making simpler dramas with which we rest our 
minds, and in this bloo:mRss theater of mathe
matics our hearts are eased. We are able to see 
the inevitability of process, count the days until · 
our death, number the generations before and 
after, calculate the future colors of the eyes ofour 
progeny, for numbers allow us, for moments, to 
objectify our own existence, which we know we 
cannot do to the potato or the glacier or the 
egret, the turtle nor the eye that meets us like 
our own with all its beautiful and its terrible 
knowledge .... 
Susan Griffin 8 

Money, lil;e every other commodity, cannot 
express the magnitude of its value ex_cept rela
tively in other commodities . ... The first chief 
function . . . is to represent their values as mag
nitudes of the same denomination, qualitatively 
equal, and quantitatively comparable. [The 
commodity] has use val'!JR for others; but for . 
himself its only direct use value is that of being 
a depository of exchange value, and conse
quently a means of exchange. All commodities 
are non-use-values for their owners [makers], 
and use values for their non-owners. Conse-. 
quently they must all. change hands. 
Marx 9 

In Marxs treatment of it, the system of commod
itjj:Jroduction under capitalism resembles noth
ing so much as a language. 
Umberto Eco 10 

Language itself is not perfectly expressed in 
things themselves. This proposition has a dou
ble meaning in its metaphorical and literal 
senses: the languages of things are imperfect, 
and they are dumb. They can only communi
cate to one another through a more or less mate
rial community. This community is immediate 
and indefinite, like every linguistic communi
cation; it is magical (for there is also a magic 
of matter). 
Walter Benjamin 11 

So there were shared predicates between the horse 
and the man, which wologists today call homol
ogy. And it became evident that metaphor was 
not just pretty poetry, it was not either good or 
bad logic, but was in fact the logic upon which 
the biological world had been built, the main 
characteristic and organizing glue of this world 
of mental process which J have been trying to 
sketch for you in some way or another. 
Gregory Bateson 12 

The world may be replete with signs, but its not 
a [1Xed text with archives of variora. 
Gary Snyder 13 

8. Susan Griffin, Women and Nature (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1 978). 

9. Marx, Capital. 

10. Umberto Eco cited in Susan Stewart, On Longing 
(Baltimore: The johns H.opkins University Press, 
1984). 

11. Walter Benjamin, "On Language as Such and 
on the Language of Man," in Reflections: Essays, 
Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1 978). 

12. Gregory Bateson, "Men Are Grass: Metaphor 
and the World of Mental Process," in Gaia: A Way 
of Knowing: Political Implications of the New Biology 
(New York: Lindisfarne Association, Inc., 1987). 

13. Gary Snyder, "Tawny Grammar," from The Practice 
of the Wild (Berkeley: North Point Press, 1990). 
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VII Communities 

Ann Hamilton, malediction, 1991. 

Adrian van der Spieghel. De formatio foetu liber 
singularis, 1626. 

To speak is literally to open the body to pene
tration by opening an orifice; it is also to mingle 
the body s substance with the substance of what 
is outside itself. Finally, it suggests a certain 
incompleteness, a need to be in relation. 
Jane Tompkins 14 

Money and language presuppose 
community: coins and words exist to be 
exchanged. However far they become 
self-sustaining, self-reflexive systems, both 
exist in relationship to the things they 
describe. Other realms, too, can be 
thought of in terms of a more metaphoric 
exchange value. The natural world is ·not 
only the source oflife and sustenance in 
the sense we think of it, but the resource 
for culture, the source of the metaphors, 
similes, analogies by which we ground 
our human acts and things. Hungry as a, 
big as a, free as a, safe as a, like nothing at 
all. We become the only biology left in 
our world, and a thing cannot represent 
itself, serve as its own metaphor.~ 
money is not the measure of money but 

y n else, so humanity i~_not the measure of 
itself but something that is measured and 
~e~ures everything else. It is an abstrac-

<-tion that circulates among all things, that 
is like the snake, the mountain, and 
money; that knows itself in the course.of 
its circulation among the realm of the 
other. Anthropologist Mary Douglas 
remarks, 'Just as it is true that everything 
symbolizes the body, so it is equally true 
(and all the more so for that reason) that 
the body symbolizes everything else:' 15 

As all the organic world becomes a source 
of symbols for the body, so the body is 
extended symbolically in all its made 
things- tables, drills, computers- but this 
relationship is forgotten as organic meta
phors, the foundation of metaphor, van
ish, and the body foHows suit. What if 
being human becomes a currency that 
cannot be exchanged for anything, that 
cannot be measured because there is 
nothing to be measured against? The 
body symbolizes everything and.is every
where symbolized. Once it is lost, "nothing 
can be measured, memory lapses, belief 
loses its shape, everything and nothing 
is possible: a state of emergency. 

The body, a thing talked about and 
represented as though it's a ne}V conti
nent, a place in itself rather than a univer
sal border. Images of the body aren't 
really about being embodied, but about 
other's bodies and the perception of one's 
body by others, the body as a·· ocial con
struct rather thai-~ epistemology and ontol
ogy. Together these disappearances mean 
that both the exterior and the interior of 
the body-~e interior of metabolism, the 
exterior of sustenance- have been lost. 
The representation ofbody as object is in 
some sense a picture .oftlie shell left 
behind after these systems have ceased to 
circulate through It: It might make more 
sense to talk about the bodily rather than 
the body, about the lives lived as/through 
the body, the body is experienced largely 
in terms of its acts, needs/desires and 
contacts rather than as itself. Only metab
olism, and that usually in a state of dis
order, calls attention to the body as itself, 
and that self is experienced as a collection 
of interact;ing processes rather than a 
discrete object. 

The body is where the private and 
public collide. One's own body is experi
enced from the inside out as a site of feel
ing and consciousness; from the outside 
in, it is an object whose pain can be com
municated but not felt, where subject 
becomes object, public becomes private. 
Skin mediates two universes. The gates of 
this border are significant and often pro
foundly disturbing, the places where self
containment ceases either to be contained 
or to be self. Penetrating, secreting, con
suming, excreting, disappearing into or 
appearing out of, the mouth taking the 
world in literally as nourishment and 
disgorging it metaphorically as voice/ 
language, the vagina taking in the male 
and giving back babies. The pregna:bie 
borders of the female are what make her 
threateni~g to ideas of self-containment, 
control , accountability; in her things 
merge and from her they emerge. 

14. Jane Tompkins, "Language and Landscape: An 
Ontology of the Western," Artforum (February 1990). 

15. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. 

49 



Arborum cum sene conclude in rorido domo & 
comedens de fructu ejus fiet juvenis (enclose the 
old man and a tree in a house of dew, and eat
ing of its fruit he will be made young), from 
Michael Maier, Arcana aranissima, 1614. 

Ann Hamilton, dominion, 1990, entrance. 
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VIII Inuriersions 

Things are created and survive only by the 
destruction of other things. In this sense, mate
rially or formally, all art is destructive. When 
Ortiz destroys a chair, he is destroying an object 
which is the record and trace of the ritual 
destruction of a tree. 
Mark Boyle 16 

Things that we burn, wear out, throw 
away, eat, kill, silence, forget; things that 
we repair, recycle, make, plant, give birth 
to, remember; things that decompose, 
evaporate, crumble into dust; or germi
nate, multiply, grow, mutate, speak. Think 
about art in terms of time: the postulation 
of timelessness, of exemption from the 
processes an artwork may describe, its sta
tus as the most permanent and therefore 
most emblematic work in Arendt's terms. 
Think about the times, with fear of the 
future, longing for the past, and problems 
of disposal- the overabundance of things 
insufficiently mortal or biodegradable 
-and the sense of a new mortality, the 
finality of the end of orders rather than 
members of those orders. Think about 
where the work of art belongs in the 
emergencies of abstraction from natural 
systems and from the body as a natural 
system, about the extraction from cyclical 
time into accelerating history. Think 
about the dissolution of borders and the 
assaults on hierarchies of value, of men 
over women, work over labor, culture 
over nature, urban over rural (in which 
patriarchy, work, culture, cities are cited 
as the agents of abstraction). Think about 
the possibility of the work of art shifting 
allegiance-embodying rather than rep
resenting the cyclical, embracing labor, 
biology, mortality, change, process; 
becoming more deeply part of the muta
ble world rather than a monument on its 

\ banks. Reconnect the act of making to its 
sister acts oflaboring, consuming, attend
ing, the acts that make the world, over and 
over again. Shift from the new to the 
renewed; recognize the world has no lack 
of things, only ofattending to things; shift 
then from production to maintena~ce . 

The mortality of the artwork underscores 
the survival through conversation, a con
versation in which thesis engenders more 
of same rather than antithesis or synthesis 
(whose metaphor is one of conquest and 
supercession and whose completion can 
only be followed by silence). 

Things exist only in their conversa
tions; value cannot be taken out of circu
lation. Similarly works of art are responses 
in conversations about making meanings, 
which is why understanding a work of art 
often entails knowing the conversation: a 
displaced work of art is a non sequitur, a 
milestone without its road. So a work of 
art speaks in chorus with its maker's work, 
its place in culture, of its materials and 
economics. In speaking, it needs to be in 
relation, desires attendance, that labor of 
waiting/paying attention. The mortality of 
an art:\vork underscores its survival 
through conversation and the necessity of 
maintenance, acts offaith that must them
selves be permanently renewed in a world 
that is constantly being made and is never 
finished. The persistence of its processes 
refuses a state of completion, refuses tele
o logical arguments, shifts from the noun 
of the made to the verb of making, the 
:tccounted for to that which counts. 

Rebecca Solnit is a San Francisco art writer. 
Her work has appeared in Aperture, Artspace, 
Artweek, and New Art Examiner, among others, 
and she has contributed to several books of 
collected essays. She is the author of Secret 
Exhibition: Six California Artists of the Cold War 
Era. She holds an M.A. in journalism from 
University of California at Berkeley. 

16. Mark Boyle ,journey to the Surface of the Earth 
(Cologne/London/Reykjavik: Edition Hansjorg 
Mayer, 1970). 
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