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Some words and names with which you may be unfamili ar.

Ytructuralism -Analysis of formal structures in a text or discourse. Theory that
there are unobservable social structures that generate observable social
phenomena.

¥ost-stucturalism -methods of textual and cultural interpretation that emerged as
a critique of structuralism.

¥ialectical / Dialectics -The Marxian process of change through the conflict of
opposing forces.

¥Henri Bergson

¥ eibniz

Wietzsche

¥Gilles Deleuze

¥Atget

¥Georges Rodenbach

¥Roland Barthes



¥arcel Proust
¥N.G. Sebald
¥Roman signer

Introduction:

When we see an image of David Hammons !s 1983 work "Bliz-aard ball sale !

we might be amused to note that he is selling various sizes of snowball, nicely
ordered, like commodities, to give his customers the consumerist choice they

have grown to expect, even if he is selling them direct from the street where the

snow has been gathered.

We might be amused, but why? Because it is ridiculous to sell these fast-
perishing objects, whose whole enjoyment is based on the fact that we should
make them and hurl them ourselves. The fact that they are so fragile, so

effervescent, is however what really makes them ridiculous commaodities. But



then, isnlt perfume also a commodity and isn't perfume more than likely to
evaporate, made to disappear in fact, but nevertheless holds its market and

demands a high price?

When we think of a commodity however, we usually think of a Thing; some Thing
we get for our money, some Thing with a certain resilience. We can't think of
ourselves as Things, nor treat each other as Things Bunless, that is, we are
involved in sadism, slavery or genocide. Much better then, to be reminded by the
artist like Hammons, that what is of value is not always resilient, hard-edged or

even tangible.

What Is a Thing?

When Martin Heidegger raised the question '"What Is A Thing?! during a lecture in
1935, he used the stick of chalk in his hand as an example. We can accept Bhe
said- that a stick of chalk is "a thing!. It is bounded and defined by its dimensions
and wrapped in its surface. It fits neatly into my hand as a suitable object for

consideration and manipulation from a human point of view.

But we shouldn!t forget that, in the time between 1935 and today, that ‘human

point of view has lost a lot of its legitimacy, lost its footing we might say.



If I break the stick of chalk Bsaid Heidegger- what was oncea whole, bound
object reveals its inner contents at the point that it is broken, and these contents,
at this point, become a new face, an inside has become an outside and what was

once one has become two Things.

So 'What Is A Thing?! and where do we limit our definition of a thing?, after all B
says Heidegger- when the chalk was broken, small fragments and atomised
chalk dust were also formed. Can we also call these Things? and if not, is a

thing merely a singular, manageable object of a certain manageable size?

In fact, tracing the roots of the word "Thing! leads to the definition of an ancient
Scandinavian meeting Pa kind of social, community event, anindividuation in the

diary or calendar Band welll return to this later.

I might call a mountain a Thing, but it becomes more awkward to apply the term
to ariver? | might call a novel a Thing, but is the film made from the novel also a
Thing? In these examples it is a certain temporality that causes the problem of
applicability. The river is changing more rapidly than the mountain, just as the film
seems to change and move more than the novel, and this is what makes it harder

to describe them as Things. Nevertheless, precisely how much or how little



change is necessary before it becomes comfortable or uncomfortable to apply

the description Thing would again be impossible to determine.

Nietzsche & Post Structuralism.

The philosophy of Nietzsche, emerging from Romanticism, troubles more Idealist
and Enlightenment thinking with considerations of temporality. Nietzsche even
believed that the only thoughts worth taking seriously were those we have while

walking, while on the move, never those gained by sitting still at a desk.

Nietzsche also mistrusted the way that writing thoughts down misrepresents
them making them 'like birds that have become trapped in cages!. He
experimented with ways of writing ideas to avoid the traps of scholarship and the
traditions of philosophy so that some of his books become full of short sayings,

songs, poems, and even a kind of pantomime.

There is something about change and chance BNietzsche thought- that we
cannot know and should not fry to know. "Knowing! itself is a kind of false
trapping of a world which in truth keeps moving and eluding us. For all man!s

pride, temporality makes fools, and eventually corpses of us all. No matter how



we gamble, chance necessarily outwits us, and change means that there will

always be uncertainty and mystery in a world which is truly beyond our grasp.

Heidegger!s example of the piece of chalk may have been an immediate, every
day Thing, but the form of his question '"What is?! implies that an answer is
possible; it has the sense of analytic or idealist philosophy about it. Heidegger
wrote books on Nietzsche and was influenced by Nietzsche, but to develop our
lecture on "A Hesitation of Things! we need to turn away from Heidegger to more
recent thinkers who have been influenced not only by Nietzsche but by
Nietzschels thought seen through the history of the 20™ Century, and in such a
way as to no-longer expect to ask or answer "What is?! questions, but rather to
accept and to ensure that the world remains an unanswered and unanswerable

guestion.

For these so-called "Post structuralist! thinkers philosophy has become ant-
philosophy and their role is not to construct more systems of understanding but to
deconstruct the archive of established ideas and make us hesitate before

presuming or even wanting to know.

The main Nietzsche-influenced post-structuralist thinker to whom we are going to
refer is Gilles Deleuze, but we are also going to refer to some other artists,

thinkers, writers, photographers and sculptors, spanning the late 19" and 20"



centuries, some of whose ideas, words and images also influenced Gilles
Deleuze. Furthermore, it is probably safe to say, that all of those to whom | am
going to refer allow temporality to invade; inspire; inform; or even play havoc with

their own attempts to reason or describe the world.

Thing or event?

When Gilles Deleuze was looking for a suitable vocabulary for the world that he
was experiencing in the 1960s and 70s he used a history of thinkers and ideas
stretching far back to before the modern world. He became interested in the 17"
century, before the so-called "Age of Reason!, when what we call Baroque was a
dominant style in art. Deleuze noted that Baroque forms could also be found in
17™ century ways of thinking, particularly in the thought of one of the 17th

century!s leading philosophers "Leibniz!.

Here, Deleuze also saw a possible response to Heidegger!s question, which is
not an answer but more of a thought provoking diversion; a response which,
rather than answering, asks us to keep on thinking and questioning. In an
interview about Leibniz Deleuze clearly states Ol dott believe in Things!. For
Deleuze 'Things! are an "all-too-human! way of understanding the world, and he

saw in Leibniz!s 17" century thought, and also in his own late 20" century world -



influenced by the History and by ideas like those of Einstein- a possibility of
replacing a world of Things with an understanding of the world as composed

entirely of 'Events!.

‘Event! may seem a more suitable term with which to describe a snowball sold by
David Hammons; it may also be more appropriate to describe a river, or a film.
The little fragments and the dust from the chalk might also be better suited to the
description "events!, and | might even get used to also thinking of myself as an

‘'eventl.

Deleuze has also written: OWe wonder about what marks tie individuality of an
event: a life, aseason, awind, a battle, 5 olclock E we can call E these
‘individuations!, and the question arises: are we not (ourselves) such

'individuations!E? O

We can interpret this to mean that Deleuze doesn!t see the self as an ego or a
subject, and certainly not as a Thing, but as an event, just as every individuation,
every "al is an event. And so, in this way, | am the same as OEa life, a season, a

wind, a battle, or 5 olclock.O | am, like them, an event.

Once | try to consider all as event, including myself, | might start to consider what

differentiates events. Things exclude each other with their boundaries and



bodies, but events occur one-in-the other; my event takes place within yours, and
ours within the event of others etc. And even if we do not physically share the
same space or moment, the self-as-event might yet be considered present while
merely being anticipated or remembered. Thus the event not only stops us from
being abused as Things, it also seems to spiritualise us Porat least take account

of that about us which is far more than a Thing.

Perhaps there is an aspect of every phenomena and every self which is its Thing,
and another aspect which is its event. An event, whether it is here; to-come; or

long passed, does not change its nature in the same way as Things.

What | desire in the Thing is precisely its specific form, but | anticipate and recall

the event without presuming to know precisely what form it will take or has taken.

I might recall the passed event with increasing fondness or increasing regret, but
| am forced to accept that the Thing, once lost or destroyed, is wholly and forever

changed in its form and transformed by its lack of presence.

I never expect to own or know the event in the way that | might hope to know and
to own the Thing. | accept that the event evaporates, even if it is myself, and
what individuates or distinguishes an event might be qualities which determine

how it makes its appearance and then abides in experience.



Memory

The 20™ century is not only transformed by technologies of speed and power but
also by technologies of recording, remembering and archiving. The invention of
photography, phonographs and Cinema, the ideas of Sigmund Freud and the
philosophy of Henri Bergson Bwho influenced the novelst Marcel Proust as well
as Gilles Deleuze- all these help to promote memoryto a new level of importance
in our understanding of the way we live and experience. Consequently events
become a currency for this new world in which memory has become valued like
an additional sense. We might even risk saying that events are to the 20™
century what Things are to the 19" B they serve as a focus or fulcrum around

which contemporary understanding revolves. *

Literature.

! Great Exhibition of 1851 etc. Ruskin, Morris etc.)



OAnNd so it was from the Guermantes way that | learned ®
distinguish between thee states which reign alternately
within me, during certain periods, going so far as to divide
each day between them, the one returning to dispossess
the other with the regularity of a fever: contiguous, and yet
so foreign to one another, so devoid of means of
communication, that | no longer understand, or even picture
to myself, in one state what | have desired or dreaded or
accomplished in the other.O

Marcel Proust

The idea of the self as an event within events could aptly describe the view of
certain novelist!'s making modern experiments along the lines of: e.g. Virginia
Woolf, James Joyce or Marcel Proust. And the temporal thought of Henri

Bergson is also known to have influenced Cubist painters to no-longer

represent a world of distinct Things but, on the contrary, to celebrate the fact that

there is no clear separation between the artist's moment and the changing world

that he or she inhabits and seeks to record.




In Roland Barthes! post structuralist essay "The Death of the Author! he reminds
every writer who sets out to produce a great work, that in the very moment of
writing it is in fact necessary to lose oneself in and to the very event of writing Bto
"slip away 'into writing!s technology, into language and culture, and to give
oneself away to the reader. And it is primarily our ungraspable temporality that
insists that we surrender the conceit of clearly knowing who we are and what we

are doing when we write, and so give up the proud conceits of authorship.

In the same essay Barthes describes Marcel Proust!s strategy in attempting to
achieve the writing of the truly modern novel, and explains that the young man
who narrates Proust!s book occupies an unusual position, in that, throughout this
large work he is in fact always preparing to write the very book that we are
reading, and, until the book comes to a close -with many of its characters grown
old and white-haired- the narrator is not capable of writing the book, which must b
to be modern- be written entirely from memory.

OProust himself E was visibly concerned with E blurring E

the relation between the writer and his characters; by

making of the narrator not he who has seen and felt, nor

even he who is writing, but he who is going to write (the

young man in the novel E wants to write but cannot; the

novel ends when writing at last becomes possible).O

Barthes (from the Death of the Author)

This entire work then is a grand demonstration of hesitation which promotes the

modern novel as primarily temporal, and as evaporating into its own events,



which must be represented as and in memory Ba medium which not only
enhances description but also promises a kind of truth or reassurance to

modernity.

In an epoch where things have never changed so rapidly and so diversely,
memory becomes a reliable subtext or subconscious for a life changing at
impossible speed. Within Proust!s novel the narrator witnesses his first
aeroplane, his first automobile and makes his first telephone call. Modernity is

beguiled by its own inventiveness and its relationship to time.

Painting

We seem to see something similar in 20™ Century painters like Giorgio de
Chirico, Giorgio Morandi, Edward hopper, and Gerhardt Richter, all of whom are
incapable of representing the world without clearly marking the duration and

temporality of painting itself.



Giorgio De Chirico repeatedly uses the classical image of Ariadne, who, in

Greek mythology, waits on a shore for her lover to return. De Chirico!s Ariadne is
carved in stone, making her all the more patient and ponderous, while the
immensity of time passed while she waits is represented by immense shadows,
sharp perspective, passing steam trains and brick wall, all of which compound
the sense in which modern painting is primarily temporal or concerned with that
mysterious temporality which eludes even proud and powerful modern

knowledge.



Giorgio Morandi _ also uses repetition in obsessively recording the relations

between Thing, context, paint and time. Sometimes these seem to slip into one
another as the boundary of the Thing becomes confused with its context, as if to
show that, not only is all this made of paint but that it is ultimately a formation of
time!s immaterial force -an event- and suggests that we might only experience
the possibility of obtaining any control over that force by way of art!s peculiar

ability to model and manipulate time.



Edward Hopper uses thick deep paint and equally thick deep colours to describe
a 1940s America in which nothing much seemed to happen, where it always
seemed to be Sunday without a breath of wind, and where people never look at
each other and often simply wait alone for something we suspect will not be
particularly fulfilling when it does arrive. People wait for theatre curtains to rise;
for shifts to end; for lovers or friends; for it to get darker or lighter; and sometimes
just seem to watch the sun making its way across the sky as if to reassure
themselves that the force over which they have so little control is still there and
still inescapable. Occasionally, people don't appear at all, only the light itself;
reminding us that modern painting began by rejecting Romantic sunsets in favour
of the new urban Impressionist beauty of a sunlight whose every ray and dapple
provided further proof that time is visibly passing (the influence of photography?),

and as if nature were itself trying to keep up with enthusiastic modernity.



Gerhardt Richter is a post second world war painter for whom the relation to

time and memory is forever changed by that war. He consciously invokes
photography in a way which seems to wholly accept that photography has
become the paradigm for all representation, so that whether we paint, act,
describe, write; copy, save or sample we are always involved in a quasi-
photographic activity. Meanwhile, photography!s language and values begin to
determine, not only other media, but identity itself, and philosophy too. The
philosopher Andrew Benjamin has said that Richter "Photographs! events by

painting them.

Of course, whatever is photographed is immediately transformed from Thing into
event, and we could even lay the blame for this whole, far-reaching mode of
thought at the feet of this initially humble invention born of a fusion of chemical

and drawing technologies.

Photography.



As Walter Benjamin noted in his essay "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction! photography and other modern recording technologies place their
own significance in the hands and homes of the mass and fundamentally
transform the values of the artwork from its old aesthetic significance into its

modern political significance.

And as Roland Barthes implied in his own meditation on photography, if a
modern consciousness was seriously influenced by the advent and availability of
photography this was not only a politicisation caused by infinite reproducibility
and distribution, but also had a philosophical effect, because photography offered
a wholly new sense of representation, as and of an event, and no longer as a

Thing representing another Thing.



Writing in the 1930s, Benjamin haunted the 19" century Paris arcades and saw

in them the possibility of an "eye of the storm! of modernity; a place where all the
terrible, dialectical forces building in Europe of the 1930s might find an alternative
in a kind of "standstill. In this peculiar architecture -which makes us neither inside
nor out, neither one Thing nor another- we can glimpse some exception to
dialectical battles. Meanwhile, in the glass shop windows, which simultaneously
reveal what they contain, and reflect what is opposite across the arcade, there

lies again a more imaginative image of modernity!s possibilities.

Perhaps the Surrealist revolution is superior to that of Marxism as a response to
Fascism; perhaps a disorientation and confusion of images is preferable and
superior to the certainties sought by the irreconcilable sides of an immense
modern argument. Perhaps hesitation Bsometimes criticised as weak, or even
‘effeminate!- is always superior to decisive, militarist action. In fact, the greatest
generals and military strategists in history always know when to hesitate and

thereby infuriate their opponent into a hasty, foolish and fatal action.



Eduardo Cadava wrote a book called "Words of Light! in which he showed that
photography played throughout Walter Benjamin!s prose and forms of thought,
either directly or indirectly as a kind of paradigm or primary influence. So, when
Walter Benjamin, describing the Paris arcades, speaks of 'dialectics at a
standstill!, it is possible to imagine that this image is not terribly remote from his

appreciation of the peculiar stillness and emptiness found in the photographs of

Atget , which Benjamin described as invariably looking like the "scene of a crime!
band in those words we immediately see further proof of the fact that
photography cannot help but turn Things into events.

Ethe incomparable significance of Atget, who, around

1900, took photographs of deserted Paris streets. It has

quite justly been said of him that he photographed them like
scenes of crime.

Walter Benjamin (from 'The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction!)



The morbid hesitation sensed by Benjamin in Atget!s photographs, as if the
modern city had drawn a breath and held it, is also discernible in a book by a

contemporary of Atget!s named Georges Rodenbach who frequented,

photographed and wrote essays, poems and novels based upon Flemish towns
like Bruges and Ghent, which had flourished in the middle ages proliferating in
ostentatious architectural glories and a general sense of wealth but suddenly
"died! due to changes in the behaviour of the North Sea which deserted them and

ruined their usefulness for foreign trade. Rodenbach called them "dead towns!



and set stories of grief and mourning within them to create powerful effects. But
he also used photography, extensively, in an unusual way for his time and even
for today, as if sensing that black and white photographs were the appropriate

medium with which to convey the peculiar atmosphere that fascinated him.

More recently, the exceptional or maverick historian W.G. Sebald Dclearly
influenced by both Proust and Benjamin, may also have been influenced by Atget
and Rodenbach when illustrating his radically empirical tales with unusually banal
images which serve to bring home the convincing fact of a self still living in and

as History.

Sculpture



Throughout the period of working on my PhD dissertation, some of themore
visual aspects of which are alluded to here, | found myself shuttling between the
History department in which | studied and the Sculpture department in which |
taught. When not suffering from a sense of conflict | hoped that my work would
be influenced in some useful and original way by this apparent incongruity, and
here, to move towards a conclusion, and having discussed philosophy, literature,
painting and photography, we can turn to look at some objects, sculptures or

Things which have a bearing upon the preceding discussion.

First, the artist Roman Signer , who has a vast body of works, in which almost

invariably what we think of as a Thing is turned, by often surprising, occasionally

comic means, into an event.



Some works by the artist Gabriel Orozco have a similar light touch which
exposes a more profound heart while again seeming to need to negotiate the
space between Thing and event as if this is the only area in which a serious
contemporary artist who refers to themselves as sculptor can work. (Incidentally
Orozco is an artist drawn into Nicholas Bourriaud!s recently fashionable
theorising of the artwork as 'relational! which means that its object is less

important than the it produces in its role as event.



Charles Ray, like Roman Signer, has an irrepressible sense of humour which he

mixes with philosophical musings as is evident in his "'Tabletop! in which what we
think are a table of still things or objects, on closer inspection are all found to be
spinning at different speeds with the help of tiny turntables hidden in the table!s
surface. It is the objects! symmetry which disguises their movement as they
therefore make no difference against their context. Only the small houseplant,

with its asymmetrical form makes clear that it is moving for the same reason.

Ray!s piece reminds us of the unlikely fact that every thing is indeed spinning and
that there never has been such a thing as Still Life!l. In fact the invention of
photography seems to insist on an unrealistic, deathly stillness in the world,

which does not really exist but is purely photographic.

In his photography essay, Barthes suggested that god died and religion gave up
responsibility for death in modernity, but that photography took over that
responsibility by producing and proliferating a cult of the dead and of a new
deadly stillness, as if photography were modernity!s religion. And if we think
about just how much of that deathly photographic stillness we currently consume
in our environment this is a slightly nauseating thought and a powerful critique of

a media saturated culture.



As if to prove Barthes right, Paris Bwhere, in a sense, modernity began- is one of
the only cities in the world where we might immediately think of touring
graveyards. All the modern heroes can be found there of course, from Charles
Baudelaire to Jim Morrison, and, if nothing else, visiting their graves might
reassure us that they too were not mere Things but events who persist through
our own interest in putting their creativity to new uses. In Pierre Lachaise

cemetery you can see the tomb of Oscar Wilde and note that it is usually

blocked off by barricades in order to deter the thousands of people who come
every year to kiss its Jacob Epstein-sculpted monument. The reason given for
the deterrence is that the marble of which it is made is slowly being carved anew
and undermined by the corrosive action of the lipstick!s grease and other

chemicals.

Whether that is true or not, the strange image conjured of vibrant life, eating

away at death, and of a gentle, perhaps post-modern means of modelling



material gradually gaining a victory over the resilient modernist sculptor!s
techniques remains poignant and in some way seems to fill that odd space | have

occupied between contemporary Sculpture and a History of ideas, and

conveniently leads us back to where we began with David Hammons ! Bliz-aard

ball sale .

History.

We shouldn!t overlook the fact that Hammons! piece diverts our work towards an
economic register, questioning the price and value of Things in terms of their

resilience and their endurance. Gold and diamonds may underpin a certain



economy, both valued for degrees of rarity but in the case of diamond for

extreme hardness, and gold for its malleability.

But while we value marble for its monumentality, we might also consider diverse
processes of modelling marble; some traditional and immediate, some radically
slow and gentle. We value resilience and yet also cherish and treasure
something as fragile and fleeting as spring blossoms. A Cathedral might be a
great artwork, but so is a tiny haiku poem encapsulating a fleeting, irreplaceable
moment of human inspiration. In terms of its critique of values of relative
endurance and resilience Hammons! piece could provide us with a questioning

response -though not an answer- to Heidegger!s question 'What Is a thing!?!.

It is worth noting or remembering that when Heidegger gave his lecture in 1935 it
was as a member of the National Socialist party, soon to lead the world into war
and Germany to the holocaust, in which human beings, far from being respected
as unique events, were treated as Things to a degree never before known. And
it is these terrible events which seem to have driven post second world war
thinkers, like Gilles Deleuze and his post-structuralist generation, to seek for a
philosophy or (anti-philosophy) inspired by Nietzsche, that does not point fingers
nor ask "What is?! questions, nor hopes to confidently answer the questions of
the past, but instead strives to make a contemporary thought which will always

hesitate before proudly jumping to conclusions or impulsively claiming



knowledge; a thought which is happy to proliferate uncomfortable questions

rather than seek self-satisfying solutions.

It is perhaps the particular pace, change, becoming, or hesitation of Things which
ultimately differentiates them and their value, and this process of interpretation
reveals them to be also events. And so, if we think of ourselves, and of others,
and of the world in terms of events -never merely as Things- we might attempt to
avoid the mistakes which arose from an underlying discomfort within modernity B
and which still confronts us today- i.e. how to reconcile an omnipotent belief in
progressive and technological change with other forces, including Time, which it

is beyond man and technology to master.

Modernity seems to have behaved as if its own speed were that of timels; itls
totalitarian regimes seem misguided, not only by delusions of finality but also by

an urgency inappropriate to their impossible ambitions. The whole of modernity



seems to behave as if time is running out. But within this scenario, some
thinkers and artists -like Benjamin and Proust, Bergson, Woolf and Joyce-
appear as exceptions who seek within modernity!s liberties different ways of

interpreting and working with modern time.

It turns out that it was modernity, not time itself, that was running out. Hitler
spoke of a 1,000 year Reich which only survived for ten terrible, cataclysmic
years. The paradigm of a post-modernity and its post-structural thought is a
necessity arising from the monstrous ashes of world war 2 and benefits from the
lesson that modernity -though forceful and timely- was never omnipotent and

should not have confused itself with time itself Btime takes its own time.

Time itself will not be mastered, however, hopefully, it might concede to be
carved, crafted, interpreted and swayed to some degree by artists, thinkers,
designers, writers, poets, musicians and composers who see time as an aspect
of their materials, and communicate through their practices the fact that they see
themselves, the world, and what they produce not merely as Things but also as

events.

END



