STEVE BAKER

The redescription of the world  [EMPAC, Troy, 22 April 2014]
[TITLE SLIDE]

· Short story by Don DeLillo, “Human moments in World War III” (1983), p. 26 – in which a character circling the earth in a space capsule says to his colleague:  “I try not to think big thoughts or submit to rambling abstractions.”
· The presumptuous title of my talk hides a modest proposal – about the kind of work the artwork does, and how we can enable it to do that work.

· Specifically, what I’ll outline in this talk is a writing about art that focuses on description, and an account of art itself as a form of redescription.
[ACKROYD & HARVEY 1]

· How does art handle the recognition that we’re part of what David Abram called the more-than-human world?  How does art present that recognition, shape that recognition?
· Sincere but opaque: what are we looking at?

[ACKROYD & HARVEY 2] 

· “working with the NHM’s Cetacean Stranding Programme”

· Minke whale washed up on Skegness beach

· “highly saturated alum solution, encrusting the skeleton with a chemical growth of ice-like crystals”

[ACKROYD & HARVEY 3] 

SCVA’s question: “How can art be a ‘transformative agent’?”
An artwork set up to fail (by the wrong questions being asked). 
A&H said:  “Our site-specific artwork involves processes of growth, decay, erosion and transformation.  It is transient.  It is about change.  And in our world there is continual change, and therefore continual loss.  So how and why does loss matter?”  [NOT quoted in the exhibition.]

Artists’ perspectives vs. theoretical/curatorial perspectives:

Cary Wolfe (author of What is Posthumanism?): “to talk about art in the mode of doing theory and to talk about art as a practicing artist are two very different things.”
And I’ve never heard an artist call their own work “posthumanist.”
[BAKER Scapeland 11]  
· My attempt to unthink (to untheorize) my own work is perhaps key to my reflections on this.  
· Learning from my own getting-things-wrong since 2009.  (More on this later.)
A distinction:  work of language  //  work of material animal form
In the art of the past fifty years …
[RAUSCHENBERG]  
· Greenberg on “the three-dimensional, where sculpture was, and where everything material that was not art also was”

· R’s mixing of forms and materials epitomizes the circs in which (for Fried, “Art & objecthood,” 1967) “art degenerates”

· The animal is materially present in the space, confronting the viewer – even when the animal isn’t part of the work:
[SCHNEEMANN]  dead cat Kitch (Infinity Kisses) 
In addition to the animal having an unstable/contested place in (or in relation to) the work, animal content ramps up the ethical stakes, and does so because of its material animal form:
[BENNISON on FB]
The idea that art matters less than moral philosophy, or critical theory …
Iris Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good, 1970, articulates an approach that “does not contrast art and morals, but shows them to be two aspects of a single struggle.”  And she insists that “aesthetic situations are not so much analogies of morals as cases of morals.  Virtue … in the artist … is a selfless attention to nature.”
[KANNISTO 1]
Advocacy’s mistrust and inattentiveness  (Rod’s misreading)
Or (theory’s) high-mindedness and inattentiveness (to art’s specificity)
The alternative?

Clifford Geertz’s “thick description” (1970s), based on what he called “exceedingly extended acquaintances with extremely small matters.” 
· It involves attentiveness, patience and trust.

· And, re art, shaping the terms with which to communicate what’s happening in the realm of the non-verbal.

· It holds back from the rush to judgment, whether that judgment be aesthetic, political or ethical.
“When you come to something, stop to let it pass
So you can see what else is there.”

Kenneth Koch, “One Train May Hide Another”
· The philosopher David Wood (who’s also an artist) has an excellent phrase for this: he calls it “presentational privilege.”
· First heard of Wood’s idea shortly after writing for Sanna Kannisto’s Fieldwork monograph (2010).  Tropical rain forests of central and south America.  Biological field stations.  Her work was hardly known outside Finland.  (I’ll say more about it shortly.)
· The writer’s responsibilities.  Description is in the service of the work, the artwork.  That doesn’t mean it’s not critically engaged, but it does mean it’s not primarily about putting forwards the writer’s own ideas.  (Very different from what theory generally does.)

But we mustn’t oversimplify the idea of description.  It’s not just that it can never be wholly severed from interpretation.  It can be flawed.  It can be manipulative.  Let me give an example of the latter …
[BELL 1]


How we process grief in Western society


Real animals reduced to symbols


Intention and control – it doesn’t work
“I never rehearsed the performance. … the first time I did it I sucked too much in and it actually took my breath away because it went right down my throat, and I thought, I’m going to vomit, and it’s going to ruin the performance.  So, I was very aware of my own body and how it was reacting to what was going on.  [BELL 2]  A lot of the time I had to try and put that aside, I had to put the hurt, the ego aside, I guess, and realize that if I think about any of that it’s going to come across in my face, it’s going to distract what the viewer sees.  I felt I had to be totally deadpan, so that it wasn’t about me, and me performing something, it was about just a process, it’s like I couldn’t be in my body, because I thought I’d be thinking about my father and all of that, but it was totally me and the material, me and the animal, and me and the process of doing that, and being totally caught up in that exchange.”
· I pushed her for description to support my own interpretation – my hunch that this strong imagery could not be contained by the artist’s wholly anthropocentric intentions.
· Adam Phillips, “Against inhibition,” in Equals (London: Faber, 2002): “that it was presented, that it presented itself, in unacceptable form. … the unacceptable is only unacceptable until it has found a description that makes it acceptable …” (p. 50) – description’s properly manipulative work?

· And as Bell herself acknowledged, “by the end there was a remarkable shift in my understanding of the animal.”
Let’s return to Sanna Kannisto, and to my opening question about how art can shape and present the recognition that we’re part of a more-than-human world:
[KANNISTO  On Forest Floor]
Biological field stations in the rain forests of central and south America

· holding a false coral snake
· scientific procedures and the history of scientific representation

Aim “to reflect the opposite perception of the world to the scientific.  The forest is present as something that we cannot quite reach or explain.  It’s uncontrolled and chaotic.” 

[KANNISTO  Abandoned study]
· Interest in “situations where natural processes and something made by humans tangle up with each other.”
· Authentic or staged?

[GUATTARI quote]

[KANNISTO  Self-portrait]
Portable field studio
· smoky jungle frog

· to photograph her specimens in a setting that is both semi-theatrical and pseudo-scientific

“The knowledge I have gained is not just about how different habitats, plants and animals are interacting.  It’s a kind of instinct, or being animal-like yourself.” 

[KANNISTO  Phasmidae] – stick insects

· “mocking the exactitude of science – field science is a lot about measuring things”
· “Immense disorder”
· No dates, no locations, nothing scientifically useable
Kannisto is seriously engaged with the representation of the rainforest, but also with what she sees as the impossibility of its adequate representation.

Her images are circling as possible redescriptions of it, not arguments …

· And this is not the conventional use of the term redescription as “a new and more complete description” (of a biological taxon, for example).  Quite the opposite:
· Adam Phillips on the creative work of redescription:  “We have to be able to render something intelligible – find a useful and interesting redescription of it – without rendering it only intelligible.  Or, to put it another way, we have to redescribe it in a way that shows it to be subject to further – unknowably further – redescription.” (p. 67)
Contemporary art offers plentiful examples of the ongoing work of holding the complexity of knowledge and experience.  It’s one of the things that art does best.

[BULLARD]

Last month, here at EMPAC, Helen J. Bullard’s installation storytelling, After the Run, explored her concern with the interrelation of animals, cultures, industry and science in a manner that refused to play down the place of mythology, and of autobiography, in any reconsideration of those relations.
I’ve learned a lot from reflecting at length on the work of artists like Bell, Kannisto and Bullard.

[BAKER Oronsko installation]
Writing about visual representation of animals for over 25 years, but making work is another matter.

Like Kannisto and Bullard, I’m concerned with place – how things work, how things fit, in particular places.

[BAKER Scapeland 7]
The Norfolk landscape & the place of dead animals I encounter in it.
Medieval buildings (500-1000 years old), characteristic of the area.
[BAKER Roadside 12]  
a record of my presence on the scene, recording a death that would otherwise probably have gone unnoticed.  But I’ve created a little narrative-of-intention, inviting the viewer to read the image in a particular way, and it’s too self-congratulatory.

[BAKER Roadside 25]
I’m the eco-friendly artist-on-a-bike, almost certainly not responsible for the death, but acknowledging my implication in the representation of that death.  
[BAKER Scapeland 8]
The artwork needs to be made into a thing-in-itself, rather than a thing with an agenda, a thing-about-something-else.

Intention is an impediment.
The need to say nothing.

[BAKER Scapeland 6]
In the making, there’s a necessary overlooking of the animal.  A necessary letting go of anything to do with content.  At the point where I get off my bike to photograph a dead pheasant, or when I later sit at the computer to juxtapose it with some other bit of the Norfolk landscape, I’m not thinking about the bird’s brutally shortened life.  If anything, it’s the material continuity of feathers, flint, earth, guts, leaves and stone that is being registered.
[LUHMANN quote]
“in working together, form and medium generate what characterizes successful artworks, namely, improbable evidence”
– “evidence” (documentary connotations) 


[BAKER docu. photo]

– but rendered obscure, perplexing
[BAKER Scapeland 13]
It’s not the artist’s job to make work that tells a consoling story.  Even for artists with a direct concern for the more-than-human world, there needs to be a ruthlessness to their looking – including their looking at animals – that strips away everything inessential.  No lessons, no messages, no symbolism, no “intentions,” no distractions.

An unexpected shock …

[WHITEMAN/WOLFE]
Maria:  Jasper National Park.  “We decided to place the images in diptychs to conceptualize the tensions that exist in places like Alberta especially with the presence of a growing economy between Oil and the Lumber industry.”  Contrasting “the moment we are presently part of” and “the monumental rocks that have a geological presence.”

Cary:  “That difference in speeds can be felt by us, in the pit of our stomach and in our bones, because we, as animals, bear that imprint and share that slowness too; we too are marked by that shared past with other forms of life in ways that we routinely underestimate because we have built a world for ourselves around different speeds, different times.”

[BAKER Scapeland 11]

· I almost want to apply those words to Scapeland, to contextualize what I’m doing, but I have to resist that, to hold back from that.  It’s not my work to do.

[KANNISTO  Chlorophanes spiza] 

· “It is inevitable … that my work has something in common with the history of photography, early natural history illustrations, or the traditions of still-life painting.  In this way my images are not alone in the world.”

One of the things I’ve learned: the finished work has to be trusted to the world.

One last example:

“I sometimes bump into things and make mistakes.  I see a flat world.”  
[HIGH 1]  

The dead dog Lily – one remaining eye – in Kathy High’s Lily Does Derrida: A Dog’s Video Essay.  
“I’m dead.”  (voice of a human male, to dislocate things further.)  
“I’ve been reading a lot these days, and Jacques Derrida has caught my interest. … “‘The animal’, he says, ‘which is at unease with itself.’  We are not so uneasy.  What is it about human animals which is so uneasy with us animal types?”
[HIGH 2]  Soon after this, on to the screen comes the first section of the video’s roadkill footage.  And scrolling across the screen come Derrida’s words, in dead dog Lily’s male American accent: “Derrida asks, ‘Does the animal dream?’  Another way of asking, ‘Does the animal think?’ ‘Does the animal produce representations?’”  And others: “Does it die?,” “Does it invent?,” and so on.  [HIGH 3]  But far from the words framing how the animal imagery is seen, that blistering image of the roadkill and the insects spills over unstoppably into Derrida’s famous text, as does Lily’s voice, now lurking in its pages for future readers.


An “activity of unframing,” as Guattari puts it, if ever there was one.
Let’s draw this to a speedy conclusion.
Artworks are flawed, provisional, temporary redescriptions of the world, addressing what Kannisto calls its “immense disorder,”
by means of offering what Luhmann calls “improbable evidence,”
and subject to what Phillips sees as “unknowably further” redescription.
We might almost say, they matter because their ambition is so matter-of-fact, so down-to-earth:

As Bullard puts it in one of the shifts that characterize her installation storytelling in After the Run: “Ah … but maybe that’s the wrong story … maybe this …”
Thank you.

[A|A]
QUOTATIONS NOT USED IN TALK:

“There is an intimate reciprocity to the senses; as we touch the bark of a tree, we feel the tree touching us … Huge centralized programs, global initiatives, and other ‘top down’ solutions will never suffice to restore and protect the health of the animate earth.  For it is only at the scale of our direct, sensory interactions with the land around us that we can appropriately notice and respond to the immediate needs of the living world.”
David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-Human World (1996), p. 268.

“Art can’t fix anything.  It can just observe and portray.  What’s important is that it becomes an object, a thing you can see and talk about and refer to. … It’s someone’s view of an incident, an advanced starting point.”

Steve McQueen (artist and film director), Observer, “The new review” section, Jan. 8, 2012: p. 5.

“to make a concerted effort to remain truly open to the participant’s choices and behaviors, to give up a substantial portion of control over the experience of the work, to accept the experience as-it-happens as a transformative field of possibilities, to learn from it, to grow with it, to be transformed along the way.”  He’s implicated.



Eduardo Kac, re his Paris Intervention
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