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1.  TITLE SLIDE

How did we get to where we are today?  To a place where, in academic terms, a concern for animals is no longer the sole preserve of moral philosophy?  The term “animal studies,” as the name for a field of academic inquiry in the arts, humanities and social sciences, was coined by Ken Shapiro in the first issue of the journal Society & Animals in 1993, though at that time he applied it only to work in the social sciences.  During the 1990s the humanities gained a firmer foothold in the field, but it’s only in the past ten years that the contribution of contemporary artists to animal studies has gained much direct recognition.  The launch of the journal Antennae by Giovanni Aloi in 2006 was a key development, as were the two London conferences The Animal Gaze and The Animal Gaze Returned in 2008 and 2011, at which most of the speakers were themselves artists.
2.  SLIDE: Arche Noah
And a string of key exhibitions, from Becoming Animal at MASS MoCA in 2005 to the huge Arche Noah show in Dortmund that closed only two months ago, have shown the breadth of artists’ engagement with questions of animal life.  And that’s what I want to speak about today.  In terms of contemporary art in 2015, what is the contemporary animal?  And what does that animal look like?
3.  SLIDE: tpma & A|A
I’ve been writing about animal imagery since the late 1980s, and two of my books – the ones you see here – have specifically addressed the representation and the presentation of animals in contemporary art since the late 1990s.  But about five years ago, after a gap of well over 20 years, I returned to making and exhibiting my own work.  And for me, that really has changed everything.
4.  SLIDE: Scapeland XXIV
Why?  Because in addition to having to figure out for myself the kinds of aesthetic and ethical strategies and decisions faced by the artists I’d been writing about for years, making my own work confronted me more directly with the question “what makes contemporary art contemporary?”  And in particular, what makes contemporary animal imagery contemporary?  And does the work that I’m making count as contemporary?
That last one was a tricky question, and I wasn’t sure how to answer it.  The subject matter of my work wasn’t self-evidently contemporary.  

5.  SLIDE: Scapeland @ Oronsko
I spend much of my time cycling the country lanes of Norfolk, photographing animals killed on the road as well as fragments of the county’s rich medieval heritage.  These disparate elements are juxtaposed in the fairly large pieces you see here (each of which is one and a half metres wide).  And those elements found their way into my work as a result of my odd mix of interests and enthusiasms – animals, cycling, medieval imagery, and the Norfolk landscape.

Aside from the dead animals, it all sounds rather comfortable.  But is this work that the contemporary art world would recognize as contemporary, and as critically engaged?

This is no mere abstract question.  Less than a year ago I applied for a profile page on Axisweb, a website that describes itself as “the curated showcase for UK contemporary art.”  As explained in its application criteria, Axisweb looks only for artists who employ “a critical framework that is ‘contemporary’ rather than ‘modern’,” and declines applications “whose points of reference we judge to be ‘modern’ rather than ‘contemporary’.”

As it happens, they accepted my application – but of course, they don’t tell you why they do so.  The criteria remain unstated.

I should explain that I wasn’t looking for a way to redesign my work in a more contemporary manner.  For me this was a retrospective exercise concerning, first, how to assess whether my work (or anyone else’s work) has recognizably contemporary characteristics; and second, how to assess whether those characteristics work for what that artist is trying to do – especially in relation to their use of animal imagery.
6.  SLIDE: Osborne cover
To make some progress with that, I’ve been drawing on Peter Osborne’s rather dense but very useful book from 2013 on the philosophy of contemporary art.  In the book’s opening pages, he notes that contemporary art disallows “the reduction of art to its aesthetic dimension – pure sensuous particularity.”  Instead, he proposes, “contemporary art is postconceptual art” and he spends the next 200 pages exploring that proposition.
I’ll say more about his ideas later, but bear with me here, because I’m working towards some fairly direct observations about how contemporary art works, and about how animal imagery might productively figure within that field of inquiry.

The tension between aesthetic and conceptual concerns is widely accepted in this context, of course.  I recently spotted this post on Facebook:
7.  SLIDE: Blight’s FB list
It’s from Daniel Blight, who’s the blog editor at the Photographers’ Gallery in London.  Its tone may seem bleak, but its insistence for example that it remains important for contemporary artists to “disregard notions of beauty and aesthetics and instead produce art as ‘information’” certainly represents one of the ways in which art has tried to establish its own seriousness in recent decades.  But Blight’s own comment on his Facebook post – 

8.  SLIDE: Blight’s FB comment 
– “Essentially: make ugly photographs and put them only on the Internet” – suggests that this mini-manifesto may be at least a little tongue-in-cheek.  

And it needs to be, of course, because taken at face-value this would be a highly defensive stance that amounts to saying “With my ugly photographs nobody can criticize me for being elitist or sentimental or modernist.”  It’s a stance that trivializes art.  And art’s more important than that.

The alternative is concisely expressed by Martin Barnes, the Senior Curator of Photographs at the V&A in London.  With reference to aspiring artists’ uses of photography, he recently expressed the view that rather than getting “hung up on … critical theory,” convincing work “comes from … not shying away from the big issues.”

9.  SLIDE: Watt Animal Factories

And it’s clear that the conditions of animal life, and the relation of human and nonhuman animals, are increasingly prominent as “big issues” that concern contemporary artists.  

But things are changing, and what I called the postmodern animal in 2000 is not the contemporary animal of 2015.

In The Postmodern Animal I coined the term botched taxidermy to characterize a particular kind of art practice – not all of which literally used taxidermy – where things appeared to have gone wrong with the form of the animal, as it were, but where it still just about held together.  But in retrospect that emphasis on the botched and the fractured and the broken seems as characteristic of modern art as it does of postmodern art.  (One of the current exhibitions at the Art Institute of Chicago, for example – the first in its so-called “Modern” series – has the title Shatter Rupture Break.)  And thinking about it now, it might be that that whole “botched” aesthetic was a kind of catching-up strategy, in which the animal body – which had hardly been a prominent subject in Modernist art – was critically worked over by artists in much the same way that the human body had been worked over by Modernist art movements.
10.  SLIDE: Schlosser Tether
What’s happening now, I think, is something quieter and more complex, which I’ll try to characterize – something, perhaps, where the ground matters as much if not more than the figure or figures, human or animal.   And perhaps that’s true of the field as a whole.
Over the past fifteen years, not least through the efforts of the journal Antennae and the two Animal Gaze conferences that I mentioned earlier, there has arisen a community of artists who’ve become increasingly aware of each others’ existence, and each others’ work.  There’s at least the beginning of a critical mass of artists for whom the question of the animal is a key issue, a valid and relevant issue.  And that changes things.  That critical mass itself creates possibilities.
But in The Postmodern Animal, to illustrate what I meant, back then, by botched taxidermy, and simply to make the case for the relevance of animals in the art of that time, I had to include works by some artists who had wide recognition but who really had no interest in animals as such.  
11.  SLIDE: Koons rabbit & Hirst shark

Those works included Jeff Koons’s stainless steel sculpture of an inflatable toy rabbit, from 1986, with its self-consciously wrong reflective surface, as well as Damien Hirst’s tiger shark suspended in formaldehyde, from 1991, which by the late 1990s was already beginning visibly to rot.
But those images feel ancient now.  And we can now afford to say more confidently that those works are not part of this project – the contemporary project of “visualising the animal” (as today’s conference title puts it), or of presenting thinking about animals through art.  Hirst and Koons bring nothing to that thinking, as far as I can see.  
In considering art’s contemporary engagement with animals as a political project, a purposeful project, I want to organize my comments around one particular observation made by Peter Osborne:
12.  SLIDE: Osborne quote
“Art lives only in its incompletion, as project.”  

“… as project.”  Let’s say that the project is to make work that contributes to a climate of opinion, a critical framework, an engagement with thinking about animals.  It need not necessarily be work that directly lobbies for political change.  But it’s work that presents a refusal to be indifferent to animals and to their place in contemporary life.
Where does that word incompletion come into this?  It comes into play in relation to the picturing of animals.  Pictures of animals are a problem.  They come with such a weight of cultural baggage, cultural expectations.  On Facebook, for example, the pictured animal is invariably cute, or funny, or suffering, or hectoring in one way or another.  It demands an immediate response.  Laughter, horror, whatever.  But not reflection.  This is what I’ll call the overstated animal, the hyperbolic animal.  And it generally achieves that effect by the most aesthetically conventional means.  It’s a unified image, visually self-contained and conceptually self-satisfied.  A closed image.  And to be frank, in my view, so is this:
13.  SLIDE: Hirst shark again
Neither Facebook cats nor Damien Hirst’s shark have anything to do with what I’m now calling the contemporary animal.

I say this while knowing that Giovanni Aloi has recently argued that Hirst’s shark may be all that will be remembered in forty years’ time of our current interest in animals in art.  He may be right, and later in this talk I’ll explain why I think it’s an extremely important observation.
For now, though, my argument is that animal imagery is contested territory, and the closed image has to be worked against.  There’s an aesthetic to be established.  And it’s not enough to be dealing with “big issues” if the aesthetic isn’t recognizably of its time.  Work that doesn’t feel contemporary simply won’t register.  
Let’s take an example that doesn’t quite work:

14.  SLIDE: Roadside XII

In my Roadside series, dating from 2011-12, within a single photograph each piece in the series juxtaposed roadkill encountered on my bike rides with bits of the bike itself – often a pedal, as here.  It was, I suppose, a record of my presence on the scene, my implication in the recording and display of a death that would otherwise probably have gone unnoticed.  (And I have to admit that initially, at least, I was ridiculously pleased with this image).  Now, I’m less comfortable with it, because it seems to me that the whole series is a bit too self-congratulatory.  

15.  SLIDE: Roadside @ Dortmund

Osborne makes the point that “To claim something is contemporary is to make a claim for its significance in participating in the actuality of the present.”  In one sense, the Roadside series could claim to do that.  I’m there, in that particular moment, a participant in recording the aftermath of a violent (if accidental) death.  But this is too glib: I’m presenting myself as the eco-friendly artist-on-a-bike, almost certainly not responsible for the animal’s death, but claiming, as it were, an “innocent” implication in the representation of that death.

Another of Osborne’s points is more damning.  In his short chapter on photography he writes: “The photograph, like the work of art, is an ideal unity.  It is held together by the idea of the ‘capture’ of a moment of time.”  In presenting itself as “an imagistic register of temporal singularity,” it claims a “false formal coherence.”  Osborne’s book hadn’t been published when I moved on from the Roadside series, but those sentences now help to account for my nagging sense that something was wrong with it.
In a moment, I’m going to consider Osborne’s objections to the idea of a pre-contemporary “ideal unity” under four headings:
16:  SLIDE: 4 headings
Constructedness; improbable evidence; autonomy; and the artwork’s radically distributive character.
First, two quick points.  Interestingly, Osborne asserts that “the photographic is not merely a particular art, or a particular kind of art.  It is the currently dominant form of the image as such.”

And quite separately, he builds a considerable openness into his account of the contemporary.  In much the same way that Cary Wolfe has acknowledged “the distinction ‘human/animal’” to be “a discursive resource, not a zoological designation,” Osborne is quite clear that “the contemporary is an operative fiction.”  He notes also that “the structure of contemporaneity is itself changing,” and at one point even speaks of “the will to contemporaneity.”

In terms of our thinking about animals, this is crucial, because it makes it clear that Osborne is not trying to arrive at a simplistic all-purpose list of art’s contemporary characteristics.  Rather, the contemporary is a thing that’s constantly in a state of being made – by artists and others – according to their needs.


And an art that persuasively addresses the question of the contemporary animal may call for quite different characteristics from an art concerned with the contemporary city, for example, or the contemporary climate.  So let’s consider some of those needs.  
First, under the heading CONSTRUCTEDNESS.
There’s a lot in Osborne’s book about the complex relation of time and space, or what he calls art time and art space.  The artwork is more than the unmediated record of the world as we see it.
17.  SLIDE: Gursky @ Dortmund

Andreas Gursky’s large-scale photographs – this one showing a huge cattle stockyard in Colorado – are well known for the extent of the artist’s digital manipulation of the image, to the extent that his work has been called “representational photographic design.”  As Charlotte Cotton writes in her book The Photograph as Contemporary Art, Gursky’s tactics distance his work from photography’s typical “monocular perspective of the world” that involves “the pseudo-simulation of human vision.”

18.  SLIDE: Scapeland XVII
At a much more modest (and technically inept) level, the simple juxtapositions seen in my own Scapeland series are characterized by a temporal disjunction and a spatial continuity, both of which are implied rather than actual.  (The pairings are put together in Photoshop, incidentally, but there’s absolutely no digital manipulation of the individual images in those pairings.)
19.  SLIDE: Scapeland V
Sometimes the “join” is not immediately obvious, but there’s usually a sense that something is spatially amiss.  In this rather untypical early piece from the series, two instances of roadkill were encountered and photographed on successive days on the same stretch of road, no more than about twenty metres apart.  As with all these pairings, the “fit” is only found later, reviewing endless possible pairings on the computer screen.
20.  SLIDE: Kannisto Abandoned Study

In the case of Sanna Kannisto’s wonderful photographs, made during extensive visits to the tropical rainforests of Central and South America, where she stays in biological field stations working alongside the scientists who use them, the status of her individual images is often unclear.  Some of them show her own constructions in the rainforest, some appear to document experiments staged by the scientists, while others gently mock the obsession of field science with measurement and certainty.  She describes Abandoned Study as a photograph that deals “with situations where natural processes and something made by humans tangle up with each other.”  But whatever the status of the other materials in this image, she admits to having placed the praying mantis there herself.
21.  SLIDE: Luhmann quote
My second heading, IMPROBABLE EVIDENCE, is drawn from Niklas Luhmann rather than from Osborne.  I borrow the phrase because it feels useful, and make no apology for taking it out of context.  Osborne himself notes the widespread “fictionalization of … documentary form” as a strategy in contemporary art, and Charlotte Cotton notes the frequent use of non-identifiable photographic locations, but Luhmann’s characterization of artworks as “improbable evidence” seems to signal something more complex, unstable, constructed.  Outside of any clear sense of time or space.  
22.  SLIDE: photographing muntjac
It feels right, or at least it fits what I seem to be finding.  When I’m standing on the grass verge at the side of a busy road, photographing the remains of what I think is a muntjac that’s been catapulted off the road by a speeding lorry, it is indeed evidence of a specific event in a particular place that I’m recording.  

23.  SLIDE: Scapeland XIII

But in finding a way of then using one of those photographs in my work, it’s rendered obscure, perplexing, improbable.  This feels like a necessary part of the opaque process in which the work takes shape as a thing-in-itself, rather than a thing “about” something else, a thing with a message or an agenda.


And here, Cotton’s description of what she calls deadpan photography also seems pertinent.  She writes: “The adoption of a deadpan aesthetic moves art photography outside the hyperbolic, sentimental and subjective.  These pictures may engage us with emotive subjects, but our sense of what the photographers’ emotions might be is not the obvious guide to understanding … the images.”
And this brings us to the third heading, AUTONOMY, which I’ll explore in a little more detail.
24.  SLIDE: McQueen quote
I begin with this useful statement from an interview the artist Steve McQueen gave in 2012:
“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.”

The artist’s work is in shaping that object, honing a form for it that will enable the object itself to undertake a particular kind of work.  But that work – the artwork’s work – will seldom take the form of an argument, a manifesto.  And the difficult lesson to learn – especially for those of us who are convinced that artists can usefully challenge indifference to the place of animals in contemporary life – is that the quieter approach is generally the most effective one.  Let me give an example.
25.  SLIDE: Watt Second Sight

Yvette Watt is an Australian artist with a commitment to the cause of animal rights, whose work has always reflected that commitment.  The Second Sight series was fairly representative of the work she was making until quite recently.  In it, photographs of the eyes of various nonhuman species are superimposed on photographs of her own head, allowing her to present the idea of seeing things “from the vantage of the animal,” to borrow Jacques Derrida’s phrase.  But I always had the feeling with this work that it was trying a bit too hard, especially when compared to her recent and powerfully understated Animal Factories series.
26.  SLIDE: Watt Animal Factories
This is a series of large prints showing factory farms all over Australia, always photographed from the outside, and always – as Watt herself points out – “from publicly accessible vantage points.”  It’s not easy to put into words how these prints convey the eerie wrongness of the depicted buildings, seen from a distance and housing animals that never themselves see daylight, though the occasional unremarked presence of stray sheep in the middle ground of one or two images perhaps sharpens that sense of wrongness.
Osborne writes of the contemporary artwork’s “autonomy” as “the individual achievement of each work.”  He adds that it’s “the residual presence within works of unincorporated elements” – those sheep immediately come to mind – that enables them to avoid “falling into the false formal coherence of ‘beauty’.”  (I’ll come back to the question of beauty.)

The unincorporated animal.  The disappearing animal?  I’m just thinking aloud here …
27.  SLIDE: Kannisto Phasmidae
In Phasmidae, a photograph taken in Sanna Kannisto’s portable “field studio” in the rainforest, it’s all too easy to overlook the presence of the stick insects, despite the title Phasmidae.  I’d known this photograph for a while before I even spotted the larger of the two.

28.  SLIDE: Scapeland VI

In the making of my own work there’s what I can only call a necessary overlooking of the animal, of its animalness, of the specialness and difference of its being an animal.  A necessary letting go of anticipated readings by later viewiers, a 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.

29.  SLIDE: Schlosser Tether
And in the wonderfully elastic compositions in Julia Schlosser’s Tether series, where almost every element feels “unincorporated,” her dog Tess is constantly sliding off, disappearing into the margins or the shadows.
30.  SLIDE: Schlosser Tether

The significant thing that seems to emerge from these examples – and I could easily multiply them – is that in order even to try to make serious contemporary art about animals, the image of the animal has to be played down, understated, almost elided.  It’s as though the image of the animal is so weighty that it gets in its own way.   The point about the contemporary artwork’s “autonomy,” or its becoming-an-object, as McQueen puts it, is – as I noted earlier – that the work has to take shape as a thing-in-itself, rather than a thing “about” something else, a thing with an agenda.
31.  SLIDE: Ecce Animalia installation view

Before I move towards a conclusion, let me briefly address the fourth heading that I’ve drawn from Osborne’s thoughts on contemporary art: THE ARTWORK’S RADICALLY DISTRIBUTIVE CHARACTER.


He notes that part of the heritage of conceptual art is that an artwork need no longer be a single, self-contained object made by a particular artist at a particular time.  The fact that there can there be many “material instatiations” of an artwork or an art project means that art itself takes on what he calls a “radically distributive character.”  The “unit of artistic significance,” he notes, is now as likely to be the exhibition or the series as the individual work.  I’ll give just one example that seems pertinent here.


One of the curators of the big Ecce Animalia exhibition in Poland last year was Leszek Golec.  Along with his partner, he was also responsible for one of the exhibits, which you can just see on two pedestals at the far end of the exhibition space.  And here’s my own rather poor photograph of it in close-up:
32.  SLIDE: Czekalska + Golec

The artists make the point that from a contemporary perspective these two carved wooden heads have multiple authorship: the anonymous 17th century sculptor or sculptors who first shaped them, the many furniture beetles who continued carving out both the surface and the interior of these pieces over the centuries, and Czekalska + Golec themselves, who have “curated” the sculptures as a contemporary artwork.  These strategies of appropriation, gathering, reframing, aren’t new of course, …


33.  SLIDE: Snae/Wil Nanoq

… and they perhaps find parallels in Snaebjornsdottir/Wilson’s nanoq project, which will be familiar to many of you, but they are strategies that still find a productive place in the project of the contemporary animal.  As Rikke Hansen has perceptively noted in a different context, “One thing that contemporary art is really good at is holding complexity.” 
34.  SLIDE: Czekalska + Golec: Catwalk

I’d like to begin my concluding observations by returning to Giovanni Aloi’s alarming speculation that forty years from now, it may be that all that’s remembered of this era in which art’s engagement with animal imagery has felt so productive and so imaginative will be the image of Damien Hirst’s preserved tiger shark.  He may by right, and it’s a dreadful prospect.

Aloi makes his case by arguing that Hirst is among “the most internationally popular artists of the contemporary scene,” and that unlike a lot of the lesser-known artists who have engaged seriously with the question of the animal, Hirst’s works are already well represented in the art literature and in museums.   From this he goes on to argue that because of “the intensity” with which Hirst’s pieces “impose themselves on popular culture” it is now “one of the important responsibilities” of animal studies to “tease out a productive human-animal text from these works.”


That’s certainly one possible course of action in response to the resilience of Hirst’s imagery, drawing on the skills of cultural theorists and art historians to offer new readings of the significance of ubiquitous, memorable artworks.  But I would advocate a different course of action.  

The key thing about the best of Hirst’s early three-dimensional work with dead animals is that it’s strong imagery.  I don’t now consider it contemporary, but I acknowledge its iconic strength.  And the difficult response that’s needed from other artists is to learn from that.
The recent Marlene Dumas show at Tate Modern included a statement by the artist that acknowledged the nature of the difficulty.  She wrote, of her own imagery: “I am forever torn between wanting a clear and simple form that aspires to stand up forever and a reasonless disappearance into formlessness.”  

We should not be embarrassed or apologetic about acknowledging the place, and the need, for strong and persuasive animal forms “that aspire to stand up forever.”  But it’s difficult, because those forms also – in their moment of being made – need to be recognizably contemporary, which is why we’ve seen these images where the animal slips quietly into the shadows, or the distance, in order not to be hyperbolic, overstated, clichéd.  In order to be contemporary.
So there’s a necessary two-stage thing going on: recognizable contemporaneity and the resilience to persist, to last.  I don’t mind admitting that this is lurking at the back of my mind in relation to my own work.

35.  SLIDE: Scapeland XXV
I don’t know how to do it, of course, but I’m trying very slowly to move in the direction of making stronger images.  Not necessarily images of animals.  As I’ve said a couple of times already, the work is not “about” animals.  It’s not journalism, and neither – I very much hope – is it an example of what Aloi witheringly calls “minor propagandist art.”  I make this work to find out for myself what the questions are.  That’s it, that’s the motive, as clearly as I can express it.
And here I need to say a word about intention.  Intention matters here.  You can’t engage with what Barnes calls “the big issues” unintentionally.  And artists like Koons and Hirst in my view make no contribution to what I’ve been calling the project of the contemporary animal because they have no intention of doing so.  But intention works by indirection too.  It would be wrong to say that my intention is to make work that will itself prompt social change, or redefine the relation of humans and other animals.  Instead, the work is made in the vicinity of these issues, and with awareness of these issues.
This is where the critical mass of artists who are now addressing the portrayal of animals is so important.  It’s not a matter of asking “where are the really strong, lasting, contemporary images now?  Show us some of them.”  Getting there is going to be a collective enterprise.  We’re looking to learn, not least from each other.  And if it’s not already clear, we’re dealing here with an understanding of artworks as working objects, primed, charged, attuned by the artist.  This is what the terms critical and contemporary mean in this context.  The critical artwork engages, participates, does stuff, even when it doesn’t know quite what it’s doing.  It’s not dead, it’s not closed.  And it’s not just lying around waiting for cultural theorists to come along and make something of it.

I’d better stop, before this turns into too much of a rant.
One last thought.  Osborne has offered us a view of the contemporaneity of art that is open to change, adaptation, reconstruction.  Let’s take advantage of that.  What sort of unexpected things might the contemporary visualisation of animals call for?  Might it be, for example, that contrary to the prevailing view that beauty is too staid and uncritical a concept to have any place in contemporary art, the version of the contemporary that we shape in presenting the contemporary animal may indeed choose to address beauty?  A few years ago the Canadian artist Jeff Wall observed: “the beauty of an image derives in part from the fact that we never know exactly what we are feeling when we look at it.”  And that’s really not so far removed from Osborne’s remark about the “unincorporated” elements that keep beauty from sliding into complacency, or Hansen’s recognition of art’s ability to “hold” complexity.  
36.  SLIDE: Kannisto On Forest Floor

In a short but vital book on the subject, Elaine Scarry calls the disregard or disavowal of beauty an act of “failed generosity.”  And if our concern for animals suggests what might be called a generous outlook on the world, it seems all the more counterproductive to deny beauty a legitimate place in contemporary art that reflects that concern.  Giving shape to this won’t be easy.  But if we’re prepared to use the term beauty to characterize some aspects of our personal experience of animals, we’re certainly not going to be told that contemporary art cannot and must not engage with that.
This is our agenda, our project, our contemporary animal. 
Thank you.
Anthony d’Offay, 30 May 2015:

– on the importance of “power and strength and authority” in Louise Bourgeois’ late work.

from Robin Robertson’s poem Hide (2002):

I see glimpses of them, breaking cover,

swinging away

to erase themselves in the deep trees.

Sebatian Faulks, Engleby (2007), p. 36:

“It’s not that easy to put into words because words have too many meanings that clutter everything up.  Very blunt instruments, words – “

As I’ve said a couple of times already, the work is not “about” animals.  It’s not journalism, and neither – I very much hope – is it an example of what Aloi witheringly calls “minor propagandist art.”  I make this work to find out for myself what the questions are.  That’s it, that’s the motive, as clearly as I can express it.

And here I need to say a word about intention.  Intention matters here.  You can’t engage with what Barnes calls “the big issues” unintentionally.  And artists like Koons and Hirst in my view make no contribution to what I’ve been calling the project of the contemporary animal because they have no intention of doing so.  But intention works by indirection too.  It would be wrong to say that my intention is to make work that will itself prompt social change, or redefine the relation of humans and other animals.  Instead, the work is made in the vicinity of these issues, and with awareness of these issues.
Osborne asserts that “the photographic is not merely a particular art, or a particular kind of art.  It is the currently dominant form of the image as such.”
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